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Shrewsbury, 2019
“Mum?” A familiar voice drew ninety-six-year-old Paige Miller from her thoughts. She sat in a chair by the window, too firm to be comfortable, but easier to get out of than the plush sofa she’d loved in her own home.
Paige had been living at the Walton Senior Center for nearly two years. It was a nice enough place, modern and bright, with private rooms and decent food, plus a staff that genuinely seemed to care. But it was a far cry from the farmhouse where she and Roger had lived for half a century and raised their three children. She’d held on there as long as she could after Roger died, until the steep, narrow staircase had become too much. She still missed everything about it, especially the view from the front picture window overlooking the green Welsh hills.
Paige turned to see her daughter, Grace, walking across the lobby of the nursing home. The appearance of her eldest brought her immediate joy. Grace was a carbon copy of the younger woman Paige herself had once been, only better because she contained within her so much of her father’s confidence and strength.
But Grace’s unexpected visit filled Paige with concern as well. “Is something wrong? Your brothers? The children?” Though her grandchildren were themselves now grown, Paige still worried about them like she had when they were little.
Grace smiled. “All fine.” She held up a small package. “I brought you this. Postman dropped it at my house a few hours ago.”
Paige took the unfamiliar package with shaking hands. It had been addressed to the farmhouse but forwarded to Grace’s address like all of Paige’s mail since she’d come here. She unwrapped the stiff brown paper. Inside was a small box. She opened it. There, nestled against a bed of satin, was an old-fashioned engagement ring, a plain band of yellow gold with a single modest stone. “What on earth?” Then she studied the packaging once more. “400 Oxford Street, London,” the return address read. Selfridges. A wave of emotion rose up, overwhelming her, as the long-buried past seemed to come to life before her once more.



London, 1943
Paige knew what to expect after a bomb hit.
Or at least, she thought she did. At seventeen years old, she was accustomed to the charred smell that hung heavy in the air and to the wailing sirens. She had seen the medics running about and the taxis and red buses pressed into service to ferry the dead and wounded because they had run out of ambulances. She had witnessed the civilians struggling to dig through the rubble with their bare, bleeding hands to find loved ones before it was too late. She knew to try to help the injured without getting hit by falling debris or by a subsequent detonation and becoming the next casualty herself.
The scene that played out before her that crisp September morning was a familiar one. The V2 rocket had hit squarely in the middle of Oxford Street, close to the front of Selfridges, shattering the store’s picture windows and reducing the entrance to rubble. The street, which had been bustling with pedestrians and lorries and buses moments earlier, was now eerily still, like a film that had snapped suddenly in the projector, stopping the show.
Paige had expected the chaos and devastation. What she had not expected was the elderly man, kneeling in his fine suit in front of Selfridges department store atop a pile of broken glass, crying.
Paige had moved closer to him and bent down. “Sir?” He did not answer, and she suspected he was in shock. She knelt, grimacing as the shards cut into her skin through her stockings. She wondered if the sharp glass did not cut the elderly man as well, but he did not seem to notice or mind. “Are you hurt?” He did not appear injured, at least not outwardly. Had he lost someone in the blast?
But he had none of the urgency of a person who was searching for someone or in need of rescue. He’d just sat silently, staring at the shattered glass on the ground before him, a single tear running down each cheek. “It’s gone. It’s all gone.” His accent, she noted with surprise, was American.
“Gone? What is, sir?”
“The window,” he had moaned, bereft. It seemed odd to be so upset about some broken glass, given everything else that had been destroyed. This was no ordinary shop window, though. Even Paige, who worked in the Selfridges storeroom but had never so much dared to go in the elegant department store with items too dear for her to afford, knew that. The window had been autographed by all the famous people who had ever visited the mighty store, royalty and politicians and movie stars alike. The history of their patronage lay before them now, shattered and blown to bits. The elderly man picked up a handful of broken glass, then let it fall through his fingers like sand. “My window.”
Paige had realized then that the man kneeling before her was none other than Harry Selfridge himself.
“Mr. Selfridge?” she’d asked, partly to confirm and partly to make sure that, despite being distraught, he was well enough to recognize his own name. He nodded. She should have recognized him from his portrait, which hung in the store. But the painting had been commissioned years earlier, and he was grayed and more weathered now. Plus, Paige always hurried through the imposing entrance to the store on the way to the basement with her head down.
Paige had helped Mr. Selfridge to his feet and inside the store. She led him to his office in the back, then handed him off to his assistant, who assured Paige that she would make sure he was cared for. Mr. Selfridge, recognizing her kindness even in his dazed state, had fumbled in his pocket and pulled out some money and offered it to her. Paige refused. Though she dearly needed it, she would not accept charity.
She had left the store then, assuming the whole incident was behind her. But the next day she was called from her place in the storeroom and offered as thanks for her kindness any job in the department store. She accepted immediately. Charity was one thing, but a chance to earn her way quite another.
That had been more than three years earlier. Paige crossed the floor of the grand store now, feeling slightly out of place, as she always did, even after all this time. Under normal circumstances, she never would have been here. She was an orphan who had lost her mother to illness at age eight. She’d spent the rest of her childhood in a series of girls’ homes until she was turned out on her sixteenth birthday with a few coins and a letter of good character. After that, she’d scraped by on odd jobs until the labor shortages brought on by the war enabled her to get a position in the Selfridges storeroom. It was the best she could have hoped for.
Then she’d met Mr. Selfridge and was brought up to the shop floor. When she was summoned and given the offer of a better position, her mind was filled with doubts: she wasn’t up to the job, not good enough. But working at the grand department store was more than just a way to support herself; it was a fresh start, a chance to make a new life. More to the point, she needed the money.
After accepting the offer, Paige spent what she had on a decent enough outfit: a pressed white blouse and navy skirt. When she arrived the first day, the store manager peered at her over his glasses, and she expected to be asked to leave. “Mr. Selfridge told me you’d be turning up,” he said haughtily, in a way that made her sound like a bad penny. “Where would you like to work?” She cocked her head. “Mr. Selfridge said you are to have any department in the store,” he explained.
“I’m happy to start at the bottom and work my way up.” She did not want special favors.
“I suggested putting you in the back, but Mr. Selfridge insisted you have a counter.” The manager’s tone made clear that he did not expect her to last. Paige was determined to prove him wrong. She came to work early and stayed late, learned as much about the store as she possibly could. She made sure she could do all the jobs, not just her own, so she could fill in wherever she was needed. The other employees were wary of her at first, thinking she was Mr. Selfridge’s pet. Paige got to know each of them. She learned which ones had a son or fiancé off at the front and was quick with a cup of tea or helping hand. They grew to love her.
Paige saved her paychecks with the frugality of someone who knew what it was like to have nothing. The modest shopgirl’s pay was more money than she had ever seen in her life. Soon she had enough to get a nicer room in a boardinghouse in a neighborhood that did not make her feel unsafe at night. She began taking evening classes. She knew that she could not count on the job or Mr. Selfridge’s kindness to last forever—that this, like everything else, might end in an instant. She had to build something for herself that was hers alone and did not depend on anyone else. That fateful meeting with Mr. Selfridge and his response to her kindness had quite literally changed her life.
Paige looked around the department store. Though it appeared centuries old, Selfridges had, in fact, been new construction when it was built nearly thirty-five years earlier, with steel framework that required fewer columns and permitted the open-floor space and big windows. There was a roof garden for events—or at least there had been until a V2 had destroyed it. Now gunners held watch amid the rubble atop the store, looking for enemy planes.
The department store was as big as a mansion. Mr. Selfridge did everything larger than life, a kind of P. T. Barnum of retail selling, she’d heard him called. The grand windows were bricked after the air raid as a testament to wartime. The store, however, remained steadfastly operational, even when a fire from one of the bombs destroyed its famed Palm Court Restaurant. No matter how bad the attack, they always opened the next day. It became a symbol of the stiff upper lip, refusal to be stopped. “Business as usual,” Mr. Selfridge always said. He had coined that very phrase himself during the First World War, and he wasn’t about to stop now.
Given the choice of any department in Selfridges, Paige had chosen to work in the bookstore. When Mr. Selfridge decided to put a bookstore in, he built the largest one in the world, with floor-to-ceiling shelves that seemed to go on for miles. Paige loved it, but she wondered how it could be profitable. So few customers ever came in. They really weren’t at Selfridges for the books, but for fashions and cosmetics and jewelry, what little of it there was and that they could afford during wartime. Paige didn’t mind the quiet, though. She might have chosen one of the grand perfume or jewelry counters. But tucked away here, she could read. And observe the comings and goings of the store unnoticed—including a certain young man who came through at the same time each day.
Danny, she’d heard him called by another GI who’d accompanied him once. They were Americans; she could tell that by the uniform. He always waved at her when he passed the bookshop. He had never come in, though.
Until now. She looked up in surprise from the book she had been reading to see Danny the American standing before her.
He smiled, a cocksure grin. “Hello,” he greeted her, as though they were old friends. He removed his hat, and she could see that his close-cropped hair was blond, almost ginger.
She wanted to take offense at his familiarity but found that she could not. “Hello,” she replied, more timidly than she would have liked. “Can I help you?”
“I could use a book,” he said, though he did not sound like he had actually planned to get one. “Something funny.”
She led him over to the section of P. G. Wodehouse books and helped him pick one called Thank You, Jeeves. They walked back to the counter. “Here,” she said, wrapping up the novel. She took his money and handed him change. Still, he lingered. “Is there something else?”
“I just wanted to introduce myself,” he said, faltering slightly. He did not seem like the kind of person who could be uncertain and shy, but his hesitation made her like him even more. “You see, I’ve noticed you when I’ve passed through the shop as a shortcut. Usually, your nose is buried in a book.” This was true. “But today I decided to interrupt you and introduce myself. I’m Danny.”
I already know that, she thought. “Paige.”
“Fitting name for a bookseller,” he quipped, and they both chuckled.
“You’re American?” she asked. He nodded. “How long will you be here?”
“Honestly, I don’t know. I’m posted here to London, just doing some administrative work before we ship out.” Paige felt sadder than she should have at the notion of him leaving. It was just that everything was transient during the war. Nothing—and no one—stayed. It shouldn’t matter that this person she didn’t really know was leaving. But she would miss seeing him walk through, especially now that they had met.
“Would you like to meet me after work?” he asked. “For a soda pop or something?”
The idea was so American, she smiled. “I’m not sure we have those here.”
“A cocktail, then, or coffee or tea?” His expression was hopeful.
Paige hesitated. She kept to herself, kept her head down and did her job and went home after. But she was lonely, and she realized she very much did want to meet him for a drink.
“Finish the book first,” she challenged. “Then we can talk about it.”
The next day was Saturday, and she didn’t see him, and of course the shop was closed on Sunday. She wondered if he would take the challenge or give up and perhaps not come back at all.
But two days later, he did return, book in hand. She doubted he had read it, but when she asked him questions about the story, he seemed to know the answers. “Now you have to have a drink with me,” he declared, a note of triumph in his voice. “That is, you don’t have to, but I’d sure like it if you would.”
“Fine,” she relented. “Meet me here at five.”
That evening, she waited for him in front of the shop. A thick fog had blanketed Oxford Street. Paige caught a glimpse of herself in the shop window. She had always considered herself plain, with pale skin and a smattering of freckles, light-brown hair that curled more than usual now from the dampness. She straightened her simple beige fascinator, which she had found at a secondhand shop. She didn’t mind not standing out; it had made it easier to avoid unwanted attention growing up. She could not help but wonder now, though, why Danny had noticed her.
Danny did not appear for several minutes, and Paige wondered if he had changed his mind. Then, at ten past five, he sprinted around the corner. “So sorry,” he apologized breathlessly. “Held up at work. Shall we?” He held out his arm and she took it, the coarse material of his uniform scratching against her arm. Paige expected Danny to choose the SWOD, a big, boisterous canteen named for the street corners—Somerset, Wigmore, and Orchard Streets—on which it was located, where loud GIs drank and danced with girls who wore too much makeup. Instead, he took her to a coffee shop down the street. “Do you mind?” he asked, leading her in. “Quieter for talking.”
“Not at all.” Paige was grateful he had chosen somewhere more intimate. “I rather like the quiet,” she added.
“Me too. It’s constant noise among the army fellas. And my house was always so noisy growing up,” he said.
“You have a lot of brothers and sisters?” Paige had always wished for a large family, or at least a sibling.
“I have a brother and two sisters. Or rather, I did. My brother was killed in Italy.” His face drooped.
Impulsively, she reached out and covered his hand with her own. “I’m so sorry.”
“Me too, mostly for my ma.” He blinked and swatted at his eye, as though there was something in it. “I’ve got to make it home. She couldn’t bear to lose two of us.”
“You will.”
“But not until I’ve done my part,” he declared firmly.
Paige pulled her hand away. “You want to fight?”
“Yes, I’m eager to go,” Danny said, his shoulders straightening.
“How can you say that?” Paige was incredulous.
“Not that I am looking for war. But this is a good and important fight, and I want to do my part. My brother would have expected it. I want to make a contribution.”
“You are here; surely the work you are doing in London counts for something.” She tried to sound certain, though, in fact, he had not said much about his work here at all.
“Important work is being done in all sorts of places,” he conceded. “But it isn’t the same. Say, you never told me about your family,” he added, changing the subject.
Paige hesitated. “I come from a small family,” she said finally. “I’m an only child.” She could not bear to tell him the truth and have him pity her.
They finished their coffee. But both of them lingered, neither in a hurry to leave. “I should go,” Paige said finally, standing up.
Danny helped her with her coat. “Wait,” he said, reaching for her arm. The cuff of her sleeve had come undone. He rebuttoned and smoothed it gently. The seemingly routine gesture felt somehow intimate. Her cheeks warmed. “Can I walk you home?” he asked.
Paige shook her head. “Thank you, but I’ve got some work to finish up at the shop,” she lied. In truth, she didn’t want him seeing where she lived. Though the boardinghouse was miles better than the one where she’d lived before Mr. Selfridge gave her the job, it was still ramshackle, and she was embarrassed.
They reached the door to Selfridges. They stood uncertainly for several seconds. “Well, good night,” Danny said, giving her an awkward kiss on the cheek. Paige wondered if he might try for more, and was disappointed when he did not. As he walked away, she was rather sorry to see him go.
Their encounters fell into a kind of pattern after that. Most days, Danny would wave or say hello on his way through the shop. On Thursdays, he always stopped in the bookshop to ask her out for Friday nights. Paige knew she shouldn’t accept so last minute, that it wasn’t proper. But Danny was not a planner. He was impulsive, the very picture of devil may care. He lived for the moment, he’d explained once, because in wartime, that was all they had.
Paige let him take her to a movie and for coffee each week. He always kissed her good night, at first on the cheek, then later on the lips, but always briefly, not taking it any further. That was it. She sometimes wished it might be more. She loved the time they spent together. It was as if, for the first time in her life, she was not alone.
But no matter how much Paige liked Danny, which was quite a lot and growing each time they went out, she was not about to be swept off her feet by a Yank and do something rash. She refused to be left alone, heartbroken—or worse, expecting—when he shipped out. She had seen that movie play out more than once for a few of the other girls in the shop, and no, thank you! She was taken by his brightness, his humor, and his warmth. She would not let that cloud her judgment, though, or derail the life she had carefully begun to build for herself since working at Selfridges. And Danny did not push for more. He knew that he was leaving and seemed to understand her unspoken boundaries.
One Thursday, when they had been going out for about two months, Danny did not appear in the bookshop. Paige looked across the expanse of the department store, searching for him without success. Her heart fell. Had he lost interest? Perhaps he’d found a friendlier girl, one who wouldn’t hold anything back. They’d had such a marvelous time the previous week, though, seeing Casablanca at the Odeon theater on Leicester Square, that it hardly seemed likely. Paige wondered if he had been called to leave without notice. But she knew if that was the case, Danny would have at least found a way to get word to her. She worried then that something had happened to him. Life was far from safe in wartime London.
At last Danny appeared, but he seemed harried and not at all his usual self. “I’m afraid I’m late for work,” he said. She waited for him to say what had delayed him, but he did not. “I can only stay a minute.”
“Meet you tomorrow tonight?” Paige could not help but ask when his usual invitation did not come.
“I’m sorry, I can’t,” he said. “One of the other fellas is sick, and I have to work his shift.”
“Oh.” She tried not to be crushed. She hoped he might ask her out for another night, but he did not.
After he left, Paige tried to focus on arranging the books. But with the prospect of seeing Danny that Friday gone, the day dragged. She had not realized how much she had come to look forward to their dates. Depending on someone else like this was the last thing she wanted, and she hated it.
The next day, Paige was surprised to see Danny pass through the store at his usual time. At first her hopes lifted: perhaps his plans had changed and he was coming to ask her out after all. However, he walked straight through the store, passing by the bookshop without stopping at all. Why had he suddenly become so cold?
She knew he had only been cutting through the department store on his way to work. But where did he work, and what did he do? In all their weeks of going out, he had never really said. He talked a great deal about his family and life back home in Minnesota, about his childhood and the brother he had lost to the war. But about his work and life here—nothing. Paige realized then how very little she knew about what Danny was doing in London.
Impulsively, Paige stepped out from behind the counter and started after him. She knew she should have too much pride and just let him go. And she knew better than to leave her department without someone to cover for her. But the stubborn, curious part of her wanted answers.
Paige tried to catch up. But with his long-legged gait, he remained several meters ahead. Danny had told her he used the store as a shortcut, and she had expected him to walk out the far door. Instead, he started down the back stairwell toward the basement. She was puzzled. The lifts had long since been broken in a raid, and the stairs headed to the storeroom, where only employees were allowed. What on earth was he doing?
She slowed slightly and found herself following him rather than trying to catch up. Danny did not stop at the storeroom level. Rather, he descended into a subbasement, a part of the store where even Paige herself had never been. The air around them was still now, and she made her footsteps soft so he would not hear her.
When Danny reached the subbasement, he went through a heavy door and shut it with a clang. Paige peered through the crack. There was a long tunnel with bunk beds on either side. At the end of the hall was a room containing a metal machine that was larger than anything she had ever seen.
“. . . have to deliver the package,” Paige heard Danny say on the other side of the door.
“There’s no one to do it,” replied a deeper male voice. She found herself curious: Why was he in the basement of Selfridges, and what were they talking about?
The door opened suddenly, sending her falling backward to the ground. Danny and another man stood above her, staring. “Paige?”
She tried to think of an excuse but found none. “What are you doing here?” she asked.
He held out a hand to help her to her feet. Paige ignored it and got up herself. “I might ask you the same.” She listened for annoyance in his voice but found none. To the contrary, his lips curled slightly upward, as though he was intrigued by—and happy about—her unexpected appearance. “I told you I was working.”
Paige had not realized that his work—or any of this operation, really—existed in the very basement of the store, below her feet and where she worked each day. “You might have mentioned that you were working in the store.”
“I couldn’t. I’m sorry.” They eyed one another uncertainly. It seemed then that the secret he had kept, however necessary, had created a space between them.
She remembered then her own words: Important work is being done in all sorts of places. She hadn’t understood until that moment how true those words were.
Paige looked at the bunk beds that lined the walls leading to the bunker. “We sleep here when we are on shift,” he explained.
“But why?” Suddenly, being here seemed too awkward and intimate.
Before he could reply, the other man stepped forward. “You can’t be in here.” He appeared to be a few years older than Danny, and his uniform was decorated with more badges.
Danny raised a hand. “It’s all right, sir. I know her.” The protectiveness in his voice made Paige’s heart skip a beat. “Captain Duckworth, this is Paige Miller. She works in the bookshop upstairs.”
“That’s all well and good,” the older man countered, “but this is a secured area. You can’t just let her in on it all.”
“She knows now. It doesn’t seem there’s much of a choice.”
“I heard you talking about a package,” Paige offered, not quite believing her own voice as she dared to speak. “If you need something delivered, perhaps I can help.” She wanted to know what they were doing and thought that if she offered to help, she might learn more instead of just being sent away.
“That’s a great idea,” Danny exclaimed. “It’s just a quick errand, and it sure would help us out.”
“I don’t know,” the older man fretted. “Are you certain that she can be trusted?”
“I can, sir.” Paige suddenly felt the need to prove herself, even though she had no idea what she was volunteering to do.
“Do you have any ties to Germany?” he asked. “German heritage?” She shook her head. “How about your family?”
“I don’t have any family. I’m all alone.” The words sounded like a confession. She felt Danny watching her, hearing this for the first time. She hoped he would not pity her.
“It’s not the background check you ought to have,” the older man said. “But under the circumstances, it will have to do. We need you to take this package over to Cartier. Sergeant Edelman will give you what you need.” The older man turned and walked out of the subbasement.
“Cartier, as in, the jeweler?” Paige asked when Danny’s superior had gone. She had passed the grand storefront dozens of times but had never once gone inside.
“Yes. The Free French are headquartered there.” It seemed then that the whole of the war was being played out right under her nose on the streets of London and beneath them.
“But what is all of this?” Paige gestured to the large machine behind them. Danny hesitated, as if considering Captain Duckworth’s concerns about whether or not Paige could be trusted. She put her hands on her hips. “If I’m going to agree to help, you at least need to tell me why.”
Danny lowered his voice, as if saying more than he should. “This is the SIGSALY machine. It connects Churchill directly to Washington and allows Churchill and Roosevelt to communicate without being detected. It scrambles the signals. Our job is to receive and transmit the messages and keep the machine safe and dry.”
Danny continued. “But what we don’t have is a secure way to communicate with others, like the Free French headquarters here in London. We still have to do that by hand, and sometimes, when the Americans send us a message that they need to give to the French, we carry that as well.” So that explained why she so often saw him going to and from the shop. “I need to take this message now, but the fella who works the next shift hasn’t turned up. Captain Duckworth has to leave now for the front on urgent business. So there’s no one to deliver the message. Can you really help?”
“Me?” For a second, Paige was overwhelmed. Then she remembered that she had volunteered for the task. “Yes.” She squared her shoulders. “Yes, I can.”
“Just deliver it to this address on New Bond Street.” Danny took a piece of paper and scribbled on it, then handed it to her. “And ask for Pierre. He’s the only one who can be trusted, so don’t give it to anyone else.”
Paige hurried up the stairs and out of the store. Then she started down Oxford Street, the envelope clutched tightly in her hands. Though this was London and not Occupied Europe, she felt as though someone might stop her and try to intercept the message. Danny had trusted her and she would not let him down.
She turned right onto New Bond Street. Here, the Mayfair neighborhood was less bustling and more posh, art galleries and boutiques amid elegant Georgian homes. Despite its grandeur, the upscale neighborhood had not been spared by the war. It seemed every other window was shattered or boarded up, and gaping holes where once-magnificent homes had stood now bore witness to the repeated bombings.
A few minutes later, Paige reached the front of Cartier. She hesitated at the entranceway of the grand jewelry store, daunted. But she had business here; there was no time to wait. She walked inside, feeling more out of place than she had the first time she had gone into Selfridges. Cartier was even grander, and she was certain that someone would ask her to leave.
Steeling herself, Paige walked past the counters filled with priceless jewelry and toward the back of the store. There, an older man in uniform stood by a desk, studying papers. He was almost bald except for a ring of white hair, and he sported a trim mustache. Though there was no way Paige could possibly know him, he looked somehow familiar. “Yes?” he asked, his voice accented. He did not look up.
“I’m here to deliver a package to Pierre.”
The man held his hand out. “You can give it to me.”
“But I was told to make sure to give it to Pierre.”
“Mademoiselle, do you know who I am?” Paige realized then that she recognized him from the newspapers. Standing in front of her was none other than Charles de Gaulle himself.
Paige was flabbergasted. But at the same time, she was resolute to do exactly as Danny had instructed. “It’s an honor, General. But I’m afraid I must deliver the package to Pierre.”
A woman appeared from the back of the store. “General, your car is waiting.”
The general tipped his hat in her direction. “Mademoiselle, you have done your duty admirably.”
Paige waited for Pierre to appear and identify himself and gave him the envelope. Then she returned to the store and ran down to the basement. Danny was alone there now. “I did it!”
She relayed the story about General de Gaulle to him. His eyes widened. “You met him?”
She nodded. “Yes, and probably offended him. But I still gave the envelope to Pierre like you said.” They both laughed.
“How lucky! I wish I had been there. I’ve heard General de Gaulle works there at times. That’s just unbelievable, still, that you saw and spoke with him. You probably could have left the package with him, you know.” His voice was chiding.
She shrugged. “I did as I was instructed.”
“You did, and I’m grateful to you for it.” His expression turned serious. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my work sooner.”
“It’s fine. I understand why you couldn’t.” He kissed her then, breathless and heady, and it was the most perfect moment of her whole life.
The next day, Paige saw Danny enter the store. She thought now, with the secret out from between them, he would be happy. As he neared the bookshop, though, his face was dark and stormy. “I’m being deployed,” he said.
Her heart sank like a stone. “No.” Time was promised to no one during the war. She knew he would not be here permanently. Still, the news was a blow. Paige had tried to keep things light with him. But now, faced with the news of his departure, she realized how much she had come to care for him in the short time they had known each other. “Do you have to go?”
“Yes, and even if I could refuse, I wouldn’t. This was what I wanted: to make a difference.” Danny was not in London for movies and fun but to serve and help the Allies win the war. He continued. “Only now, part of me doesn’t want to leave.” The way he looked at her told Paige the relationship that had developed between them meant more to him than just fun as well. She knew then just how much he cared about her.
That did not change the fact that something more between them could never be. He was leaving. “When do you go?”
“The day after tomorrow.” Paige stifled a gasp. She had imagined weeks, at least. But the war sped everything up, like a record on the wrong speed. “I’ve got a day’s leave. Let’s spend it together and make the most of it, okay?”
“All right.” She lifted her chin and forced a smile.
How to cram a lifetime into one day? Paige arranged for another girl to cover her shift at the bookshop. She told Danny to meet her at eight o’clock in the morning at the statue in Hyde Park. She brought a breakfast picnic of toast and jam, and they watched children in their winter coats play by the empty fountain. The December air was chilly, but neither of them seemed to notice.
They spent the rest of the morning as though living out their lives together. She showed him all the corners of hidden London, from the stalls of the Portobello Market to the park in the shadows of Southwark Cathedral, where she had played as a child. The city had been ravaged by air raids, and many of the familiar landmarks she had known as a child were damaged or destroyed. But the bones of the city remained, and its infrastructure stood defiantly, a kind of promise that London would persevere and rise from the ashes.
“This must have been a beautiful place to grow up,” he remarked as they ate sandwiches for lunch on a bench on Hampstead Heath, gazing out across the city. Paige was surprised. Her childhood had not been an easy one, and she had more often than not been left to her own devices. She had not had a lot of toys or a swing set; the city had been a kind of nursery and playground all in one. She hadn’t known otherwise and didn’t mind doing without. But she had certainly never thought it beautiful. Only seeing it now, through Danny’s eyes, did she understand that it somehow had been.
In the afternoon, they continued exploring the neighborhoods north of London, and as they walked farther from the city center, the houses grew increasingly grand. Danny stopped and pointed to a mansion at the corner. “Let’s live there,” he said, and for a second, she thought he was serious. But he was playing make-believe and painting a picture of a life that could never be. “Or there.” He gestured toward a mansion. “That will be our house,” he said playfully. She shook her head, indicating a more modest one. She had always preferred the simple things.
“Fine, but it will be quite crowded with our six children,” he said with a mischievous grin. He kissed her then, passionately. It was broad daylight and indecent, and she loved it.
“Six?” She decided to play along. “Six that you will raise.” They both laughed. But she felt a pang of unmistakable sadness. As a child, she had dreamed of having many brothers and sisters. Together they might have built the family she had never had. A life with Danny felt so real that she could almost see it.
“It’s just unfair!” Paige burst out in spite of herself. “I meet you and it’s all lovely—only now, well, you’re leaving . . .” She trailed off, feeling her eyes sting.
“I know,” Danny replied. “And, well, just maybe, someday—”
Paige held up her hand, stopping him from finishing the thought. “Don’t.” She could not bear for him to make promises he could not fulfill. “Let’s just have this moment.” He wrapped his arms around her and rested his chin atop her head, and they stared out across the Thames in silence.
When it was dusk, they started back, reaching the city center as the sun sank low over London Bridge. They might have walked all night, but there was still the curfew and the blackout to consider. She wished this day would last forever, but like everything else in life, it was impermanent and fleeting. It would end, and he would go, and she would find herself alone—again.
They reached Selfridges and lingered outside. “I’m not ready to say goodbye,” Danny admitted.
“Me either.”
“We really can’t be out walking, though.”
“No, I suppose not,” she conceded. She could not invite him back to her all-girls boardinghouse, and he was staying in military barracks. They simply had nowhere to go. An idea occurred to her then. “But we could go into the store.”
“Is it locked?” He looked skeptical. “I mean, I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”
“It’s fine.” Paige would never do anything to jeopardize her job under ordinary circumstances, but she could not bear to give up this last bit of time with Danny. “Follow me.” She led him around the side of the building and down a narrow alley to a door. The lock was broken here from an earlier air raid and not yet fixed, she knew from the other shopgirls who sometimes used it so as not to be seen coming in late.
Paige ushered him inside. They walked through the cavernous hall, their whispered voices echoing. It was so different, deserted at night. The night watchman had gone off to fight, and the store had not hired a replacement. They walked through the music department, where records lined the shelves as neat and high as the books in Paige’s own part of the store. Danny picked one out and took it to the gramophone. Paige considered asking him not to, but there was no one else who might hear. “The Last Time I Saw Paris” began to play softly. Danny walked over and bowed slightly. “May I have this dance?”
She stepped into his arms, and he led her gently, the two of them moving as naturally as if they had danced together their whole lives. She leaned her head against his shoulder, losing herself in the moment. She wanted to stay like this forever.
Then the needle on the gramophone skipped a bit to the next song, “We’ll Meet Again.” Listening to the words, sadness rose in Paige, threatening to engulf her. She stepped away suddenly.
“What is it?” Danny asked, his expression concerned.
“I don’t want our last bit of time together to be sad, is all,” she explained. The longing she had for him was so powerful that if she thought any more about losing him, she would surely break.
“Me either,” he agreed with a wistful smile. He reached for another record. “Let’s put on a happy song.”
“It’s more than that!” she burst out. Paige realized she didn’t want to hide the truth about her past any longer. “My mother died when I was very young, and I didn’t know my dad.” It seemed so strange to be speaking the truth of her life aloud in a way she never had. “So you see, I was always alone, even in the orphanage or when I moved from one foster home to another. I even lived on the street for a time,” she confessed. “Until I found the job in the storeroom and later met Mr. Selfridge.”
When she finished, he stood in stunned silence. “I had no idea,” Danny said, and for a second, she feared he would not like her anymore now that he knew the truth. But he put his arms around her. “You’re so brave.”
Paige saw the story from his point of view then, not one of sadness but courage. She felt stronger than she had in her entire life. “I’ve always been alone, at least until I met you.” The lesson she had learned through all the years of loneliness and hardship—that the only one sticking around was Paige herself—now seemed true again, an inevitable prophecy fulfilled. “Only now, you are leaving.”
He brushed the hair from her eyes. “I wish I could stay. I want to read all of the Paiges in your book,” he added, trying to make her smile. She buried her head in his neck. She had worried that sharing the truth about her past with Danny would make her vulnerable. But after letting him in, she felt closer to him than ever. In that moment, he was her family—or at least he could have been, if he wasn’t leaving.
A few seconds later, they pulled apart. “Come.” He replaced the record, and they continued walking through the store, exploring the counters, trying on hats and scarves, making silly faces and laughing. They climbed the stairs to the second floor to the housewares department. Paige and Danny found themselves standing in linens, where a bed was made up with a duvet and pillows. They looked at one another, the same idea occurring to both of them at the same time. Doubts flooded Paige’s brain. They were in the middle of the store. She could lose her job. But this was the only moment they might have together.
“Do you want to?” For a second, she hesitated. This level of attachment was everything she had been trying to avoid and she shouldn’t get in deeper—not just as he was leaving. It was also their very last time together, though, and the only chance they had. She knew if she didn’t, she would regret it forever.
He was watching her, the question he’d asked repeating in his gaze: Do you want to? Then she nodded. She very much did. He reached for her and kissed her as he had on the bridge. Only this time there would be no stopping. She kissed him back, more intensely now. He lay her down gently on the bed, and they climbed under the duvet and undressed.
Everything happened so quickly, it seemed like a dream. After, as she lay breathless in his arms, she wished that she might rewind time and experience it all again. But their moment was once in a lifetime and would not come again.
He lay beside her silently, and she wondered if he regretted what they had done. “What are you thinking?” she asked.
His face was troubled. “I was remembering what you said about being all alone. What if you didn’t have to be?” He leaped from the bed, then bent down on one knee. “Marry me, Paige.”
Paige sat up. “What?” Her head spun. “But we’ve only known each other for a few months. And you’re leaving.”
“I’m coming back,” he said firmly. They both needed to believe that. “And as for only knowing each other a short time, well, with some people, you just know. Look.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small box. “I bought this and had it engraved a few weeks ago.” He opened the box and she gasped. Danny was not just proposing on impulse. He had planned it. Meant it. “And I would have proposed out by the river earlier, but you told me to stop talking about the future. But I won’t stop talking about it, not when there’s a chance it could actually happen. What do you say?”
“Yes!” she cried.
He took out the ring and slipped it on her finger. It was a bit loose. “I wanted to have it sized once I asked you, but then my deployment came up suddenly and there was no time.”
“It’s perfect.” She threw her arms around him. They would have the life together they had imagined.
A few seconds later, they broke apart. The mood between them sobered. They were engaged now and planning a life together. But he was still leaving in the morning. They walked more slowly as they neared the exit, neither wanting their time together to end. “I suppose you’ll be shipping out at first light,” Paige offered. “You should get some rest.”
“Nah,” he said, with a wave of his hand. “Plenty of time to sleep on the flight. Tell you what: let’s go to the SWOD to celebrate.”
Paige considered his suggestion. The SWOD stayed open later than the pubs and in defiance of the curfew. Before Paige had met Danny, she thought it looked intimidating and had never gone there, dismissing it as a place where other girls who hoped to meet a fellow went. But Paige had been there a few times with Danny after the movies, and she had come to love its rambunctious warmth. It had been such a part of their time together. She didn’t know if she could bear to be there this time, knowing it would be their last. She was certain that after he left, she would never go there again. Still, it seemed fitting they should have a drink there together one last time. And it meant they did not have to say goodbye just yet.
“All right,” she agreed. They stepped outside, and the air had grown even colder, the street almost completely dark from the blackout. “My gloves,” she remembered after they had rounded the corner. “I must have left them in the store. Why don’t you go over to the SWOD, and I’ll fetch them and see you there?”
“Are you sure you don’t want me to wait?” His brow furrowed. “I don’t like to have you walk alone at night.”
Paige smiled inwardly, thinking of all the times she had walked alone. But she loved him even more for worrying about her. “It’s just around the corner. I’ll be quicker myself, five minutes tops. You go on and see if you can get us a table before it gets too crowded and we can’t get one at all. You know how busy it gets around this time. I’ll be fine.”
“Come quickly,” Danny said. “We don’t have long.” He kissed her passionately, as though he wasn’t going to see her in just a few minutes.
Paige tucked into Selfridges and found her gloves by the spot where Danny had proposed. It all seemed like a dream. She grabbed them and hurried back downstairs, cutting through the bookstore.
As she neared the door, there was a massive explosion, and she was thrown to the floor without warning. For several seconds she lay motionless, nearly blacked out.
A bomb, she realized. It had hit somewhere close by. Paige tried to clear her head and checked herself for injuries. She was unharmed, but she knew it was important to get up and flee, in case another bomb struck or some undetonated ordinance from the first one went off.
When she was able to get to her feet shakily, she saw that the store was in shambles. The explosion had knocked the books to the floor, as well as toppling a few shelves, though fortunately none near her. It had not been a direct hit, or she would not still be here. But close. She ran from the department store and onto the street.
As she saw the direction the emergency personnel were running in, her heart sank.
“The Red Lion!” someone cried. “It’s been hit.”
Paige was filled with dread as she pictured the pub, which was just steps away from the SWOD. She rounded the corner to where the pub had once been. It was completely gone. “No!” she breathed. A few doors down, the SWOD was decimated. “Danny!” she cried, running toward it in shock and horror. She was determined to dig with her bare hands until she found him.
As she neared the wreckage, hands held her back. “No one made it out of there, love.” She sank to the ground, not far from where she had found Mr. Selfridge kneeling years earlier in the moment that had started it all. Danny. Her heart screamed. Just minutes earlier, he had stood on this very street. Now he was gone forever. Paige was overcome with grief. She thought not just of Danny but of his poor mother, her worst nightmare of losing two sons now come true. And Paige felt guilt too—if only she had not sent him ahead to the SWOD when she went back for her gloves, he would not have been standing there when it was destroyed. She sat, paralyzed with grief, as the nightmare of the bombing and Danny’s death played out around her.
“The main!” someone cried then. Pulled from her stupor, Paige looked in the direction of the voice, certain it could not possibly be worse. But the explosion had ruptured a water main, and a great flood of water was rushing down the street, headed straight toward Selfridges. Paige’s first thought was of the books that might be destroyed if the store flooded. Then she remembered something far more serious: the SIGSALY. Danny had said that the giant communication machine, so vital to the war effort, had to be kept safe and dry in order for Churchill to talk to Washington.
Paige hesitated for a beat. She had to do something. She wanted to stay here and find Danny, mourn him. But he would want her to think of the greater good, just like he always had. She sped toward the shop and hurried inside. Sure enough, water was rushing down the stairs toward the basement, and soon it would reach the subbasement. She raced ahead of it, slipping on the wet steps. Righting herself, she carried on.
Paige hoped that, despite the explosion, another soldier might be on duty and already taking care of keeping the machine dry. But everyone else, including the other soldier who should have been guarding the SIGSALY machine, had already raced to the explosion site to help. The basement was deserted. She was the only one.
She pushed the door to the room that housed the machine shut with effort. But it was not enough. The water was rushing through the crack beneath, and it seemed that the pressure might snap the door itself.
The sandbags, Paige remembered. They had been filled earlier in the war but had sat unused in the storeroom—until now. She raced up the stairs to the floor above and attempted to drag a sandbag. Dry, it would have been difficult, but weighted down by dampness from the floodwaters, it was impossible.
Paige felt something wiggle against her hand. The engagement ring, already loose, slipped from her finger as she worked at the sandbag. “No!” she cried, reaching for it. But it was too late—it was carried away by the water. There was no time to go after it. She had to save the SIGSALY machine.
She forced herself to concentrate on the sandbag, heaving and pulling at it, feeling as though her bones might snap. The sandbag moved one inch, then another. Her progress was painstakingly slow, though, and she knew by the time she dragged the sandbag to the subbasement, it would be too late. “Help!” she cried, wishing someone else was there to hear. But she was completely alone.
Using every ounce of her strength, she pulled the sandbag inch by inch to the top of the stairs. Then she gave it a mighty shove. The sandbag tumbled down the stairs so hard that she prayed it would hold. She hurried after it and wedged it into place. It worked—the enormous sandbag absorbed the water and stopped it from seeping through the crack beneath the door. The SIGSALY machine was safe.
“I did it, Danny,” she cried. “I did it.” Then she sank to the ground and sobbed.



Shrewsbury, 2019
“Mom?” Grace’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. “What is it? Why would someone send you an engagement ring?”
“Because it was mine.” Paige smiled wistfully.
“I don’t understand. The engagement ring Dad gave you is at home in the safe.”
“It wasn’t from your father.” Paige held up the ring to show her daughter the inscription on the inside. To Paige, I want to read all the chapters of the book. Danny. She took the ring from the box and put it on. It was still too big. But to her, it fit perfectly.
“Who’s Danny?” Grace asked.
Paige paused, trying to figure out where to begin the story. “Remember how I told you that I worked at Selfridges during the war?”
Grace nodded. “Yes, in the bookstore.”
Paige was surprised. She was never sure how much the children had listened to what she said. It was good to know Grace had heard her—and remembered. Paige continued. “When I worked there, I met a young American soldier named Danny. We dated and fell in love. He was scheduled to ship out, but he proposed to me before he was supposed to leave.”
“I didn’t know you were engaged before,” Grace marveled. Paige noticed that her daughter looked at her differently now, as if seeing for the first time the young woman she had been, filled with her own hopes and dreams.
“Very briefly. You see, right after he proposed, there was a terrible air raid, and many were killed, including my Danny. If the bomb had gone off a few minutes later, I would be gone as well.” She told Grace then about the flood and protecting the SIGSALY machine.
“Mom, I had no idea! I learned about that machine in school. The machine went on doing important work until the war’s end. But I’d never heard of the flooding.” Paige had gone uncredited for saving the machine all those years ago. Until now. “Someone should know,” Grace added.
Paige shook her head. “I wasn’t the brave one; it was the men who served.” She held up her hand, which now bore the ring. “This is remembrance enough. It slipped from my finger when I was saving the SIGSALY machine in the flood and washed away. I wonder how they found it.”
“I saw when I was in London a few weeks ago that they are doing excavation work at Selfridges,” Grace replied. “It’s possible that someone found it and was able to trace it back to you using the sales and employment records. I can call and ask if you’d like.”
Paige shrugged. “It doesn’t really matter. It found its way back to me, and that’s what matters. You know, my life went on,” Paige remarked. “I mourned Danny for some time, but I knew he would want me to live. I went on to get married to your father and have you and your brothers. But I never forgot Danny and that wonderful chapter in my life. My love for Danny was very real. I had been alone until then, you see, and he taught me to let someone in. I’m not sure I would have met your father otherwise.” Paige had found a life filled with family. Though the future had not been theirs, Danny was the one who had taught Paige to open up and love, which had made her life possible—and for that, she would be forever grateful.
“But you met Dad so quickly after. This Danny, he isn’t . . . ?” Grace did not finish the question.
“Your dad is your dad,” Paige answered firmly, closing off the possibility that Danny, not Roger, might have been Grace’s father. “And I fell in love with him for the wonderful man that he was, not to replace Danny. My love for your dad was every bit as powerful. Danny was my first love, but your dad was the love of my life. There was enough room in my heart for both to exist in the same lifetime.”
Suddenly exhausted, she patted Grace’s hand. “I’m going to go lie down now.” She needed time to be alone with her memories. “Thank you for bringing me the ring and letting me know how the story ended.”
Then she turned and walked back toward the elevator. Paige touched the ring on her finger and whispered, “I do,” as the elevator doors closed, eclipsing her from view.
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