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September 

Michael Garner glanced at his watch, as he entered the small washroom at 

the back of his repair shop: 2:27 p.m. He wet his hands under cold running water, 

combed his fingers through to wet his hair, then took a comb from the pocket of his 

nicest jeans and finished the job. Satisfied with his hair, Michael turned to his teeth 

and breath. Before he left the washroom, he pushed a can of deodorant under his 

shirt and added a fresh application of the product under each arm. One final 

inspection in the mirror over the sink before he returned to the main room of his 

shop. 

He heard the quiet chuckle as he retrieved the box of filters from his work 

bench. His lone employee, a young man working his way through college, smiled 

when Michael glanced toward him. 

“What’s so funny?” Michael asked. 

“Nothing,” Nathan said, smile widening. “It just looks like you’re going on a 

date rather than a service call.” 

“Oh, you hush now, young man.” Michael chuckled nervously. “Since when is 

it a crime to care about one’s appearance?” 

Nathan Tucker nodded. “You don’t seem to care about your appearance when 

you’re going out to work on Old Man Johnson’s broken water heater.” 

They both chuckled. 

Nathan said, “You know Mrs. Harvey doesn’t need to change the air filters in 

that fallout shelter of hers every single month, right?” He hesitated thoughtfully. 

“Who even has fallout shelters these days?” Another thoughtful moment. “Just 

seems a little weird to me.” 

Michael stopped before he reached the door and considered the young man 

before answering. “Have you ever met Mrs. Harvey?” 

The boy shook his head. 

“Perhaps you should get to know someone before you start making 

assumptions about them. And even then you might want to reconsider jumping to 

conclusions. We all have stories . . . histories. Not one of us truly knows the other, 

unless we take the time to sit and actually listen.” 

With that, Michael Garner left his repair shop in the hands of his young 

employee. 

 # 

Grace Harvey greeted Michael at her front door, as she did every month. 

“Three o’clock sharp, Mr. Garner. I do appreciate punctuality.” 

Michael smiled. He believed he detected a longer than necessary appraisal of 

his appearance. And he couldn’t help but let his eyes linger on Mrs. Harvey, dressed 

as she was in beige blouse and knee-high maroon skirt. The skin on her legs 

appeared silky smooth. 

Michael gently shook the box in his hands. “Guess I’ll get to work replacing 

these filters.” 

“Wonderful,” Grace said. “May I bring you a cup of coffee?” 

“Yes, thank you.” 
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Within minutes Grace Harvey joined her guest in the fallout shelter that her 

father had designed decades ago when the home was built. 

“Hazelnut, cream, two sugars,” Mrs. Harvey said. 

Pausing his work and looking up, Michael said, “Perfect.” He noticed the 

second cup on the serving tray. 

“I thought I’d join you, if you don’t mind,” Grace told him. 

“I’d like that,” he said, and immediately feared he may have put too much 

enthusiasm into his response. 

Grace nodded toward the small table in the east corner of the shelter, and 

Michael halted his work and joined her. In honesty, the replacement of the filters 

could be done in just a few minutes, but Michael lingered during each monthly visit. 

“Will this make you late for your next service call?” Grace asked. 

 “Last call of the day,” Michael said. He had purposely left the rest of the 

afternoon free. Ever the hopeless romantic. 

“Then you can stay and chat a while?” Mrs. Harvey asked. 

Smiling, Michael said, “I would enjoy that.” 

It was nearing sundown, though they would never know it down in the fallout 

shelter, and, though he didn’t want to end their visit, Michael didn’t want to 

overstay his welcome. 

“I’ve had a lovely time,” Grace said, as she gave Michael’s hand a gentle 

squeeze before he returned to his service truck and left. 

 

October 

The fallout shelter was larger than some of the apartments Michael had seen. 

There was a living room, with two sofa beds, a proper bedroom with two queen beds, 

a reading or drawing room, and a small restroom. 

“A small family could live down here,” Michael said. 

“That’s the point, isn’t it?” Grace said. And the two chuckled comfortably 

together. 

“It’s so clean and smells so fresh. Do you spend a lot of time down here?” 

“Quite a bit, actually.” 

“Really?” 

“You sound surprised.” 

“Well . . . I suppose I am, a little.” 

“I can hear myself think when I’m down here.” Grace let the silence draw out 

between them before she continued. “And I feel closer to my son, Aaron.” 

Michael only knew that Grace was a widow who lived alone; now it sounded 

like she had lost a son, as well. 

“I can see the confusion on your face,” Grace told him. And before Michael 

could speak, she said, “Aaron died when he was twelve years old.” 

“I’m sorry,” Michael said, because he could think of nothing better to say. 

“I’m coming to terms with it.” 

Suddenly, Michael remembered all the cartoon panels hanging on the wall in 

the drawing room. He had dismissed the drawings and newspaper clippings as the 
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product of a fan of the nationally syndicated cartoonist. But then it dawned on him. 

“Your son was Aaron Wright?” 

Grace smiled easily. 

Michael couldn’t help but feel stupid. He remembered it all now, the tragic 

circumstances of the boy’s death. He could see on the woman’s face that he had 

caused her some sadness. 

“I’m sorry,” Michael said. “I didn’t know.” 

“It’s all right,” Grace assured him. “Truthfully, I haven’t talked with anyone 

about Aaron in over a year.” 

“I used to look forward to his new cartoons every week. Wright’s World was 

brilliant.” 

“Thank you,” Grace said, as she busied herself in the small kitchen area. She 

removed a pie from a small icebox, served a slice for each of them, and brewed them 

each of cup of coffee. “Can I tell you about him?” 

“Please. I would be honored.” 

It was early-evening when they climbed out from the shelter. Under his arm, 

Michael carried a framed original of Wright’s World signed by the artist. 

“You’re sure you want me to have this?” he asked. 

Grace took his hand, looked into his eyes and simply smiled. He smiled back. 

Then: “Oh, jeeze!” 

“What is it?” Grace asked. 

“I was so focused on our conversation that I forgot to change the filters.” 

Grace smiled. “Would it be so terrible if you had to come out again?” 

 

The next day 

“Can I ask you a question?” Michael said. 

“Of course. 

“How much time do you actually spend down here?” 

Grace stared at him for a long time. As the mood on her face changed, he 

thought maybe he shouldn’t have been so blunt. She moved to a nearby chair and 

sat down. “Honestly?” she began. “Probably too much. My friends . . . well, when I 

had friends . . . told me that I was wasting myself away down here, that it wasn’t 

going to bring Aaron back.” She took a long, slow breath. “I’m not a fool, Michael. I 

know it’s not going to bring him back. Nothing can do that.” Tears sprouted in her 

eyes and forged their way down her cheeks. Michael was going to say something, 

but she held her hand up to stop him. “I think I’ve endured enough pain for a 

lifetime now. I guess being down here, looking at all the cartoons and various 

drawings, remembering how things used to be . . . that’s safe. Do you know what I 

mean?” 

Nodding, Michael said, “Yes, I believe I do.” 

“You think I’m crazy. I can see it in your eyes.” 

Michael swiftly closed the small distance between them and placed his hands 

on Grace’s shoulders. They stared at each other for a long time, then he slowly slid 

his hands up over and past her neck to the sides of her face until his palms were on 
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her cheeks. He slowly moved his face close to hers, certain he was going to kiss her, 

only to stop at the last moment. 

“You’re not crazy, Grace. Don’t ever think that, because I don’t. I can’t 

imagine suffering all the loss that you have and not be afraid of losing more. I get it, 

I do.” Then: “Forget I asked you the question, it was insensitive.” 

“Several hours a day,” Grace blurted. “Sometimes I even sleep down here.” 

He nodded and hugged her close. When they eventually pulled out of the 

embrace, Michael said, “Pain is at the foundation of joy, like evil is at the heart of 

good. We can’t have one without the other. And the pain you’ve experienced has 

paved the way for profound joy. You’ll feel it more, you’ll appreciate it more.” 

“Thank you,” Grace said. It was hardly more than a whisper. 

 

November 

 “What have you got there?” Grace asked, when Michael appeared at her 

front door with a bouquet of blue chrysanthemums. 

“You do like flowers, don’t you?” 

“Yes, of course I do. But why did you bring them?” 

“Do I need a reason to bring flowers to a beautiful woman?” 

“Beautiful woman?” 

“Breathtaking, actually.” 

Grace silently took the chrysanthemums from Michael, carried them to the 

kitchen area, and found a tall water glass to put them in. She then placed the glass 

at the center of the table. “Thank you, Michael. That was very sweet.” 

“Grace?” 

“Yes.” 

 Michael was afraid to say what he was about to say. Not because he didn’t 

have feelings for her, but because he absolutely knew that he did. He was afraid 

because he wasn’t sure if she was ready. And he didn’t want to rush her. 

“Last month when I was here, when I was holding your face in my hands—“ 

“You wanted to kiss me,” she said. 

“You knew?” 

She nodded. “I wanted you to kiss me, too.” 

“I wish I had. I should have just gone for it.” 

“I understand why you didn’t. That was very thoughtful, very considerate.” 

She turned away to fuss with the flowers, though there was nothing that needed to 

be done with them. “While I know that I had wanted you to, it might have been too 

soon. I’m not sure that I would have known how to react.” 

“I like you very much, Grace. I look forward to this day every month. More 

than once I’ve wanted to call you before it was time to change the filters down here, 

but I didn’t want to frighten you away.” 

“I understand.” 

He moved next to her; gently turned her so they were face to face. “I want you 

to trust me, Grace.” 

To her surprise, her answer came back instantly. “I do.” 
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He nodded and smiled. 

“Let’s try something, all right?” 

“Yes.” 

“Put your hands up like this.” He raised his arms to his sides, palms facing 

Grace, as though he were about to be arrested. Grace did the same. “Now, here’s 

what we do. We move closer and closer to each other, with every part of our bodies: 

hands, lips, chest, hips . . . everything.” 

“All right.” 

“We just move closer and closer, slowly. But we can’t actually make contact. 

No words . . . just nearness. You game?” 

“Yes.” 

They were perhaps a foot apart from each other when they started. And after 

fifteen minutes, they had closed the gap by half. Fifteen more minutes and another 

three inches. Now they were so close that Michael could see individual eye lashes. 

He could smell her shampoo, feel her breath on his chin. 

Another inch. 

He could almost taste her lips. He wanted so badly to break the gap and take 

her into his arms and kiss her, but he didn’t. He turned his head ever so slightly, so 

as to move closer still. They were both focusing so hard on being as close to each 

other as they could. 

Forty-five minutes. 

Grace turned her head slightly as Michael moved a little closer, and now he 

could feel the heat of her cheek next to his. She moved her face around his until the 

tips of their noses were almost touching. Then she slowly brought her hands down, 

grabbed the bottom of her blouse, and carefully pulled it up and over her head. She 

tossed the garment onto the floor beside them. She broke the silence and said, “It 

was getting in the way.” 

Michael smiled as he removed his shirt. 

Now their noses were nearly tip to tip again, palms brushing slightly. They 

brushed the skin of each other’s faces with the heat from the other. The only sound 

now was their breathing . . . and the beating of their hearts. 

When she could take no more, Grace pulled away. “I’ll be right back.” 

She went to the switch on the wall and turned off the light. For just an 

instant the room fell into total darkness. But as quickly as the light went off, the 

room was once again illuminated with low light that seemed to be generating from 

the ceiling. Michael looked up to find this new, soft light source. What he found on 

the ceiling was a universe of little stars all surrounding a large moon, big enough to 

almost light the entire room. 

“Glow-in-the-dark stickers,” Grace said. “Aaron put them up so he could 

imagine he was outside looking up at the night sky.” 

“It’s beautiful,” Michael told her, as she moved back to her place in front of 

him. Together they looked up at the stars. They continued to hover as close together 

as they could. Then he said, “You’re so beautiful.” 

When he looked down from the stars he saw tears in her eyes. 
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“What’s the matter?” he asked. 

She pressed her fingertips to his lips. “Shhh.” 

Then she replaced her fingertips with her lips. He pulled her close until he 

could feel her heartbeat next to his. They remained in the kiss for several minutes. 

Finally, reluctantly, Grace pulled away. 

“Promise me you’ll never leave me,” she told him. 

“I’ll never leave you,” he told her. 

She smiled as tears painted her cheeks. 

“I love you,” he said. 

And they held each other under the moonlight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


