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THE FIRST TIME I WENT back up, I told myself it was only to check the air. That was the lie. It sounded practical, and practicality was something Michael understood without argument. I could’ve built a whole relationship on shared practicalities if I ignored what lived underneath them. We’d ignored plenty. Grief. Fear. The quiet violence of waiting for the next thing I couldn’t stop.

Now we were living under the house like something ashamed to be alive. The wine cellar smelled different after the blast and blinding light. Before, it’d been concrete and diesel and packaged food — the neutral scent of preparation. After, it carried a thin metallic note that didn’t belong underground. It lived in the back of my throat. It clung to fabric. It made everything taste like old coins. Even the water.

Michael was asleep in short bursts, his body refusing rest the way it had refused to stop working. Even in the dim lantern light, I could see the tension in his face, the slight twitch in his hands as if he were still measuring and cutting and calculating things in his dreams. He’d always been like that. A man who solved situations by building a plan around them.

I envied him for it. I hated him for it, too, in a way I didn’t have time to unpack. The Geiger counter clicked on the shelf near the iodine tablets, steady but fast enough to keep my nerves raw. It’d become our second heartbeat. It told us when to stay buried. It told us when to move. It told us how generous the world was feeling. But what it didn’t tell us was the kind of people we were becoming.

I sat on the edge of the bunk, placed my hand on my abdomen and pretended our child had grown enough for me to feel it move. I’d imagined the movement was new — small, not painful, but insistent. Like a reminder delivered without consent. You’re not alone. You can’t afford to be careless. You can’t afford to be brave in the old ways. Michael knew. He’d known since the moment the words left my mouth. I’d watched something in him change when I told him — like a door locking from the inside. After that, he didn’t talk about our pregnancy unless he had to. He treated it the same way he treated the cellar: not as a future father but as a problem to be managed.

I understood the instinct. I just didn’t share the comfort. I reached for the notebook we kept near the lantern and wrote the date the way I’d always written it: day, month, perhaps in time there’d be a year. Then I stared at it until it felt like a joke. Dates belonged to a world that kept appointments. The world that promised tomorrow was shaped like today. But truth was different. Up top, everything was a world changed forever.

We hadn’t earned that kind of certainty anymore. Michael stirred. His eyes opened immediately, alert, as if he’d never been asleep. “You’re up,” he said, voice low.

“I couldn’t sleep.”

He didn’t ask why. There was no point. “The reading?” he asked instead, nodding toward the gadget that kept a check on radioactivity levels.

“Better,” I said. “Not good. Just better.”

He sat up, rubbed his face with both hands, and looked at me the way he did when he was trying to decide whether to argue. He was older than he should’ve been. Not in years — his face still held the shape it always had — but in the way his eyes had stopped expecting mercy from the world. “We should stay down another day,” he said.

“We’ve already stayed long enough,” I replied, but my calculations left me. “That’s why we’re alive.”

I didn’t deny it. I just stared at the hatch overhead, the trap door that separated us from what was left of the street. 

Michael’s mouth opened. “We can stay down here for as long as we have to. Radiation sickness isn’t a joke.”

He wasn’t lying to me this time. I saw it in his eyes — he was thinking about our baby. I stood slowly, pulling my hoodie down over my stomach like it could hide the truth from physics. “I’m going up top,” I said expecting the argument to form.

Michael pushed himself to his feet too fast, his knees cracking in the confined space. “No.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the gear I already stacked neatly in the corner — masks, gloves, plastic sheeting, duct tape, spare filters, iodine. The ridiculousness of it would’ve made me laugh in another lifetime. Now it was all we had. He thought hard about it. Gave it a moment or two.

“If you go up,” he said, “you suit up properly.”

“I know.”

“And you don’t go far.”

“I know that too.”

“And you don’t touch anything.”

“That as well.”

“And you don’t take your mask off.”

“I know. I know.”
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