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In the dark of six a.m., Fiona wakes inside a tangle of sheets 
on her husband’s old side of the bed. It was the church bells this 
morning, the alarm she selected from her phone’s collection of 
alarms that don’t sound like alarms. There were no flyovers last 
night and so she feels well rested for once. But something’s not 
quite right, like a bad dream rose out of bed along with her. As 
she pulls a Diet Coke from the fridge and buttons up her lab coat, 
the feeling becomes as clear as it was yesterday and the day before 
that, and so on. What Fiona feels, like a prowling cat beneath her 
skin, is the slow crawl of guilt.

She works the feeling out of her body on her way to work. By 
the time she hits the 9th Avenue Bridge she’s been walking for a 
mile and so she’s pretty much free of it. It comes out of her pores, 
invisible, and escapes down the hair shafts like sweat. She looks 
over the edge of the bridge and imagines it dripping onto the rusty, 
dead trains below. 
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Fiona can see the whole ruinous landscape of the downtown from 
here. Main Street North looks tilled, as though rows of tomatoes and 
kale and the rapeseed for which the area was so super famous would 
soon grow from the asphalt. 

The area was declared a disaster after the disaster struck and 
the tax base was insufficient to rebuild, a real shame since just a 
year ago it was quaint and charming with shops and attractions 
that brought the tourists in and gave locals reason to feel proud. A 
train station transformed into a liquor store and Bank of Montreal. 
A natural hot spring into a health spa and tennis club. There was 
a motel and an independent shoe store that used to thrive, the 
Java Express and Nits Thai restaurant with its enormous movie 
theatre marquee. Even the casino was tasteful. All of it is boarded 
up now, this hub of small town commerce, this most sensitive of 
ecosystems. And in the heart of it, and the epicenter of the disaster 
itself, is The Tunnels of Moose Jaw, a mile-long underground 
museum where stories of rum running and Al Capone were sold 
for a $35 ticket. The destruction was especially calamitous in front 
of The Tunnels’ Welcome Centre, with lampposts and mailboxes 
and small cars swallowed up into the great pits and furrows, once 
solid road and sidewalk that took a bow and never stood back up.

Fiona can’t quite reconcile how she got to this place of all the 
places. Harvard then Stanford then Kabul and now Moose Jaw, 
Saskatchewan. Other than the disaster and the flyovers, it’s a 
still and lifeless town—every now and then a concert or a book 
fair, the lonely sound of a firecracker if it’s a weekend. Much of 
the town emptied out a decade ago when energy giants Syncrude 
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and Suncor came of age. The men left to drive trucks and suck oil 
sands dry in hydrocarbon towns like Fort McMurray. The women 
left to serve drinks, turn tricks and dangle from poles for three 
times what they’d make here.

Fiona throws her legs over the metal railing and tosses her 
hair like she’s one of them. She isn’t, so instead of five-dollar bills 
and hotel key cards all she feels is the steel on her skin. The sun is 
rising now, sugary yellow and pinks creeping up from the horizon. 
She looks up across the mess of the downtown and the order of the 
rapeseed fields to the place where the prairie sky begins, far away, 
with no hills or skyscrapers to hide behind. She stretches her 
arms into the coloring sky and feels her shoulders crack out their 
morning stiffness. The wind changes around them, increasing to a 
circling roar, as though she was a sorceress conjuring it like a spell. 

“The jets are coming,” Fiona says to the empty sky, not a 
thread, not a whisp of cloud in sight. Moose Jaw doesn’t have 
cloudy days, at least not many. That’s why the Snowbirds and the 
NATO fighter pilots came; that’s why she came. 

Her neck aches as she watches the jets rip by overhead, 
squinting up at their red bellies soaring in a v-formation. The 
rumble they leave in their wake shakes the train cars and the 
bridge, the rust flaking off like dandruff. It is a deep vibration, her 
veins like strings being plucked. It reminds Fiona that being alive 
is dangerous, that she herself has the capacity to be dangerous.
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Fiona swipes her security card and steps inside the lab. All 
the surfaces are white and so it’s hard to focus. It gives Fiona a 
kind of snow blindness, one that’s cured with several blinks. It’s 
Sunday and it’s early hours and so the lab is quiet. Not even the 
guards with their submachine guns are milling around. On the 
weekends they have breakfast at the Java Express in Buffalo Pound.

Fiona turns to the left and there he is: PCL-117, his body 
suspended, monitors looking busy and backlit buttons begging to 
be pushed. Although it’s really more of an enormous jar, the other 
scientists refer to his containment unit as The Can. They refer to 
it that way in passing and often with a smirk, as though they’re 
better than he is because they’re on the outside looking in. 

Fiona has the opposite feeling. Every day, she fights the urge to 
unscrew the lid on top of The Can and crawl inside with him. Let 
her body sink into the warm, heavily patented, top-secret fluid, her 
hair freed from its choking braid swimming around them both. 

He looks so peaceful in the patented translucent goo, floating 
like an angel in heaven, the one that other scientists in a lab in 
Switzerland have disproved. He’s wearing a suit not unlike a wet 
suit, only this one has zippers over top of all his major organs, 
just in case adjustments are needed. A tweak to a kidney there, a 
palpitation to the heart here. 

Fiona taps on the glass and his eyes open, the irises green 
and ringed by a constellation of hazel. They are large and sleepy 
lidded eyes, with thick black lashes so long they will tickle the 
frames of his sunglasses when they are eventually issued. They are 
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an exact copy of the eyes of her husband, Smith. Her most recent 
work has been focused on getting her husband’s glint and twinkle 
just right—a careful combination of triiodothyronine, insulin, 
angiotensinogen and androgen, patent pending. 

Smith was a pilot too, of an F-18 he used to rip through the sky. 
Until everything went wrong. 

He was supposed to be looking for bombing targets that day, 
when he found himself surrounded by a swarm of geese. He 
could hear their honks and squawks over the roar of the wind so 
there must have been hundreds of them. Before he could react, 
his engines ripped their bodies to shreds and his plane began to 
sputter. He looked through his window and up into the open sky, 
his brain ignoring his training and counting on God. What he got 
instead was a goose that had somehow managed to keep up with 
the jet’s spinning descent. Its beady black eyes peered into Smith’s, 
and he saw loss in those eyes, pain, its friends and family all dead, 
before giving its strange body, like a vase of Murano-blown glass, 
over to the hungry engines. 

Smith reached for the ejection handle and pulled. The jet’s 
hatch jettisoned free and his seat immediately followed, propelling 
him into the air at a soothing 600 miles per hour. He held his 
breath and deployed the parachute, spinning down to the fast-
approaching ground in the company of millions of grey, black, 
white and bloodied feathers. The sky smelled of roasted chicken.

It wasn’t until hours later, when he was lying on his stomach 
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on a cot in the medical tent, a fresh burn on his back slathered in 
a pungent salve, that he realized just how little sense it all made—
Canada Geese didn’t migrate to Afghanistan. What did make 
sense was PTSD, which gained footing in the depths of Smith’s 
vulnerable naturally occurring brain when he mistakenly bombed 
a girls’ school in Kabul. Two hundred and forty seven girls between 
the ages of 5 and 12, dead. 

The U.S. Air Force figured that a tour with the world-famous 
Snowbirds would do him some good. So Smith was assigned to 
the 431 Squadron demonstration team out of Moose Jaw’s NATO 
training base—and Fiona followed him, leaving the comforts of 
her Biological Weapons Preparedness Lab in Kabul. Smith would 
train for six months and then tour the world, performing over 
fifty different formations and maneuvers at air shows instead of 
target scouting and dropping bombs over desserts. (He had taken 
to calling deserts “desserts,” a rare side effect.) Then, when he was 
ready, he would come back to the U.S. Air Force and resume his 
combat duties. 

He never made it.

Five feet, nine inches. It was the height the committee deemed 
short enough to fit comfortably into a fighter jet, but tall enough to 
hulk over the malnourished citizens of oil-rich nation states. It was 
a disappointment to most of the visiting politicians, that the super 
soldier they voted for was not the giant they expected. He will be 
nothing like what anyone expects when he is finished. Except for 
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his hair; there’s just no way around that hair.
Fiona lifts her surgical loupes to her eyes, adjusting the 

magnification so she can evaluate the thickness of the follicles, 
each one designed just so in his DNA sequence. Fiona imagines 
how it would look had it been made to grow. It would swirl above 
his head in silky, black curls, the kind shaped like question marks. 
This was impossible, of course. The scientists on another team had 
managed to alter PC’s nuclear DNA so his hair would never grow 
beyond the limitations of a crew cut. It was a line of research she 
refused to take part in. 

“Good morning,” Fiona says, her voice fogging up the glass. PC 
says nothing back because he has a tube down his throat, yes, but 
also because he has no voice. That is the next phase, Phase 8. Fiona 
suggested an accent from the Midwest, maybe Kansas, where her 
husband Smith was born. She has dreams of PC saying “melk” 
instead of “milk” and “begel” instead of “bagel,” qualities the 
committee has promised to consider.

Before he died, Smith took Fiona on a date night that his 
therapist recommended. He chose the Tunnels of Moose Jaw. 

The tour wasn’t private, which was Fiona’s first disappointment, 
so instead of holding hands in the soft sodium lighting, Fiona and 
Smith were squeezed into the dank underground with five men 
chewing gum as though it were sport and jangling the keys to their 
shiny new trucks. They were oil sands workers—heavy equipment 
operators, injectors of steam, and bitumen pumpers. One of them, 
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the one who wore a Suncor t-shirt, pulled out his camera and took 
a few shots of the floor and the ceiling and the beers on tap. He 
was impatient, Fiona decided, he didn’t bother to wait for any sort 
of moment.

The tour guide gave most of her attention to him, speaking in 
his direction and smoothing the sequins on her silver flapper dress 
so it would cling just so. The dress was the second disappointment 
because of its obvious inauthenticity. Fiona had the same one in 
her closet. She ordered it online last year from a Halloween and 
party store out of Torrance, California. 

“My name is Bootsy Bellows,” the guide said, her accent sassy 
and insistent. She had a lazy eye that Fiona could have fixed if 
she’d been asked, get in there with her ophthalmic forceps and 
tug it back to center. “Here we are, smack dab in the middle of the 
wild, wet days of prohibition. 1920, it is, Moose Jaw. Or, as I like 
to call it, Little Chicago.”

The third disappointment was the guide herself, who Fiona 
recognized as the girl behind the meat counter at the A&P. She 
thought of her nametag, May, which she had to read through the 
spatter of butchery shrapnel. Only yesterday, in fact, Fiona had 
pointed to the roasted chickens and May reached for the bird 
with the crispiest skin and sealed it in a plastic dome. “I’ve always 
wondered,” May had said, taking note of her lab coat and her 
security pass clipped to it. “Is it true? What everyone says you’re 
working on in that lab?” Fiona took the chicken and changed the 
subject to the weather as she was trained to do. The dome was so 
hot it burned her fingers.
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And now here was May, trying to pass herself off as one of  
Al Capone’s whores. The whole effect was ruined, Fiona thought, 
just like her marriage. This date night was useless, it couldn’t 
save them from what her husband had put her through since his 
crash, from the weakness of his own mind and the military’s. She 
was about to tell Smith to never mind, to put an end to the whole 
charade, when May whipped her boa around her neck and swung 
the door open to the tunnels. 

“Now come with me and let’s have a taste of trouble,” she said. 
“And if you see Al Capone, keep it to yourself, ya hear?”

They climbed down the narrow, crooked stairs, the skirt of 
May’s dress swishing with each step. Her hips were wide, like 
all the girls around town, raised on whole milk and Alberta beef 
stew, the perfect wife for an oil sands worker. Fiona imagined her 
sneaking off with one of the men on the tour, and being thrust into 
vigorously in the back of a shiny truck.  

May led them into the first cellar, a short humid room stacked 
with oak rum barrels and replica Tommy guns, and lit by pot lights 
drilled into the cement ceiling. The effect was as claustrophobic as 
her marriage had become.

“I know what you’re thinkin’,” said May. “You’re thinkin’ why 
Moose Jaw, ain’t ya? Why would the Mr. Al Capone choose this 
little nothing town as a hideout and the center of one of the biggest 
rum-running operations in the world? Well, I’ll tell ya.”

When the tunnels rumbled and the noise of the jets hit, it was 
May’s boa that reacted first, rustling against her neck, shedding 
precious feathers. The flyover was a force of nature—as though all 
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the prairie winds gathered together and then released in a torrent. 
There were twenty jets instead of the usual eight, and the earth 
shook with a new violence. Barrels were knocked from the walls 
and antiqued photographs fell from their nails onto the limestone 
floor, the damp of the underground moistening them beneath the 
glass. Fiona picked one up, a black and white print antiqued with 
coffee, Capone in the center of the frame, his henchmen by his side. 

Fiona looked over her shoulder and found her husband in the 
corner. He was curled up in a ball and rocking back and forth. He 
called her name twice in a voice that rivaled the unholy roar of the 
jet engines. “Fiona Fiona.” She thought he’d grown out of that. 

The ceiling creaked like an old wood floor, the tunnels 
hemmed to the left and then hawwed to the right. The brick and 
rebar groaned like an old man and then gave up, crumbling to the 
ground, crashing, slamming, scraping, breaking. Fiona ran to a 
door jam and stood motionless while the rest of the solid world 
danced around her.

When Main Street North began to sink into the ceiling, into 
The Tunnels, and so into Fiona, Fiona knew better than to stand 
still, but there wasn’t time. So she stood firm in the spot she had 
chosen, really committed to it, and watched the horror of a solid 
ceiling turning nearly liquid above her. It was the ending for her, 
just as it was for her marriage, and so she gave in and just went 
with it, closed her eyes, swapped her atheism for Buddhism and 
waited to see who she’d wake up and become. 

When the shaking stopped moments later, Fiona found herself 
alive and mostly unchanged. She evaluated her limbs. The blood 
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in her cuts was rising to the surface, the bruises invisible for the 
time being. She saw the oil sands workers lying in a pile of metal 
and concrete, their cameras around their necks like nooses. She 
reached down and took a Nikon from the stiff fingers of the man 
in the Suncor t-shirt, as though it could explain to her what had 
happened. She switched it on and found only the most coveted 
parts of May. A swell of breast. A slim ankle. A milky thigh peeking 
out from under the zig-zagged hem of her dress. 

She looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun that was 
setting, the sun she didn’t expect to see so soon. The Tunnels were 
open to the sky now, uncovered, and they looked like trenches, 
furrows in the asphalt of Main Street North and buoyed by support 
beams that were twisted and rum barrels that were splintered. 
Windows broken in every local business, foundations cracked, 
lampposts bent, every cement surface crumbled. Liquor bottles 
clanged and crashed, dogs barked. And the birds? There were no 
birds. They’d flown off to find peace and quiet and easy air streams 
uninterrupted by clumsy metal copies of themselves. 

Fiona heard a rustle and then saw her husband, Smith. 
He was standing in the beam of the last remaining streetlight, 
miraculously unharmed and unencumbered by debris. Always the 
eye of the storm. 
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Fiona was as surprised as anyone that she could perform at 
such a high professional level. Throughout her formative years 
at Lady Eleanor School, she was afflicted by low self-esteem 
that presented itself in the form of a consistent C-average and a 
debilitating tapestry of anxieties. While seated in English class, 
for example, she was continually distracted by the tugging slump 
of her shoulders and put all her energy into sitting up straight as a 
ramrod, the teacher’s lessons barely registering. 

In the hallway between periods, she’d stick close to the wall 
and walk fast as a new nurse. She was convinced the ceilings were 
closing in on her and the walls growing ever more narrow, so she’d 
find something to focus on, like a poster for a dance she wouldn’t 
dare go to or the red exit sign of the fire door near the gym. Eye 
contact was overwhelming for her. She would have thrown the 
hood of her sweatshirt over her head and left it there permanently, 
but there was another group of girls who did that; that was their 
thing. But then she found science and her passion and her place 
in the world, however tenuous and without any real meaning, 
just luck, really, absolutely all of it, the whole lot of her life—just 
trillions of random atoms smashed together to make Fiona Fiona. 

She never considered herself a superficial person until this 
job and her responsibilities in the areas of PCL-117’s exterior 
appearance, specifically his eyes, ear shape, jawline and various 
skin characteristics. Her most important work, from NATO’s point 
of view, related to his sweat glands. She engineered his skin so he 
doesn’t sweat, not for heat, not for stress. His parasympathetic 
nervous system was deactivated in Phase 3. Although designed 
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as a pilot, he would have only the instinct for fight, and none for 
flight. The irony was lost on almost everyone in a managerial 
position.

The day The Tunnels collapsed was the last time Fiona saw 
her husband. She never found out where he slept that night, but 
she slept on a couch in the lab, stricken with dreams about what 
she would claim for herself when the divorce went through: the 
Ikea television cabinet, the futon, half the succulents, and the extra 
bag of brown sugar from the baking drawer next to the stove.

Like most things, just random atoms smashing into atoms, 
it didn’t matter. Smith died two weeks later while performing a 
double barrel roll at the Toronto Air Show. Plunged straight into a 
booze cruise on Lake Ontario. 

It took months for the hallucinations to pass, for Fiona to stop 
seeing Smith’s face on top of other faces. The night she got word of 
his death was the worst. She speed walked to the bridge and then 
to the bar and then to the backseat of an oil sands supervisor’s 
truck. As she was being thrust into vigorously, she looked up at the 
supervisor’s face and saw Smith, his features superimposed like 
a special effect from an old film. She cried out and the supervisor 
thought it was with pleasure. Only it was the worst pain in all of 
the world. In all of history. 

Fiona tried talking to colleagues about her loss, the female 
ones, hoping they’d give her what she needed but couldn’t name. 
Instead, they would tell her they had a dream once that their 
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boyfriend died or that, yeah, they knew someone who managed 
to hang himself in the psych ward in Montreal. He used the 
drawstring from his hospital-issued pajamas—can you believe it?  

At first, Fiona thought their stories were intended to make her 
feel better, less alone. But that wasn’t true at all. Their stories were 
self-serving, part of the continual pissing contest that is engrained 
in all women, where every drama and hardship is a point on a 
scoreboard. Fiona imagined it hanging behind a false wall in the 
coffee and tea aisle at the A&P.

Fiona went to the memorial because she wasn’t invited to the 
funeral. Smith’s parents forgot how to spell her last name, was 
the excuse they gave her, which was odd because it was Smith, 
too. Fiona tried not to hold a grudge against his family, which 
was easy because since Smith died she had no strength left in her 
body anyway, except for a gripping clamp that had taken hold of 
her heart and squeezed until the blood travelled away from it. Her 
feet had been pooling with blood since he died. It made driving 
without speeding or crashing into brick walls, overpasses, big rigs 
and oncoming trains difficult.

At the memorial, which was held in the Cultural Centre of 
a dusty Midwest town that had no culture, Fiona looked at the 
photos of her husband that flashed from the projector. She smiled 
because she hadn’t yet decided if she had the right to cry. They 
were photos of her and Smith—on their honeymoon in Rome, in 
the barracks in Kabul at Christmas—only she had been cropped 
out, as though she never existed in her husband’s life when he had 
been her life entirely. 
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Fiona looked at Smith’s family lined up in the front row. His 
fraternal twin brother was dressed in a sharp suit, his gaze locked 
on a blown-up photo of Smith playing guitar. They looked nothing 
alike, but came so close—one extra fertilized egg and amniotic sac 
away from being doubles. The bad luck of that near miss saddened 
Fiona more than anything. So she left the memorial, cleared the 
catering table of chocolate chip cookies, and went straight back to 
work, to a Petri dish labeled PCL-117.

Fiona looks at PC floating in The Can and she sees herself 
alone in The Tunnels with him, his square head skimming the low 
beams. Those eyes, her husband’s eyes, stuck on her, only her, 
deep underground in the half dark. 

Those eyes are close to perfect, which means he’s nearly done. 
Just a few tweaks here and there, and PC will move on to Phase 
8.1, Social Integration, and leave her lab forever. 

Fiona applied for a position with the Phase 8.1 team, but was 
denied. Her qualifications were inadequate, her boss revealed 
when pressed, as she was missing several key words on her 
résumé. Fiona nodded as he broke the news and smiled. She 
smiled too, hours later, as she dragged her keys across his beloved 
gunmetal grey Prius. 

Leave her lab. 
Leave her. 
Forever.
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Fiona can’t breathe. Her lungs feel like they’re filling with the 
fluid that would have drowned PC if not for her loving care and the 
tubes designed from a rare organic polymer. She takes off her lab 
coat, sloughing it from her like dead skin, and activates the lid of 
The Can, which unlocks with a sigh of the hydraulics. She switches 
on the crane and lowers it into the patented goo. It hooks itself 
around PCL-117’s harness and lifts him out, depositing him gently 
on the floor. 

Fiona fishes out his breathing tube and he doesn’t cough or 
spatter. He only shivers for a moment, and then it’s over. He’s 
adjusted as fast as they designed him to, like a baby fresh from the 
womb. Fiona grabs his hand. It’s hard to get a good hold because 
of the goo, but she manages to intertwine her fingers with his. He 
slips out and she adjusts her grip. Again and again. It’s futile. Like 
trying to hold on to things that shoudn’t ever be held.

Before she can speak, the alarm begins to sound. It’s not like 
her phone’s, not those soothing church bells. It’s a conventional 
wail, the kind for a prison break, and it’s accompanied by a 
strobing red light.

Her phone rings next so she grabs for it and presses it to her ear.
“Put PCL-117 back in The Can,” is what the voice tells her. It’s 

the voice of a man trained so impeccably in the virtues of reason 
that he may as well have been a robot. He could actually be a 
robot, Fiona realizes. There is a division, down in the basement 
and ultra-ultra-classified, that was working towards exactly that. 

Fiona looks at PC and feels a stirring inside her, one that she 
hasn’t felt since Kabul. It’s not regret or guilt, she knows those 
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well. And it’s not fear, she’s long past that point. It’s longing, 
because PC is looking at Fiona like she’s his, from her broken-
down sandals, to her naked knees, to the ragged hems of her 
jean skirt. He winks at her just like her husband used to before 
the PTSD corrupted it into a tick. It’s sad, Fiona thinks, the way 
PC believes he has control over his body. Even though there’s a 
microchip stapled to the inside of his skull. Even though his ears 
were grown on the backs of mice. 

When Fiona held her husband for the last time, what she was 
really trying to do was hold him together. She wrapped her arms 
around him, her hands clasping his shoulder blades as though they 
were wings. She wondered where he would place his hands when 
he reciprocated, and what their temperature would be; it had been 
so long. Instead, she only felt his torso grow rigid, his arms stiff as 
a robot’s, his heart cold. When she let go he looked at her but his 
eyes were empty, he didn’t know her, didn’t know the first thing 
about her. And so he pulled only himself out from the collapsed 
mess of The Tunnels, scrambled up a fallen wall and then broke 
into a long and fast run, past the 9th Avenue Bridge and those 
super famous rapeseed fields and into the creamsicle sunset.

The crane is dripping with the viscous patented goo. It will 
drip for days if someone doesn’t take responsibility. She looks 
away from it and to PC, to the eyes of her husband. His pupils 
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are expanding, and she wants to reach for her caliper and 
measure them and then kiss the lids of them, the heavy sleepy 
kind, and run away with him as far as they can get, all the way 
back to Kabul if necessary.
 The robot is still talking, yammering on about Fiona’s conscience 
and science, and how the one word feeds the other. “Fiona Fiona,” it 
says, finally, “think about what you’ll be throwing away.”
 Fiona hangs up the phone, the soundless press of her finger 
against the screen an unsatisfying, modern ending. She lets go 
of PC’s hand and so it drops to his thigh like there was nothing 
holding it, ever. She swings around and hoists herself up The Can’s 
ladder. It’s bolted securely so she knows the danger she senses 
must be within her. Her feet could slip or her hands could turn 
weak or her mind could grow fuzzy and she could drop to the floor 
in a heap of bones and muscle, of atoms smashed together. 

She makes it to the top, though, and she looks over the edge, 
lowers herself into a sit and then slips into it. Her feet knees thighs 
stomach breasts braid nose mouth. The goo feels neutral, the 
same temperature as Fiona. Eyes. She opens them and sees PC 
breathing against the glass and then dragging his finger through 
the fog. PCL-117 + Fiona 4ever. 
 

- The End -
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