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ALICE DIDN’T EXPECT it to work, but she grabbed her legs anyway and 
lifted them into the air. Her shoulder blades dug into the mattress. It was barely 
past daybreak, and she closed her eyes tightly until everything went black again 
and tried to imagine the seed finding its way to her womb. She tried to focus on 
only that, but her husband, Mark, tramped down the stairs and slammed the 
front door shut. The noise broke her concentration, and she let her legs drop 
onto the mattress. 

They had started trying for a baby last spring. After just a couple months, 
Mark had told her that maybe it wasn’t a good idea, that maybe she wasn’t built 
to carry a child. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You know,” he said. 
She crossed her arms over her chest and gave him an angry eye. “No,” she 

said, “I don’t know.”
“Just forget I said anything.” 
“I want a baby, Mark,” she said.
“All right, all right. You want it, you got it.”
While Mark was out with the boys most of  the time, he always punched 

in when Alice was ovulating. And for all but those seven days of  her cycle, she 
didn’t care where he went. She didn’t want to guilt him into being at home. She 
wanted him to want to be there. A baby, she thought, a baby would rein him 
in. And after every ovulation, she would test herself. She would set two piss-
covered sticks on the edge of  the bathroom sink and wait for them to show a 
positive reading. So far, they hadn’t. The leaves on the full moon maple in their 
front yard had turned dark red and dropped from their branches. The first cold 
snap of  autumn was upon them.

A scratching sound came from the wall beside her bed. Alice got up, put on 
her clothes, and tied her hair behind her head. The scratching continued, but 
more softly, like the sound of  someone rustling the pages of  a newspaper. She 

Trying

Jonathan Bohr heinen



arroyo   |   27

had told Mark about it the night before. 
“Probably just branches brushing the side of  the house,” he’d said, and 

drifted back to sleep.
Alice knelt down and pressed her ear against the wall. She heard nothing. 

AS HE WALKED to his workshop, a vague frustration stuck in his craw. 
Seven months with no luck, he thought. Mark made mannequins in Portland’s 
southeast industrial district, and his workshop was only fifteen blocks from their 
house. The city became a different place in those fifteen blocks. There were 
no homes in the lower southeast. Nobody wanted to live there. An economic 
downturn left most of  these buildings abandoned. It was depressing, the broken 
windows, crumbling concrete, and rust-eaten metal, but it was affordable.  

Mark pushed open the door to his workshop. It had once been a semi-successful 
auto garage. The mechanics who’d had the building before him had plastered the 
windows with centerfolds. Mark had never felt compelled to strip them off. He’d 
washed the outsides of  the windows, though, and when the rare light of  the sun 
illuminated the pinups, his windows looked like pornographic stained glass. 

He flipped on the lights. Eight iron molds sat against the back wall, and next 
to each mold was a bin for the part it produced. There were bins for arms, legs, 
torsos, and heads. At the end of  each week, the bins overflowed with plastic 
body parts. During the weekend, he laid the parts around a steel grate on the 
concrete floor and painted them. The excess paint would run off  into the drain, 
but left on the floor were smeared outlines like wind-blown police chalk. 

Mark cast molten plastic into the molds for torsos, and while it cooled, he 
chiseled away on a block of  pine that would be a woman’s set of  legs, from 
the belly button down to the ankles, for Riley, the owner of  a vintage shop 
on the west side of  the city called Long in the Tooth. He had two kinds of  
accounts: commercial orders, for department stores and the like, and special 
orders, usually from overpriced vintage shops that had managed to proliferate 
despite the city’s economic decline.  

As he chiseled, curls of  wood fell to the floor, and legs began to take shape. 
He thought about Alice, the way she lifted her thin little legs into the air after 
they’d finished fucking. The first time she’d done it, he’d laughed out loud and 
asked her, “What the hell are you doing?” She turned away from him, but he 
could hear her starting to cry. “Oh, for Christ’s sake, Alice. It’s funny is all.” He 
reached out to put his hand on her back, but she got up and slammed the door 
as she left the room.
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Mark pulled the freshly cast torsos from their molds and dropped them 
in their bins. He finished sanding the wooden thighs with a high grain and 
wrapped them up in plastic to take them to Riley at Long in the Tooth.  

On the corner of  MLK and Burnside, he caught the number twenty bus. 
The hydraulics hissed and the accordion door swung open. Mark stepped on 
and paid his fare, carrying the wooden legs under his arm. The sun burned out 
behind the west hills and the sky grew gray. Even on Burnside, shop windows 
were vacant. Nothing survives in these spaces, he thought. It was a miracle he’d 
been able to make a living casting plastic. 

He got off  on 3rd Avenue, downtown, and walked up the street to Long in 
the Tooth. In the display window were overpriced band T-shirts with worn-out 
logos the hipsters wore for kitsch value. He pushed open the door. 

Riley came from behind the counter and knelt down to help Mark peel the 
layers of  plastic from the wooden legs. He was a tall, thin man with sideburns 
that extended past his jaw line, and his jeans always seemed a size too small.

Mark had known him since he’d started making the mannequins. After they’d 
peeled away the plastic, Mark stood the wooden legs against the counter. 

“This is perfect,  just perfect,” he said. 
“I left the waistline unfinished so it’ll peak out.”
Riley ran his fingers over the toothy ridges of  the waistline. He pressed his 

fingers against his lips and said, “I was hoping you might be able to do one 
more thing for me. I found this old mannequin in the back. She’s a real doll, 
very Kim Novak in Vertigo. Her breasts are cracked, though.”

“You want me to fix them?” 
“No,” Riley said. “I want you to take them off.” 
He disappeared to the back of  the store and returned carrying a dusty 

old mannequin with paint flaking from its skin. She did indeed look like Kim 
Novak. Same curvy body, nearly the same face, too. He reached out and stuck 
his fingers through the cracks in the breasts. 

“I can have her back to you tomorrow night,” he said. 
“It’s almost closing time,” Riley said. “You up for drinks?”
“Can’t. Got plans with the wife tonight.”
“The wife,” Riley scoffed. “Come on. I haven’t seen you in weeks.”
Mark considered going out for a drink. Just a drink, then he’d go home.
But he thought better of  it. Riley paid Mark for the legs. “Maybe another 

night,” Mark said. He picked up the mannequin and walked out the door. 
As he waited for the bus, he felt strange standing on the street holding the 
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mannequin. Though it didn’t have nipples or genitals, the mannequin still felt 
nude. Its curves were so well defined. Nothing like Alice, he thought. He tried to 
smile politely at an old woman sitting on the bench. She kept pulling back the 
scarf  covering her head to catch a glimpse of  Mark and the mannequin. But 
when Mark smiled at her, she pulled her scarf  down and quickly turned away. 

THE NUMBER TWENTY splashed gutter water over the curb. Mark 
stepped on and paid his fare, but the driver stopped him. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” the driver said. Startled, Mark quickly turned around 
and bumped Kim Novak’s head against the panel in the step well. “You gotta 
pay her fare, too.”

“But—”
“She takes up a spot, and it costs to ride.” 
“You let me on earlier with a pair of  legs and I didn’t have to pay extra.”
“That was just legs, this is a whole person.” 
Mark dug through his pockets for change. As he moved to drop a few more 

coins into the fare box, he slammed Kim Novak’s already battered breasts into 
a handrail. Small flakes of  paint and plaster fell to the ground. Mark took a seat 
next to the window and stood the mannequin next to him. 

The bus went through downtown and crossed the Burnside Bridge to get to 
the east side of  the city. At every stop, the people getting on slowly walked past 
him and Kim Novak, and the people getting off  turned back for a final glance. 
The bus pulled up to the corner of  Burnside and Grand.

As Mark got off, the driver said, “The next time you want to take your 
sweetheart for a ride, put some goddamned clothes on her.” The door closed, 
and the bus hissed as it pulled away. 

The sky was dark and a light rain fell as Mark walked from the bus stop 
back to his workshop. When he got there, he opened the door and leaned Kim 
Novak against the wall inside. He wiped the rain off  of  her with his shirtsleeve. 
His hand followed the rises and falls of  her body as he dried her. 

ALICE WAS LYING in bed with a thermometer in her mouth when she 
heard Mark push open the front door and slowly trudge up the stairs. She 
was trying to read the thermometer by the light of  their bedside lamp when 
he came into the bedroom. Alice always had trouble seeing where the line of  
mercury stopped. Mark yawned, stretched, and kicked off  his shoes. He sat 
down on his side of  the bed. 
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“Christ, I’m beat,” he said. 
Alice finally managed to read the thermometer. It was time again. 
“Hurry,” she said. 
She undid the button of  his pants, and he slowly stood up and let them fall to 

the floor. Alice lay on her back and spread her legs apart. Mark climbed on top 
of  her and she pulled her underwear to the side and guided him inside her. He 
just stayed there for a moment, not doing anything. She put her hand against the 
small of  his back and thrust her hips up. Soon, they were moving together. When 
they were finished, she pushed him off  and lifted her legs in the air. 

As she held her legs in the air, she told him about the scratching sound she’d 
heard from the wall. 

“I told you it’s nothing,” he said. 
“It’s not nothing,” she said. “You should have been here to hear it.” 
Mark rolled onto his side away from her. Soon, from his slow breathing and 

slight snoring, she could tell he’d fallen asleep. 
It was strange how this had become their life together. She had tried to 

explain it to her friend Grace earlier that day over coffee. 
“He falls asleep, sometimes while he’s still inside me.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” Grace said. 
Alice sipped her coffee but didn’t say anything. She knew Grace was right. 
“Mark isn’t a bad guy,” Grace said, “just a little bit of  a freewheeler. He 

spends too much time with his boys, but at least he’s kind of  there. I don’t 
think my Fred is ever coming back to me,” she said. “He swooped in and out so 
quickly, sometimes it feels like he was just a dream.”

“He left you a lovely little girl, though,” Alice said. 
“He left me alone to raise her, too.” Grace stirred sweetener into her coffee 

and laid the spoon on a saucer. “Look,” she said, “try to relax a little. Make him 
want to be there with you. Make it about more than a baby.” 

She let her legs fall and listened to her husband snore, and she thought about 
what Grace had said. She could hear the scratching sound from the wall again but 
decided not to wake Mark. She tried to ignore it. She tried to think about tomorrow. 
She stared up at the ceiling and decided that tomorrow would be different. 

THE NEXT AFTERNOON, Mark cut off  Kim Novak’s breasts with a 
utility knife. He didn’t understand why anyone would want them removed. 
They seemed so feminine to him. But he dragged the knife around the mounds 
of  plastic flesh and gave Kim Novak a crude double mastectomy. 



arroyo   |   31

Heinen

His grandmother had to have a breast removed when he was in junior high 
school, and she always complained about the prosthetic one she was given as 
a replacement. She thought the supple swelling was so obviously fake. When 
Mark’s mother suggested that she just not wear it, his grandmother said, “That’s 
easy for you to say. You still have both of  yours. You still look like a lady.”

She often left the prosthesis sitting on the coffee table, and when she wasn’t 
around, Mark would hold it in his hand and wonder if  that was what a real 
breast felt like. Not even the fact that it was his grandmother’s could dislodge 
the growing arousal he felt as he held the fake breast in his hand. 

He didn’t understand why anyone would want to do it, but he did what he’d 
been paid to do and pulled the cracked breasts from Kim Novak’s frame. He 
laid the breasts on his workbench, covered Kim’s hollow chest with a flat board 
of  plastic, and melted it to her body. She cooled, and Mark laid her down on 
the floor near the drain. He sprayed her with pale, flesh-colored paint. It fell on 
her in speckles at first, but soon she was covered with her new skin. 

While he waited for her to dry, he pulled a female torso from its bin. It 
was a special order for a sex shop on Burnside and 28th. They wanted breasts 
with large, erect nipples. Mark dripped cooling plastic onto the tip of  each 
breast, and while he molded eraserheads with his fingertips, the phone in the 
workshop rang. He didn’t want to ruin the torso, so he let the machine pick it 
up. It was Alice, telling him that she was grabbing an early dinner with Grace 
but that she would be home by eight and was excited to see him. 

He’d first been attracted to Alice because she didn’t look like the women in 
his family. His mother and grandmother were both wide-hipped, busty women. 
Alice, on the other hand, was very slight. A tiny little thing. “She’s adorable, 
looks like Audrey Hepburn from Breakfast at Tiffany’s,” his mother said when she 
met her. These differences were what had initially attracted him to her. 

When Kim had dried, Mark carefully brushed apple-red paint over her lips. 
He mixed tinges of  brown into yellow ochre until he had the perfect shade of  
blond, and he painted her hair. After her hair and lips dried, he picked her up 
and carried her with him out of  the shop. Without her breasts, she was lighter. 

He didn’t want to deal with the bus driver, so he made his way to the Burnside 
Bridge with Kim slung over his shoulder. She had no joints, so she didn’t bend 
at the waist. She lay rigid on his shoulder, her head pointing in front of  him, her 
toes reaching back. He passed the abandoned drawbridge towers on his way to 
the west side of  the city. The Willamette River flowed underneath the bridge, 
and its waves splashed softy against the sharp stones on the waterfront. Other 
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than the few cars, there wasn’t a soul about. But he wondered what anyone 
would think if  they saw him on the bridge carrying that strange body. 

Riley helped Mark get Kim Novak through the door. They leaned her 
against a counter, and Riley pulled out a stack of  neatly folded clothes and a 
pair of  shoes. 

“She’s beautiful,” Riley said. “A perfect size four.”
He pulled a boy’s softball jersey over Kim’s shoulders and fit her arms 

through the sleeves. He slid a pair of  skinny jeans up her legs and buttoned 
them. After he’d dressed her, he tied vintage Vans onto her feet and cuffed the 
jeans around her ankles. Mark wanted to ask him why he’d wanted to have the 
breasts cut off. Why not just fix them? But he didn’t. Riley planted a kiss on 
Kim’s cool red plastic lips, picked her up, and spun her, like he was dancing in 
a ballroom, to the display window. He arranged her in the window and turned 
back to Mark. 

“So,” he said, dusting his hands off, “tonight.”
“Can’t do anything tonight,” Mark said. “Got to get home to the wife,” but 

as he said it, he knew that he didn’t want to go home. He didn’t want to deal 
with the routine. He could feel himself  folding. 

“Just a drink,” Riley said. 
It wouldn’t be just a drink with Riley, and Mark felt he should probably just 

go home, but he said, “All right. Just a drink. But that’s it.”
Riley took him to a bar on 10th and Burnside with a barbershop-red-and-

white awning hanging over the door. Gentleman Jack’s, the place was called. 
Mark had passed by it dozens of  times, but he’d never been inside. 

“Jesus, Riley. A strip club.”
“Come on,” Riley said, and led him inside. 
Mark had been to strip clubs before. On his twenty-first birthday, his father, 

who had never insisted on being involved in Mark’s life in any significant way, 
insisted on taking him to one and buying him his first drink. They sat near the 
stage and watched a curly-haired brunette with pendulous tits climb up a pole 
in the center of  the stage. She wrapped her legs tightly around the pole, fell 
back, her tits drooping toward her face, and slowly slid to the stage. 

“You see that,” Mark’s father had said. “That’s a woman.”
Inside Jack’s, Mark made his way past the main stage to the bar and ordered 

a bourbon on the rocks. Riley came up behind him, ordered a draft, and told 
the barmaid to keep a tab going for them. 

“I said a drink,” Mark said. 
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“You in a hurry or something?” Riley said. “Enjoy the scenery.”
They took their seats near the stage and watched as one of  the dancers 

finished her set. When she was through, she piled the bills on her skirt, wrapped 
them in a bundle, and walked off  the stage. Mark had almost finished his drink 
when the next dancer took the stage. 

Her hips were wide, her legs large and smooth, her breasts pressed out 
against her T-shirt. Men crowded around her in a half  circle as she walked 
around the perimeter of  the stage. She leaned down in front of  a man who 
had loosened his tie and rolled up the sleeves of  his button-up shirt. He pulled 
at his collar, reached up, and slid the money under her G-string. She walked to 
a young man wearing a baseball cap and waving a dollar bill, got down on all 
fours, and pulled apart her breasts. He tried to get a cheap feel as he slipped 
her the money. She grabbed him by the wrist and slapped his hand. She stood 
up, smiled, and shook her finger at him. The young man shrugged as if  to say 
that it was worth a shot. Boys will be boys. 

By the third song of  her set, she was completely nude. She had a lily flower 
tattooed on the lower part of  her belly. A smiling scar cut through the stem. He 
wondered what it was from. After she left the stage, he knew that he should get 
home to Alice. He tossed back the last bit of  his drink and stood up from his seat. 

“We just got here,” Riley said. 
He’d been unfair to Alice. He knew he had. He didn’t know why they 

needed to have a kid, and he wasn’t even sure if  he wanted one or not, but he’d 
been blaming her for wanting it, for making it such a big part of  their lives. 
He’d blamed her for not having the curves of  Kim Novak. He’d been blaming 
her for a lot. But she was his wife and he loved her, and for the first time in a 
long time he wanted to be with her.

 “See you when I see you,” he said, and slapped Riley on the shoulder. He 
was out the door and on the street. He was on the way home to Alice. 

ALICE WAS TAKING Grace’s advice and making tonight different.
She opened a bottle of  Sauvignon Blanc and took two glasses up to their 

bedroom. She poured one for Mark and one for herself. Tonight wouldn’t be 
about a baby, she thought. She slid the thermometer into the drawer of  her 
nightstand, nicely made the bed, and pulled back the covers. In the closet, she 
sifted through her clothes to find the silk chiffon babydoll she’d worn on their 
honeymoon. Though Mark had told her he liked seeing her in it, she couldn’t 
remember the last time she’d worn it. It always made her feel awkward to wear 
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something you could see right through to the flesh. But she wanted the night to 
be special. She arranged herself  on the bed, sipping her wine while she waited 
for him to come home. 

After she finished her first glass of  wine, she got up to pour herself  another. 
She checked the time and started to worry. She picked up the phone and dialed 
him at the workshop, but he didn’t answer. She hung up the telephone and 
paced around their bedroom. He should be here by now, she thought. 

The scratching sound came from the wall again. She picked up the telephone 
but only hit a couple of  the numbers before she slammed it back into its cradle. 
It wasn’t just the sound of  branches brushing the side of  the house. The sound 
grew louder as she knelt down and crawled to the wall. She pressed her ear 
against the wall. She could hear it, something stuck inside, trying to tear its 
way out. 

She backed away from the wall and grabbed the lamp from her nightstand. 
She wasn’t sure what she would do with it, really, but she stood there facing 
the wall with the lamp raised in her hand. The scratching started again, and 
she struck the wall with the base of  the lamp. Cracks sprouted in the plaster, 
and she hit the wall again. The lamp broke through and left a hole, but the 
scratching was only louder. 

She stood there for a moment, holding the lamp high in the air, staring at 
the hole she’d made in the wall. She wanted Mark to be there with her, but she 
couldn’t wait for him. She had to know what was inside. She turned on the 
lamp and took small steps toward the hole in the wall. She tilted the shade to 
let in some light. 

A creature lay on its back inside the wall. Its tail was curled into a tight coil. 
Its feet, which looked like small pink hands, were up in the air. Long matted fur 
covered its body, and at the end of  its pointed head was a pink snout. It wasn’t a 
mouse or a rat or a squirrel. Alice didn’t know what it was, but she didn’t figure 
it could’ve been the one scratching. There was no doubt it was dead. She tilted 
the light to get a better look, and from beneath the creature reached a pink 
hand that dragged its fingers against the inside of  the wall. Alice backed away 
so quickly that the lamp nearly came unplugged. She didn’t take her eyes off  
the hole in the wall as she groped to find the phone. 

When Mark came in, Alice was sitting against the wall facing the hole. She 
held the lamp in one hand and the phone in the other. She was too unnerved 
to tell him about everything she’d planned and what had happened while he 
wasn’t there. He let out a deep breath, walked over to the hole, and peered 
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inside. He turned to look at her, and her heart pounded under the silk. The 
pink fingers scratched the inside of  the wall, and Alice let the lamp fall from 
her hand. It rolled onto its side, casting light into the room through the small 
opening in the top of  the shade. Mark noticed the babydoll she was wearing, 
the half-bottle of  wine on the nightstand, and the neatly made bed. But it was 
too late to notice those things. He’d been asleep at the switch. Not just on that 
night, but on all the nights he’d bitterly come home to her. He knelt down in 
front of  Alice, and she scrunched as close to the wall as she could. He reached 
out and placed his hand on her cheek.

Alice tried to back away as Mark leaned in to kiss her, but she couldn’t press 
herself  any closer to the wall. Their lips touched, and though she didn’t want 
to, Alice accepted his tenderness. She needed it right then. She clenched her 
fingers around his neck and held him close to her. They were both sorry for 
how things had been. 

The taste of  beer in Mark’s mouth reminded Alice of  the nights they’d 
stumbled back to her apartment together. That seemed to have happened 
so long ago. Seeing Alice in the babydoll she’d worn on the night they were 
married left Mark feeling ashamed. His wife was a beautiful woman. The lamp 
still lay on its side. They both heard the scratching behind the wall, but neither 
of  them mentioned it. They took their time, and as they made love on the floor 
in their bedroom, they cast a single surging shadow onto the wall.  


