
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cathy and Jimmy and Clarence Makes Three 

 

 Cathy sat on the couch with her feet propped up on the coffee table, pushing her hair off 

her forehead and letting it fall back down.  She frowned at the small metal bookcase standing in 

the corner across the room.  Her and Jimmy's wedding picture was in the place of honor on the 

top shelf, her smile thin-lipped, Jimmy's broad and crooked from the fruit punch.  Two photo 

albums lay on the right side of the middle shelf and a white leatherette-covered Family Bible on 

the left.  A red and yellow fluted glass vase, a present from Jimmy on their first wedding 

anniversary three months ago, sat on the bottom shelf flanked by a green ceramic frog and a 

small cedar box that said Souvenir of Plattsburg, New York on the lid.  Everything was properly 

arranged, but the middle shelf bothered her.  Jimmy had bent it when assembling the bookcase, 

and even though she bent it back after he left for work at the pulp mill the next morning, it had 

never looked right. 

 Jimmy and Cathy's apartment was on the third floor, over the Ben Franklin.  Cathy didn't 

mind living over a store, although her mother, on first seeing it, had said, "Well, your first 
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apartment is always special, sweetheart."  And it was special for the first few months.  Cathy 

made curtains out of blue material with big yellow flowers on it for the three tall windows in the 

living room.  ("Cheerful," her mother said.  "Yeah, nice," Jimmy said.  "I have some nice beige 

drapes I was going to bring over," from Jimmy's mother.)  

 Cathy still liked the blue and yellow curtains; they were thin enough to let in light and 

fresh air.  None of the other rooms had windows, however.  You walked through the door into 

the kitchen, then through a narrow hallway into the living room.  The two bedrooms were off the 

hallway.  These rooms always smelled musty, and Cathy spent most of her time in the living 

room, watching television or looking out the window.  She had placed the room's smallest 

armchair by the window.  ("What do you want it there for?" Jimmy had said.  "Why don't you 

put it where it belongs?  It looks out of place.")  At 11:20 each morning she would sit in it and 

eat her sandwich, watching the kids from the high school gather in the park.  The girls would talk 

in whispers, glancing over their shoulders.  The boys would talk loudly, cursing and turning their 

heads to spit.  The kids never actually did much of anything, but every move they made, every 

flash of a smile, every chop of a hand in negation looked intense and important and somehow 

self-conscious, as though they knew they had an audience, or if they didn't know, as though they 

felt they deserved one.  Cathy found it hard to believe that only two years ago she had been one 

of them. 

 She watched her baby crawl across the floor, dragging his right leg behind him; he 

couldn't even crawl and do it right.  He paused to bite the coffee table, then grabbed his mother's 

pant leg with both hands and heaved himself up.  He stood there, weaving, bobbing like a 

marionette, grinning.  Still no teeth at ten months.  When the old ladies would stop Cathy on the 

street to coo and goo at him, they'd insist on sticking knobby-jointed index fingers into his mouth 

"to see if Mommy missed one."  If he ever does get teeth, Cathy thought, I hope he bites one of 

the old bags so hard it draws blood. 

 She stood up, sending the baby to the floor with a thud.  He started to cry and Cathy 

laughed.  In his bulky diapers, he looked like one of those weighted dolls with the tiny heads.  
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Even when you punch one of them as hard as you can, it pops right back up again.  "Hey, 

pinhead," she said. 

 She flipped on the television and sat back down.  The baby smelled bad, and she knew 

she'd have to change him, but that could wait.  She chewed on her thumbnail and shook her head.  

He hadn't turned out at all as she'd expected.  For one thing, he looked just like Jimmy, not a bit 

like her.  When she was pregnant she had pictured her baby with blond curls and blue eyes.  His 

name was Jonathan.  But in real life he had two patches of dark brown hair, one on the top of his 

head and one in back and eyes the color of wet sand.  And his name was Clarence. 

 "But I want to name him Jonathan," she'd told Jimmy at the hospital. 

 "Jonathan's a name for fags."  Jimmy gave her the limp wrist.  "Besides, I promised my 

dad if I had a son I'd name him after him." 

 Cathy sat up straight and leaned forward.  "You did.  That's the first I heard about it.  

What about me?  He's my son, too." 

 Jimmy smiled and patted her hand.  "Don't worry, we'll have plenty more kids for you--" 

 "Not with names like Clarence we won't!" 

 "Let me finish.  I was going to say that we'll have plenty more kids for you to name." 

 Cathy eased herself back down on the bed with her hands.  "Go to hell, Jimmy.  Just go to 

hell." 

 The next day at visiting hour, Jimmy brought in reinforcements, hordes of his relatives 

who kept yammering away at her: "Oh, Clarence is so pleased to have a little namesake; he was 

hoping for a grandson.  There were tears in his eyes when he told me.  There were tears in his 

eyes." 

 After the last relative trooped out, Cathy turned to Jimmy and screamed at him, "All 

right, you win.  Name him any goddamned thing you want.  But I never want to see any of your 

relatives ever again!" 
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 She bit a piece of her thumbnail and spit it out.  I have to see them, all right, she thought.  

They're over here most of the time.  I never thought Jimmy was such a Mama's boy.  Always 

playing Mr. Rugged. 

 The baby smelled worse.  She wouldn't be able to put it off much longer.  She traced a 

worn spot in the couch's plaid upholstery with her finger.  Maybe Jimmy would get a raise some 

day.  He'd come through the door smiling, holding one hand behind his back.  His hair would be 

freshly washed and he wouldn't be wearing the red windbreaker with the STP patches on it.  He 

would kiss her tenderly on the mouth and say, "Guess what, sweetheart?  I have a surprise for 

you."  He'd pause for effect.  "I got a raise!  I'm making five hundred dollars a week now." 

 And she'd coyly flip back her hair and pretend to peer around him.  "What's that behind 

your back?" 

 "Just a little something I picked up for my lovely wife." 

 And he would be holding the hand of--a maid!  Not a beautiful maid, of course, but a 

workhorse of a maid who would insist on taking care of the baby. 

 Cathy looked down at the baby and picked him up.  "Come on, kid, let's go.  You're 

enough to gag a maggot."  She changed him quickly and dumped the diaper into the toilet to 

soak.  The door slammed and she heard Jimmy's footsteps coming down the hall. 

 "Hey, what's for supper?  Jesus H. Christ, this house smells like shit." 

 "Macaroni and cheese and green beans." 

 "Oh." 

 Halfway through his second helping, Jimmy looked up and stared, chewing, at Cathy.  He 

pushed his plate toward her.  "Here, finish this for me.  I'm full." 

 "I don't want it.  I've had enough." 

 He took another bite but left the plate in front of her.  "You know, babe, you've been 

looking kind of peaked lately.  You should eat more." 

 "Peaked?" 
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 "Yeah, peaked.  That's what my mother says.  You should take Sonny for a walk every 

day.  Fresh air and sunshine and all that." 

 She smiled.  "Sure, if it's nice tomorrow I'll do that."  She saw herself taking the stroller 

out with its yellow plaid fabric and shiny chrome, the baby holding onto the bar and gurgling.  

She'd walk up Main Street--no one would stop her to say hello--and up Route 105 past all the 

farms.  Cow, she'd point.  See the cows?  Cow.  She'd push the stroller through East Berkshire, 

through Richford to the Canadian border, waving as she passed through customs.  Walk across 

the dull, flat land to Montreal.  Non, pas de vache ici.  And farther, now west to the Yukon, 

marching across the frozen tundra.  Caribou, see the caribou?  Caribou.  Then farther still, to the 

Arctic, the North Pole, to the other side of the globe-- 

 "Jimmy?  What's on the other side of the North Pole?" 

 He laughed and pushed his chair back.  "How the hell should I know?  You planning on 

taking a trip?" 

 "No.  I forgot my geography, that's all." 

 She washed the dishes up quickly and took a desultory swipe at the counters and table 

with a damp rag.  Jimmy had turned off the TV and put the Rolling Stones on the stereo.  He sat 

on the couch, head back, eyes closed, mouthing the words to "Satisfaction" with pouting lips.  

The baby sat at his father's feet thumping the floor with his hand, head bobbing, always bobbing.  

Jimmy started thumping the arm of the couch in time to the music.  The men's thumping sounded 

like jungle drums, louder and louder.  Cathy waited in the doorway, holding her breath, for man 

and son to leap up, dancing, twirling, naked and painted around a jabbing fire. 

 The song ended; Cathy joined Jimmy on the couch. 

 "That's a good song," he said.  "I've always liked the Stones." 

 "Yes, I know." 

 He lit a cigarette and smiled.  "Do you remember the time we went to see them in 

concert?" 

 She nodded. 
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 "That was a trip, a real trip.  I was so stoned!  I've never been so stoned in my whole life.  

And then we stopped at that little store in Richford for Cracker Jack and the old guy couldn't 

figure out what we were laughing at?  He says, 'What's so funny?  You kids drunk or sumpin?'  

And we laughed so hard we couldn't even tell him what we wanted; we just grabbed ten boxes of 

Cracker Jack off the shelf, threw a five-spot down on the counter, and ran out the door.  Then he 

hollers out after us, 'What's the matter with you kids?  Don't you want your damn change?'" 

 "And you told him no, keep it--" 

 "And he called me a Communist.  That was really funny." 

 "A riot." 

 He reached over and slapped her leg.  "What's your problem, Sour Puss?"  He pulled her 

to him.  "Give me a kiss." 

 She kissed him quickly and started to turn her head away, but Jimmy drove his tongue 

into her mouth and clamped his hand on her breast and she wanted to scream.  She wanted to 

scream until the dust blew off the bookcase, scream until the red and yellow vase was shattered 

into a million pieces, scream until the walls collapsed.  She wanted to scream until Jimmy said, 

"You are everything to me.  I need nothing else." 

 She wrenched away, smoothing the front of her pullover. 

 Jimmy tossed his head to flick the hair out of his eyes.  "What's the matter?" 

 She took a deep breath.  "The baby," she said, nodding her head to where he lay on his 

back examining his hands. 

 "What about him?" 

 "He'll see us." 

 Jimmy laughed.  "So what if he does?  Maybe he'll learn something from the old master." 

 "Oh, for Christ's sake." 

 "All right, all right.  Don't get yourself in an uproar.  Why don't you get us a couple of 

beers and we'll sit and talk, like we used to." 
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 Cathy came back into the room with one beer, which she handed to Jimmy.  She sat down 

next to him and closed her eyes.  A few moments of silence went by.  Then Jimmy said, "Do you 

remember the time you and me and--" 

 Cathy jumped up.  "Excuse me.  I have to go to the bathroom."  The diaper was still in 

the toilet.  She picked it up and dropped it into the diaper pail.  She flushed the toilet, washed her 

hands, and brushed her teeth.  Taking an emery board off the shelf, she went back into the living 

room.  Jimmy was putting another Stones album on the stereo.  "Don't you think you'd better put 

Sonny to bed, Cathy?  It's almost ten o'clock." 

 The baby had fallen asleep on the rug and his body in Cathy's arms felt as though he were 

a big, limp doll--a doll so heavy and ungainly no little girl ever wanted to play with it.  After she 

put a clean diaper and gown on him, Cathy stayed in his dark room, picked up his blue teddy 

bear from the crib, and began stroking it.  The toy smelled sour and its fur was matted and stiff, 

but its pink embroidered grin, which she traced with her finger, was as happy as ever. 

 "Hey, Cathy.  What're you doing in there?" 

 "Nothing." 

 Jimmy had on his red windbreaker, and his hair was combed.  "I'm going out for a little 

while.  I won't be long." 

 "Take your time." 

 He dropped the car keys he had been jingling on his palm.  "What's that supposed to 

mean?" he said, bending down to pick them up. 

 "Just what I said.  While you're gone, I'm going to invite guys in off the street and have a 

party, so don't hurry home on my account." 

 Jimmy opened his mouth, then shook his head and slammed the door on his way out.  He 

laid rubber halfway up Main Street.  Cathy stood at the window watching his taillights, sneered, 

"Big deal," and stuck out her tongue.  Then she yelled, "Stick it where the sun don't shine!" and 

gave him the finger. 
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 The apartment was quiet and she prowled it, touching things--the spider plant on the 

kitchen table which had died from lack of sunlight, just as she knew it would when she put it 

there, the raised pattern of the wallpaper in the hallway, the back of Jimmy's recliner, the 

telephone.  She wondered who she could call.  If she called her mother, she would think 

something was wrong.  Even if Cathy told her that she just wanted someone to talk to, her 

mother would think Jimmy had gone out and she was lonely.  She called her friend Marie instead 

and asked her if she would like to come over for a while, but Marie said, "You must be crazy.  

Just because Jimmy went out barhopping doesn't mean you have to wake me out of a sound 

sleep.  I have to be to work in the morning."   

 "Jimmy's not out barhopping.  He went to see his parents." 

 "Okay.  Look, why don't you come over to my place tomorrow after I get off work.  We 

can talk and I'd love to see Clarence.  I'll bet he's grown a lot since the last time I saw him." 

 "I'll have to see if Jimmy has anything planned for us." 

 "All right.  I'm sorry for what I said about him." 

 "Forget it.  I shouldn't have called you so late." 

 After she hung up the phone, Cathy stared at it, wondering what had possessed her to call 

Marie.  She couldn't talk to her anymore.  Marie always had to be somewhere, do something, 

meet somebody.  Even her sleep was an important, scheduled activity. 

 Cathy looked at the picture on the bookcase.  Jimmy, she thought, really is a stupid 

person.  And he gets more stupid every day.  She spoke aloud, "You are stupid, Jimmy," and felt 

only a little silly. 

 She went into her bedroom, yanked off her pullover and baggy jeans, and threw them into 

a corner.  Sitting on the edge of the bed in her underpants and knee socks, she reached for her 

nightgown on the bedpost.  Maybe she would read the new Woman's Day her mother had 

brought over.  Or watch the Creature Feature on TV.  Probably watch the Creature Feature.  On 

second thought, she wouldn't watch TV; she'd never be able to sit still for all the commercials.  

She put the nightgown over her head, then took it off again before it had fallen to her hips. 
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 She dressed quickly in a glittery pink top and the tight Jordache jeans Jimmy had bought 

for her for when they went out.  She combed her hair without looking in the mirror and put green 

eye shadow on her lids and blusher on her cheeks. 

 As she tiptoed into the baby's room she held her breath--he was sleeping as soundly as 

usual--and didn't let it out again until she was down the stairs and outside.  Main Street was very 

quiet this time of night, the park full of shadows, more than likely sheltering a sleeping drunk or 

a hitchhiker who had given up for the night.  In midstride on his mound, the doughboy, who 

looked foolish during the day clutching a broken rifle, looked menacing now.  He could easily 

turn the butt of the rifle into a club. 

 Cathy walked away from the Ben Franklin, faster and faster until she was running down 

the street, not daring to look behind her.  When her side began to hurt she slowed down and 

caught her breath.  No hollow bronze footsteps pursued her and she laughed at the thought of 

them.  What had she to fear from the doughboy?  He was the one who had worn a crooked white 

brassiere in public last Halloween, wasn't he?  She laughed again and wished she had thought to 

grab a pack of cigarettes out of the carton on the kitchen table.  She didn't have any money on 

her either, come to think of it. 

 She didn't go to The Quincy; Jimmy would be there.  Sylvester's Bar and Grill was at the 

end of North Main Street and she walked quickly towards it, swinging her hips and giggling.  

Outside Sylvester's she shivered in the cool night air and tucked in her top.  Pushing open the 

door, she stepped inside, blinking at the sudden assault of cigarette smoke, thumping music, and 

laughter.  She took a step forward, straining to see if anyone she knew was at the bar. 

 Jimmy was leaning over the pool table, and his father and older brother were standing on 

either side of him with pool cues grasped like spears in their hands.  They looked as though they 

were guarding Jimmy as he performed some sacred and magic ritual.  Cathy backed out the door 

and didn't stop running until she got home. 

 The baby was still breathing; she laid her hand on his back to make sure.  Her breath was 

coming in gasps she couldn't control, and she stepped into the hallway so as not to wake her son. 
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 She started for the living room, then went back into the baby's room.  She leaned her 

elbows on the crib railing and stood looking down at him in the dark.  He still didn't smell too 

good and she felt a pang in the pit of her stomach.  She really should have bathed him before 

putting him to bed.  And changed his bedding, too.  Well, tomorrow she would.  She would bathe 

him and let him splash in the water.  She would wipe the sour milk off his crib and scrub the 

linoleum on his floor with disinfectant.  She would hang brightly-colored pictures on his walls so 

he would have something pretty to look at. 

 He did look like Jimmy.  But he doesn't have to be Jimmy's, she thought.  I'm with him 

all the time; he can be mine.  I'll make him mine.  I'll buy him more toys--balls and big wooden 

blocks.  I wonder what Jimmy will think when he sees his son and me having so much fun 

together without him. 

 She squatted by the crib, reached her hand through the bars, and stroked the tuft of hair 

on the top of the baby's head.  "Clarence," she said. 

 

 

 

 


