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Beer, Clams, and Baseball
by Christine Fontaine
I’m often asked about my father by those who
don’t know my family history. When an immediate
reply is not put forth, the pause is usually followed
by inquiring whether he’s still alive. I often think
of responding with a resounding “no,” but truth
fully, I simply don’t know. I haven’t lived with
the man who is my father since I was 4, haven't
seen him since I was 13, and I ’m now in my 40th
year. I can’t say I remember having actually lived
with him; I have only a vague memory of a house
on Long Island, New York, where we resided for
only ten months. And it was while we were in that
house that he left my mother and me in order to
cohabit with a woman in Brooklyn, where we had
all originated. Any real memories I have start when
we came back and rented a basement apartment in
Bensonhurst. It was small and dark and had only
one bedroom, which my mom selflessly gave to
me. I didn’t need all that space, but she took the
tiny living room and slept on a pullout couch for
nearly seven years.
I had no concept of why my father didn’t live
with us, and how do you begin to explain divorce
to a five-year-old in 1972? But the kids at school
and in my neighborhood lived with both parents,
so I knew something was different. I was also an
only child; my best friends were my Raggedy Ann,
my books, and my imagination. Many who saw me
as a little girl and who had known my father would
say without hesitation that I looked just like him. I
was blond, blue-eyed, and built lanky and lean, as
he was. Looking in a mirror now, I don’t doubt for
a moment that I look far more like my mother.
After the divorce my father, a police officer,
would sometimes see me on weekends. And
“sometimes” is an overstatement. I vividly re
member those Fridays when he was to pick me up
for the weekend or even for the day. I raced home
from school and waited on the stoop—which is
how Brooklynites refer to the front steps of their

homes —with my packed bag. I watched every
single car come down the block, feverishly hoping
and praying that each was his, just to have each
whisk past, with me unnoticed. I sat on that stoop
for what turned out to be hours, my right leg ner
vously beating up and down like a drum, a habit
formed for life. My father was never on time, and
we’re not talking about a few minutes or an hour.
He was usually hours late, if he managed to show
up. I still experience, after all these years, that feel
ing in the pit of my stomach—a mixture of anxiety
and fear—just knowing that he wasn’t coming for
me. Most of the time he didn’t show. And it was
devastating every time. I probably should have
come to expect it, but I never could get quite used
to it. The phone would ring hours later, long after I
had vacated those steps and that bag was unpacked
and placed back into its closet, and I always knew,
without ever having to be told. Even today, when
I think deeply about it, I can still conjure up that
sensation of complete disappointment. It’s so real,
and I know I will never truly lose it, because that
insecurity planted so long ago became a permanent
part of me. Even when I began dating, if the boy
was five minutes late, I was convinced he would
be a no-show. By then my lookout point became
the window instead of the stoop, and I was stood
up only once, by someone whose name now es
capes me.
There are few memories of my father. I remem
ber going, on those infrequent weekends when he
did come for me, to the house in New Jersey where
he lived with his second wife (the one he left us
for), her kids, and the one they shared, my half
brother. I remember feeling displaced, knowing I
did not belong and that I was not wanted. A stranger
in my father’s home. After all, I was the old kid
from the old marriage, and no one ever let me forget
that. I remember riding in the backseat of his car,
going back to Brooklyn those early Sunday nights.
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As we drove I could make out a drive-in movie in
the distance, its big screen enveloping the sky. We
raced by too fast for me to see what was playing,
but when it came into view, 1 knew 1 was halfway
home, and my father would again leave me, with
any future plans always uncertain. Sometimes it was
weeks or even months until I saw him again.
I know why he left my mother, but I could never
make sense of why he left me. What was it that
made me so unlovable? I was only a child; there
had not been enough time yet for me to screw' up
or do anything that could or should have caused his
inattention. My mother told me years later that he
said it hurt him too much to see me. Guilt over the
divorce. 1know now that was a cop-out and his code
for You re just not convenient to my new life.
1 don’t remember ever having a real conversa
tion w ith my father, nor do I know what kind of
person he was other than the fragmented pieces I
saw throughout those years. I look at myself as an
adult and know that I am a composition of both
my parents. I can be selfish, impatient, and I never
really had the desire to be a parent in the way one
should. And 1 know that that part is from him, be
cause my beloved mother is none of those things.
But I ’m also reliable, considerate, and responsible,
all traits given to me by her.
Children look back at their parents in different
ways after they are gone: Some adoringly, some notso-much, but often a mix of the two, with the good,
you hope, always outweighing the not-so-good.
For me, memories are fleeting. It’s strange what
the mind chooses to recall and how some events
can be so vivid that you feel as if you can almost
taste them, while others barely form a shape in your
thoughts. 1 remember being ten, and my dad and I,
along with my grandparents, went to dinner. While
we waited for our table, I sat on my father’s lap at
the bar, sipped the foam off the top of his beer, and
ate raw clams on the half shell for the first time. 1
felt like the most important girl in the world. You
see, I had the illusion of having all of his attention
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that day —the only day I ever did. Today, 30 years
later, there is still nothing like a cold one and a
dozen little necks on a hot summer day. And I fol
lowed in his footsteps with my love for baseball.
He took me to a few games during our short time
together. I always wondered if he might have loved
me more had 1been a boy. so at least the possibility
of becoming that all-star player would have been
there to replace his own unrealized dreams. And
that is the legacy he gave to me.
The last time I saw him was the spring of my
13th year. My father had moved to Florida by then
and was in town for a few days. We made plans for
dinner his last night, and I felt a sense of hope that
we would somehow have a relationship despite the
miles that separated us. He drove me to my softball
game and watched from the sidelines. He did not
stay for long, only a few innings. He had places
to go and people to see, he always said. I watched
him leave that day, his last act a smile and a wave
good-bye. There was no kiss or hug, because I had
already taken the field, and he couldn’t wait for that
third out. \\ e never had that dinner, and I never saw
him again. I guess he didn't like the way I played
that day.

