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I didn’t believe in forgiveness, particularly.

This all began when I decided to de-clutter my in-box.

De-clutter is a compound word that makes Harry say “middle age.” He jokes about having a lover who wears a dental splint. He’s teasing, but he probably minds my age. I would.

I do. But I’m an actress. If I didn’t mind, I’d be a moron.

I was deleting, deleting, deleting when I came to yet another message from an unknown sender. Dirk Vanderhoff turned out to be my agent’s secretary’s secretary. Apparently, my agent’s secretary, the young woman who always remained on the line when Solange called, had been fielding messages, and after three from the same person, she told Dirk to hear out the caller’s story. She sounded like a decent person, Dirk Vanderhoff wrote, so they didn’t know if I’d want them to pass my number along? The caller had told this assistant’s assistant that her boyfriend was the son of my once-upon-a-time stepfather, Bruce Justin.

“Sure,” I must have zinged, then, delete!

—

My mother had left Bruce Justin when I was fourteen. We drove out of town in the middle of the night and she divorced him from another state a year later. I hadn’t seen or spoken to him since. Once, after a decade, some friend of my mother’s had sent her a Christmas card showing Bruce with his second wife and four sons in matching red turtlenecks. Each wore a hat that supported reindeer antlers made of felt. Bruce’s rack was larger than the others. My mother’s friend had written “Interesting” with three exclamation marks.

The caller—who was attached to one of those antlered boys, grown-up—had told Dirk Vanderhoff that she was trying to reach me because Bruce, our only possible point of intersection in this vast ballroom of three hundred million, was dying. Apparently, due to that, I needed to talk to a complete stranger.

—

It was the son who phoned me. My first thought was: How did you get my number again? This was what my minor fame had gotten me. Not enough money, not much fun, not even a plausible date (Harry, preposterously young, was my ex-trainer—though he’d graduated from far better schools than I had, that’s Hollywood—and I constantly reminded him, This can’t last), but an extra duty: the late-life problems of a person who otherwise couldn’t have found me, and who may not even have wanted to. I wondered if Bruce Justin needed money.

“He was real proud of you with your movies,” the son said. “He kept the DVDs by his desk. Showed them to people. Always said he was your stepfather.”

Stepfather? I thought. Really? Doesn’t the term expire? It had been thirty-five years since my mother took her children and the silver and left in a car she’d already packed with what little else we had that was precious.

“He’s got cancer of the throat,” Bruce Justin’s son said, and from that, I knew he loved him. Why does cancer of the throat say love more than throat cancer?

“He’s been asking about you. You know, he talks with a chalkboard. He writes it down. I’m assuming you’re really busy, but he’d love to hear from you. It would be real important to him. And if you had the time to visit, I could pay for your ticket there.”

“Where’s ‘there’?” I found myself asking.

“Oh, I thought you knew. Virginia Beach. My mom and him, they separated. She moved to North Carolina a couple years ago, but she’s been back helping out since he’s sick.”

O-kay. So a better divorce than we had. But there were kids. My mom and Bruce Justin never had anything like that together. My brother and I were from a different father, whom we didn’t know at all.

“What do you do?” I heard myself asking. So rude! My least favorite question at a Westside party! Harry, working on his pilot at my kitchen table in his boxers, did a double take. But I was so rawly curious! And the answer didn’t disappoint. It was the kind of answer that the people who ask that question want but rarely get: it gave a clear view into class status, as crisp and stratified as a typed label in a museum. Genus: Media materia masculum.

The kid managed a concert hall in Ohio. Rock concerts, he said. I imagined yellowish work boots. No college or not much. Possibly smart in a carny way, like some key grips and production guys. That’s how I pictured the rock-promotion world.

I kept asking around things. What I really wanted to find out was why this young man, twenty-eight years old, was doing everything he could to satisfy his dying dad’s random whims. The answer was pretty obvious. He loved Bruce Justin. The man who had been a problem for me was, for this antler-wearing boy and his brothers, a good father.

—

These are the facts I knew about Bruce Justin: he was an orphan. The son of an English mother, he’d been raised in Buffalo, New York, and had no brothers or sisters, no family left whatsoever. My mother had not been in love with him. Like many women in the 1970s, she’d liked to model herself after Jacqueline Onassis, and, in our Wisconsin backwater, Bruce Justin bore some trace of resemblance to Ari. He had thick eyebrows and he held a position of prestige. He was second head coach of the Green Bay Packers.

They bought a ranch house. He tried with us. Our mother did too. For the only time in our childhoods, we had people over to our place for a holiday meal. The four years my mother remained married to Bruce Justin represented—on everyone’s part—a goodwill effort to be a family in the way people did that where we lived. We even had a succession of pets.

It didn’t work, none of it did (the pets were left behind to sad, dubious ends), and I guess that should have been no surprise. Most halfhearted efforts don’t work.

But there were weird things, too.

How weird, I was still not exactly sure.

—

They fussed over my body; they worried about how I wore my hair. I had put it in a ponytail; I remember Bruce Justin pulling out the rubberband and pushing my hair back to show my mother that my forehead was already too large. He was concerned that my hairline would recede. This was when I was twelve or thirteen.

“What am I supposed to do with it?” I said. Meaning my hair, which fell over my eyes.

They both felt strongly that I should have bangs. I refused. I’d never liked bangs. I still don’t. Finally, I let it grow long and just hooked it behind my ears.

They also fretted over my hips. I remember Bruce’s hands on my bones, as he told me to open my hips. Maybe this had something to do with posture? He said if I turned my hips out, it would help me jeté and turn à la seconde. I took ballet at that time, in a class where we were encouraged to wear belts over our leotards because
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