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  I kept looking at her as I bowled.


  Most of the time, I looked at her out of the corner of my eye. When I did that, I could see that she was looking at me. When I turned my head and looked at her, she quickly looked away.


  She was staring at me.


  I was used to that. People had been staring at me since I was a little kid.


  Balls thundered down the lanes on both sides of me. Pins clattered.


  I let my ball go with a spin. Watched it tear down the lane. A strike.


  I spun around.


  She quickly looked away. She’d been staring at me.


  It cowed me a little. It reminded me that I was different from everyone else, that I wasn’t as good. When I was a kid, my mom got drunk—she was drunk most of the time—and fell asleep while smoking. She burned the house down with me in it and I was badly burned, and badly disfigured. Ever since then, I’d looked like the Phantom of the Opera without his mask. People looked at me in horror and stared at me in disbelief. In my face, they saw something that could possibly happen to them, or to someone dear to them. I frightened them.


  I wondered what went through that girl’s mind when she stared at me. I wondered that at about the same time that I remembered—


  I don’t look like that anymore.


  I bowled often, and at all hours of the day and night, so bowling before ten on Tuesday morning wasn’t weird. I never bowled with anyone, just myself, shooting balls down the lane, one after the other, getting better and better at it. It was the only thing that was really my own. Nobody in the family knew about it, not even Dad Bollinger. I kept my ball in the trunk of my blood-red Lexus. Dad bought me a new one every year.


  I don’t know if he would have approved of it. The bowling, I mean. He would have approved of my secrecy even less. He didn’t like secrets, that was his big thing. It wasn’t that I was deliberately keeping it a secret—there simply had been no reason to tell anyone, no point. As a result, no one knew but me, and I liked that. The Bollinger house, as big as it was, was crowded, and sometimes privacy was slim, even with my very private room. It was nice to have something that was no one else’s, something no one knew about but me.


  I went over the mountain to bowl at Mt. Crag Lanes. The girl worked in the Ten Pin, the snack bar that was just to the left as you entered the bowling alley. It was all orange-and-yellow plastic in there, and the girl was forced to wear the matching uniform—an orange-and-yellow short-sleeve top and black pants. But the tacky uniform couldn’t hide her figure. She was tall and had long legs, long black hair, and an olive complexion. Her lovely face always smiled at customers, even during breakfast hours: high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes, a full lower lip with a thinner upper lip that always seemed to be on the verge of a smirk. And she stared at me whenever I came in. It was wide open in front, the snack bar—there was no door, it was just open. You could see in there from anywhere in the place. And from inside the Ten Pin, you could look anywhere in the bowling alley.


  From behind the counter, when she wasn’t waiting on a customer, she chose to look at me.


  Almost every time I left the house, it took me a while to remember that I was no longer disfigured.


  Three years ago, the old man had sent me to a plastic surgeon at a hospital in Dallas. I was there for seven months and had four operations on my face and three on my scalp. When I came back, I looked a lot different. A lot better.


  But I still didn’t look…quite right.


  At first glance, I looked fine, perfectly normal.


  But on closer examination, it became obvious that there was something unusual about my face, something difficult to define. Maybe one side was minutely off-kilter, or one eye was bigger than the other? Something was not right.


  The problem was, the left side of my face was slightly smoother than the right, and kind of shiny. My left cheek was slightly flatter than my right. Most people never quite figured that out, but they knew there was something odd about my face that they couldn’t pinpoint. So they still stared at me. But not like they used to. People used to look at me in horror or with a derisive sneer in their eyes. Now, they stared at me in a good way, with curiosity, with interest, and maybe even just a little admiration, because if I may say so myself, after all these years of being a freak, suddenly I wasn’t bad-looking. Hey, I wasn’t a movie star, okay? But compared to what I used to look like, I wasn’t the Phantom of the Opera without his mask, either. The left side of my scalp used to be pink and wrinkled and scarred and hairless—now, thanks to hair transplants, it was as if I’d always had a full head of brown hair.


  The first time I saw my new face, after the final operation—it was at the hospital, in my room, with Dr. Williker and a nurse, and my face was still swollen and bruised—I cried. I hadn’t even felt it coming on, that crying jag, it had just happened. As if the sob had been dropped on me like a bomb that set off tears long waiting for release. It was a completely new face in the mirror.


  As I left the bowling alley, I was pulled by temptation toward the Ten Pin. She was in there serving a cup of coffee to someone sitting at the counter.


  First I turned my head and looked into the snack bar, and she smiled and said something to the woman seated at the counter and didn’t even glance at me, acted like she was completely unaware of me. Then I centered my eyes forward but looked at her from the corner of my eye, and she lifted her head and watched me until I stepped out of sight.


  I pushed through the glass door, went down the four steps, then put down my ball in its bag in the small entryway with glass on two sides. I put on my down jacket, picked up the ball, pushed through the glass door, and went out into the cold. Crusty snow surrounded the paved parking lot. My breath clouded before my face. The air was like a frozen razor. I put my ball in the trunk, got in the car, and started the engine, then left my parking spot, left the lot, and headed up the mountain.


  Christmas had just passed, my fifth in the Bollinger house. When I first came, I’d been so determined to burn the place down and kill everybody. Five years later, and I’m still there.


  Christmas at the Bollinger house was like nothing else I had experienced. Matthew Bollinger, the old man—he likes me to call him Dad, and I do, but I’ve never entirely warmed up to it—plays Santa Claus on Christmas morning. He dresses up in the red suit and beard. The suit’s been altered for him, of course. His legs end at the knees, and he hobbles around on the stumps like some kind of waddling dwarf. His right arm resembles a large plucked turkey wing. Jowly flesh dangles from his large head, but it’s hidden behind the white beard. He comes out in his wheelchair—“Ho, ho, hooo!”—then hops off the chair and toddles over to the tree, where all the gifts await.


  The tree is decorated with homemade ornaments, most of which are rather odd. A butterfly in resin; a squirrel’s skull painted a festive red and green; a colander decorated with pipe cleaners and colored paperclips; a delicate, three-dimensional handmade construction-paper rose; those and other homemade decorations were all tied together on the tree with a multicolored chain made of round, glitter-sprinkled, construction-paper links.


  The gifts used to be homemade, as well. The Bollingers were so rich that Matthew Bollinger wasn’t even sure how much he was worth at any given time. He owned a lot of land around the local area and in other states. And yet they used to exchange only homemade gifts at Christmas that were just as strange as the decorations on the tree. I decided to change that, and I got Amanda to help me.


  First, we taught many of them how to shop on the Internet. Then we had those who could write make a list of gifts they would like to buy for family members. The family was enormous, so no one person bought a gift for every member of the family, of course—except for Matthew Bollinger. I’ll give him that, he always gave everyone a gift at Christmas once he learned how much fun it was to spend his money. Anyway, they passed the lists to Amanda and me, and using one of Bollinger’s credit cards, Amanda and I went to Iron Falls and bought everything on the lists. It was a lot of work, but it made for a much better Christmas than the one I observed my first year there in that sprawling, meandering house that crawled up the southern side of Mt. Crag. And I must admit, I enjoyed shopping with Amanda. She had the ability to make everything an adventure. She was fun to be with, and she was quite beautiful, so it was always good to be seen with her. If only I could forget the things about her that others couldn’t see and didn’t know about.


  Together, she and I changed Christmas at the Bollinger house. Now children squealed as they unwrapped their new toys, and adults kissed over just-opened jewelry boxes, or held new clothes up to their bodies with
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