



[image: Cover Image]









The Flesh Mask


Jack Vance


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter I


Robert Struve, age thirteen, differed only in detail from his friends. He read comic books; wore jeans and sports shirts.


His father, Bradley, was dead; he lived with his mother, Elsbeth, in the top half of a stucco duplex. Elsbeth Cranleigh was of good Philadelphia stock, willowy, blonde, rather pale. In 1928 Bradley, representing himself as a soldier of fortune, had swept her off her feet. He talked big money and madcap adventure; Elsbeth had taken him at his word, but after their marriage there was none of the romance and gaiety she had expected. For several years Bradley sold real estate in Los Angeles, then, in 1934, he brought Elsbeth and four-year-old Robert to San Giorgio, sixty miles north of San Francisco. He sold vacuum cleaners for two years, worked briefly for a polling organization, then went back into real estate. He had an easy tongue, a debonair laugh, a Los Angeles-style mustache; he knew a hundred smutty stories; still, he failed to make much headway.


Elsbeth’s illusions vanished, but she clung to her hopes.


When Robert was eight Bradley went to work for Hovard Orchards as night manager of the San Giorgio warehouse. He held the job three months, until Darrell Hovard found him drunk on the job for the second time in two weeks. Hovard paid him off on the spot. Bradley drove down the highway in a reckless fury, and at Dead Man’s Bend sideswiped a lumber truck.


Elsbeth quickly adjusted to widowhood. She had married not Bradley but the idea of Bradley—strong, gay, gallant, resourceful. The discord vanished with Bradley’s death.


“Darling,” she told Robert the morning after the terrible event, “you’ve got to be very brave. God has taken your father from us.”


“Is he really dead, Mother? I bet he was drunk.”


“Why do you say an awful thing like that, Robert?”


Robert was silent.


“Why, Robert?”


“It was the kids,” Robert blurted out. “They told me Daddy was gonna drink himself to death.”


“What a terrible thing to say!” Elsbeth gasped. “Your daddy was one of the finest men that ever walked this earth!”


Robert said nothing. Elsbeth continued in her soft voice: “You must always remember that, Robert dear. And now that Daddy’s gone—you’ll have to be the man in the house. You’ll have to be brave and strong and help Mummy.”


Robert’s throat was swollen and his eyes were stinging. “I will, Mummy. I’ll do anything you want.”


So Robert became man of the family. He found the position no sinecure. Elsbeth went to work at Hegenbel’s, San Giorgio’s largest department store, at a barely sufficient salary. Robert learned that he must earn a lot of money as soon as possible. He learned, “Grit, Robert, stick-to-itiveness, that’s the way to get ahead!”


Robert was a handsome boy, with black hair, innocent hazel eyes, a fresh young skin. He enjoyed no particular prestige among his contemporaries; he was neither ugly like Grant Hovard, fat like Ducky Scheib, truculent like Jim Smith. He lacked Ziggy Gordon’s loud voice and high spirits, Carr Pendry’s impetuous recklessness.


He bought a bicycle with earnings from his paper route, and thereafter gave everything to Elsbeth, who started what she called his ‘college fund’.


Carr Pendry also delivered a paper route. His father published the San Giorgio Herald-Republican, and had some notion of starting Carr at the bottom.


Carr, a year older than Robert, owned a new motor-scooter which, from time to time, he allowed Robert to ride. On such days Robert delivered Carr’s papers as well as his own.


Carr’s route included exclusive Jamaica Terrace, where the Hovards, the Pendrys, the McDermotts, the Cloverbolts and the Hegenbels lived in large old-fashioned houses. Whenever Robert delivered Carr’s route he told himself that he and his mother would someday own a house on Jamaica Terrace.


And then Darrell Hovard’s Cadillac, with little Julie Hovard sitting between her father’s legs steering, rumbled like a monstrous beetle through Jamaica Arch, and ran into Robert on the motor-scooter.


The motor-scooter tumbled into a culvert. Robert’s head struck the concrete; gasoline gushed over him, into his face, and caught on fire.


Darrell Hovard held Julie’s head down when the body of Robert Struve, charred and moaning, was lifted into the ambulance.


“Hush now,” muttered Hovard. “Be quiet. We’re going home…” And he said to himself, “Thank God for insurance…”


The adjuster found Elsbeth Struve at the hospital; he was Edward D. Cooley, a thin young man with a crew cut. He approached Elsbeth in the hall outside Robert’s hospital room. The doctor had promised a report on Robert’s condition in a few minutes, and she hardly noticed when Edward Cooley took a seat beside her.


“A terrible business,” said Cooley.


Elsbeth looked at him, seeing little more than a blur. “Yes, yes.”


“Naturally, you’ll have nothing to worry about in regard to the doctor bills. We’ll take care of this emergency treatment.”


Elsbeth took a sidelong look at the sharp-faced young man. He seemed grave and concerned. “Who are you?”


“I represent the insurance company. I’ve come to help you straighten things out.”


“Oh,” said Elsbeth. “I still don’t know anything about it. Except that Robert had an accident on a motor-scooter and Mr. Hovard brought him in.”


Cooley nodded. “That’s right. Mr. Hovard’s insurance covers the contingency, and we’ve agreed to take care of Robert’s hospital care. But we’ll need your permission to pay the bill, a release.”


“Oh, certainly.” Elsbeth laughed weakly.


“Then—let’s see—I have a release somewhere.” Edward Cooley felt in his breast pocket. “You’d better sign this…right here.”


Elsbeth took his pen.


The doctor came out of Robert’s room with a nurse; the two held a whispered conversation. Elsbeth thrust pen and paper back to Cooley, jumped to her feet. But before Elsbeth could reach him, the doctor hurried away.


The nurse said, “Mrs. Struve?”


“Yes…Robert—can I see him?”


The nurse shook her head. “He’s under sedatives. He wouldn’t recognize you, and frankly, Mrs. Struve, I don’t think it would be wise right now.”


“Is he—Is he—”


“No—he’ll pull through—but he’s had some very bad burns…Perhaps you’d better wait a day or so.”


Elsbeth looked at the white door, so firmly closed. “He won’t be marked, will he?” she asked hesitantly.


“We’ll do our best, Mrs. Struve—”


Elsbeth turned away. Edward Cooley stepped up. “All I need is your signature on this settlement, then we can take care of all the bills.”


“Please,” said Elsbeth, “not right now.”


Cooley followed her. “But, Mrs. Struve…”


“I don’t want to sign anything until I can read it…”


Edward Cooley drove out Conroy Avenue toward Jamaica Terrace. At the arch he found Carr Pendry inspecting the wreck of his motor-scooter. Cooley stopped the car, jumped out on the sidewalk. “Quite an accident.”


“Yeah,” said Carr. “That’s what’s left of my scooter. Almost new.”


“I suppose you’re insured?” Cooley inquired jocularly.


Carr shook his head, glanced sourly up Jamaica Terrace. “But old Hovard’s got insurance. If it’s any good.”


“All insurance is good,” said Cooley.


Carr looked at him skeptically. “Even when his little girl is driving?”


Cooley ducked his head like a heron after a minnow. “What’s that?”


“I said, ‘even when his little girl’s driving’.”


“Well, well,” said Cooley. “The little girl was driving?”


Carr nodded. “Old Hovard lets her drive all the time. Lets her do anything.”


“Well, well…” Cooley climbed back into his car.


He pressed the bell button at the Hovard home, and a colored maid opened the door. “Yes, sir?”


“Mr. Darrell Hovard, please.”


“You got an appointment? Mr. Hovard’s not feeling so good.”


“I’m Edward Cooley of the Magna Insurance Company. Mr. Hovard reported an accident.”


“I’ll see if he’s home.”


Mr. Hovard was home. The maid led Cooley down a cool red-tiled hall, past glass doors leading into living room, dining room, library; past fine spiral stairs sweeping up to the second floor. On the third step Julie sat hugging her knees.


“Hello, nipper,” said Cooley.


Julie turned her head to watch him pass. She was a topaz angel of a child, mercurial, piquant, thoroughly spoiled. Her skin shone from expensive foods, pure milk, the finest soaps; her clothes were as crisp and fresh and clean as new popcorn.


The maid slid back a glass door opening on the back terrace. “Here’s the insurance man, Mr. Hovard.”


Hovard sat in a white wrought-iron chair under a grape arbor. The leaves over his head glowed green; pale half dollars from the swimming pool danced on his face. He was a large man with brown hair, wide-set eyes and arched eyebrows.


“Mr. Cooley, is it?”


“That’s right.” Cooley drew up a chair. “Mr. Hovard, I’ve looked into this matter, and I’m afraid it’s not quite an open-and-shut situation. Especially since it involves your little girl.”


“What’s Julie got to do with it?”


“Well—after all, she was driving.”


“Driving!” Hovard frowned uncertainly.


“She was driving the car when it struck Robert Struve.”


“That’s utter nonsense!” snapped Hovard.


Cooley nodded judiciously. “Then she was not guiding the car when it struck Robert Struve?”


“I said she wasn’t driving! She might have been steering. Playing at steering, that is.”


Cooley nodded. “I see…Well, we’re not unreasonable, Mr. Hovard—but you must know the terms of your policy.”


“Certainly. I’m protected in every way!”


Cooley rapped a booklet on the table. “I don’t want to be difficult Mr. Hovard, but the policy provides coverage only while a legally licensed operator is in control of the car.”


“Would you care to look at my license?”


Cooley grinned. “I’d like to see your little girl’s.”


“She has no part in this. I was sitting in the driver’s seat—in full control of the car.”


“I’m very sorry about this Mr. Hovard,” said Cooley. “The question of responsibility seems to hinge on who was in control of the car, you or your daughter. I’ve spoken to witnesses who agree that your little daughter was steering.”


“That’s a damned lie!” Hovard was pale and grim.


“That may well be so,” Cooley agreed politely, “but appearances seem to indicate otherwise. You’ll understand, Mr. Hovard, we can’t shoulder responsibility for what might well be criminal negligence.”


Hovard slowly began to hunch forward. “Are you suggesting that I am criminally negligent?”


Cooley pulled out his cigarettes with airy unconcern. “If Robert dies—it’s possible you’ll find yourself prosecuted for manslaughter.”


Hovard sank back in his chair. “He’s not going to die.”


“Who’s not going to die, Daddy?” asked Julie from behind him.


“Nobody, dear…Run along now.”


Julie disappeared inside the house.


“Cute kid,” said Cooley. “Too bad she’s mixed up in this business.”


Hovard glared. “She doesn’t know. I’m not going to let her know.”


Cooley nodded, ready to rise. “Well, that’s it Mr. Hovard. Sorry I can’t give you more cheerful news.”


“Just a minute!” said Hovard. “Do you mean to tell me that you’re disavowing this policy?”


Cooley shrugged, and rose to his feet. “No hard feelings, Mr. Hovard, but that’s the situation.”


Hovard said, “I’ll tell you one thing—if you think you’re going to victimize me, you’ve got another think coming. I’ll take you to court!”


“That’s up to you, Mr. Hovard.” Cooley nodded politely, found his way out.


Darrell Hovard took the telephone with a grimace of distaste. “Darrell Hovard speaking.”


“This is Mrs. Struve,” said Elsbeth. She was calling from the booth in the hospital waiting room. “I’m Robert’s mother.”


“Oh yes, Mrs. Struve.”


“I was talking to the insurance man, and he tells me that they’re not responsible…”


“Of course they’re responsible! Don’t let them tell you otherwise!”


Elsbeth asked hesitantly, “Don’t you think it’s a matter you’d better straighten out with them? Somebody’s got to pay the doctor bills; and I’ve priced plastic surgery. It’s just awful what everything’s going to cost.”


“Well, Mrs. Struve,” said Hovard in a harassed voice, “I don’t really see what I can do. I’ve paid my insurance premiums faithfully. As I see it, the matter’s up to the insurance company.”


Elsbeth’s eyes, already sore from tears, began to throb.


“Just how much do the hospital bills come to, Mrs. Struve?”


“With all the plastic surgery and the care, they say it’ll be two or three thousand dollars—and we can’t afford it.”


“Of course not,” said Mr. Hovard hastily. “If I weren’t insured, Mrs. Struve, there’d be no question—but now they’re trying to pass the buck, and I won’t stand for it.”


“They say your little girl was driving. They say you’re the man I should collect from.”


“That’s utter nonsense, Mrs. Struve, and you know it as well as I do.”


“I think I’d better see an attorney,” said Elsbeth.


“You do as you think best, Mrs. Struve.”




Chapter II


Elsbeth hired Attorney Albert A. Marschott on a fifty-fifty contingency basis. Marschott visited the hospital, shook Robert’s hand, looked under the bandages, and assured Elsbeth that fifty thousand dollars was not an unreasonable sum to ask. He added a safety factor, and came up with a final figure of $75,221; and so filed suit against Darrell Hovard.


Hovard, in turn, filed against the Magna Insurance Company for $86,000. The extra ten thousand was intended to cover such damages as he himself might sustain by fighting the suit. He theorized that it gave him a good bargaining position.


He was right. Harvey Dittle, regional manager for Magna Insurance, reviewed Cooley’s report, then called Cooley into his office.


“About this Struve business. The kid was riding a motor-scooter when he was hit?”


“Right.”


“He’s thirteen, it says here. He couldn’t have had an operator’s license.”


“No. But the cops usually wink at kids on motor-bikes.”


Dittle gave Edward Cooley a sour look. “They won’t wink if it’s costing us eighty-six thousand smackers!” He slapped the papers down on his desk. “Try for a settlement with Mrs. Struve. Explain that she hasn’t got much of a case against Hovard. It’s a matter of illegalities canceling each other. For instance, maybe Robert ran into the Cadillac—how does she know? Maybe Hovard will get a judgment against her. Then she’ll be up a pole.”


“I see.”


“Sound her on a cash settlement. Don’t let her get near her attorney; he’ll ask for the moon.”


When Cooley approached Elsbeth the second time, he found her at the lowest ebb of her spirits. The hospital was demanding money; there was none to be had. The school term had started—it would have been Robert’s first semester at high school. Now he’d have to wait until January. Marschott was confident of success and Elsbeth wanted to believe him, but in her heart she found it impossible. It was as if she had wandered the hospital corridors for years, breathing the antiseptic air, choking back her worry. Fifty thousand dollars? A pipe dream.


She put up small resistance to Edward Cooley, even took a weird comfort in letting him gull her. She put forward argumentative straw men, and made no protest when Cooley knocked them down. Anything to get this over, to get Robert home! A big company like Magna Insurance wouldn’t take advantage of her! Of course not, said Cooley. A realistic lawyer would advise her to make a friendly settlement on reasonable terms.


“We’ll pay hospital expenses up to now, and another thousand to take care of odds and ends—plastic surgery, stuff like that.”


Elsbeth felt a pang of rebellion. “A thousand won’t hardly get started!”


“Well,” said Cooley, “I think I can talk Dittle into twelve hundred fifty. In fact, I’ll put that figure here in the settlement, even if I get fired for it!”


“That’s very nice of you,” said Elsbeth weakly, and signed where Cooley showed her.


When Elsbeth telephoned Albert Marschott, he found it difficult to control his voice. After a moment he told Mrs. Struve that she was entitled to manage her own life. He said, “Good day,” and hung up. Elsbeth felt bleak and lost and lonesome. “What have I done?” she whispered to herself.


The check for $1,250 was deposited in Robert’s ‘college fund’. Elsbeth had only worked part time during Robert’s stay in the hospital, and she was forced to borrow from the $1,250.


Robert finally came home. His face had healed, but Elsbeth had to stifle gasps every time she looked at him. Could this be her Robert, the dear little boy who was all she had? His mouth was drawn over to the side; his left cheek was like a dish of brains. Above the mouth was a low gristly ridge, with black holes for nostrils. The eyebrows had been burnt off, and were growing back in odd angles. The forehead was unmarred; the eyes looked forth bewildered and frantic.


Robert refused to leave the apartment. He closed himself in his room, the shades drawn.


“I’m never going out,” he said. “Never again…Everybody looks at me and stares. I’m a freak.”


At last Elsbeth said, “Only a coward is afraid of what people think, Robert. The worst kind of coward. A man who runs from danger is wise, but a man who runs from what people think, when he knows he’s right, isn’t true to himself.”


“Okay,” said Robert, looking bleakly out the window. “Okay, I’ll try it.”


He bandaged his face, and went with Elsbeth to the supermarket. No one paid any attention to him, and Robert took courage.


A week later he resumed his paper route. He still bandaged his face, but less elaborately. On the fourth day he met Carr Pendry riding his bike home from high school. Carr signaled urgently. Robert halted and slid from his bike. Carr made a circuit and coasted up.


“Hi,” said Robert.


“Hi.” Carr’s eyes lingered on the bandage. “I heard you were out of the hospital. How do you feel?”


“Okay.”


Carr nodded. He was solid and chunky, with a square face, a thatch of golden hair. He said bluntly, “What about my jigger?”


“What about it?” Robert asked, puzzled.


“It’s wrecked, isn’t it?”


Robert had nothing to say.


“I heard the insurance company made you a big payment,” said Carr. “My father says you’re responsible for the damage.”


Robert looked uneasily up the street. “I’m not going to pay for something I didn’t do.”


“But you were riding it!” Carr was becoming angry.


“I’m sorry,” said Robert. “Mr. Hovard ran into me. I’m not going to pay his damages. Especially when Julie Hovard was driving.”


Carr nodded bitterly. “That’s what I get, lending my stuff to guys.”


“I was delivering your route. It might have been you!”


Carr looked startled. “I never thought of that. I guess I was lucky.”


“I guess I wasn’t.”


Carr leaned forward, peered at the bandage. “Did you get burned pretty bad?”


“Yeah.”


Carr came a step forward. “Let’s see what it looks like.”


“It’s nothing special.” Robert turned away, preparing to get on his bike.


“Aw, come on.”


Robert shook his head. “Wait till I get the plastic surgery.”


“When’s that?”


“I don’t know yet. Pretty soon.”


Carr called up the street: “Hey, Grant!”


Grant Hovard sauntered up. He was fifteen, an ungainly beanpole. His head was like his father’s, low and round, with soft black hair cut close to the scalp, like a pad of black felt. His eyes were large and bulging.


He propped himself against the trunk of an acacia tree which grew out of the sidewalk strip.


“Hi, Grant,” said Robert. He threw his leg over the frame of his bike.


“Just a minute,” said Carr.


Robert gripped the handlebars uneasily. Carr was known for sudden recklessness. It was rumored that he beat up his sister Dean in wild tantrums.


Grant Hovard lounged back against the tree. “What’s the deal?”


“Robert was just telling me about his accident,” said Carr. “What do you think of a guy that ruins another guy’s jigger, then won’t pay for it?”


Grant shrugged, eyeing Robert sidelong.


“He says Julie ran into him.”


“That’s silly,” said Grant.


Carr’s eyes were bright and daring. “He says he’s uglier than you are.”


“Maybe he is,” said Grant. “He’ll have to prove it, though.”


“Oh, hell,” said Robert, feeling the warm blood pulsing under the scars. He pushed Carr away from the front of his bike. “I got to deliver my route.”


“Just a minute,” said Grant. “You mean to say you’re uglier than I am?”


“I don’t care one way or the other,” said Robert tensely.


Carr laughed mockingly. “We ought to find out, hey Grant?”


“I got a title to defend,” said Grant, even though something inside his brain quailed and shrank. “Let’s take a look.”

OEBPS/images/9781473229327.jpg
The
Flesh Mask





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





