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James M. Cain (1892-1977) is recognised today as one of the masters of the hard-boiled school of American novels. Born in Baltimore, the son of the president of Washington College, he began his career as reporter on the Baltimore papers, served in the American Expeditionary Force in World War I and wrote the material for The Cross of Lorraine, the newspaper of the 79th Division. He returned to become professor of journalism at St John’s College in Annapolis and then worked for H. L. Mencken on The American Mercury. He later wrote editorials for Walter Lippman on the New York World and was for a short period managing editor of The New Yorker, before he went to Hollywood as a script writer. His first novel, The Postman Always Rings Twice, was published when he was forty-two and at once became a sensation. It was tried for obscenity in Boston, and was said by Albert Camus to have inspired his own book, The Stranger, and is now a classic. Cain followed it the next year with Double Indemnity, leading Ross MacDonald to write years later, ‘Cain has won unfading laurels with a pair of native American masterpieces, Postman and Double Indemnity, back to back.’ Cain was working on his autobiography at the time of his death.
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A word on James M. Cain by James Lee Burke



I discovered the novels of James M. Cain late in my writing career. As a boy during the 1940s, I had seen two or three of the motion pictures based on his work, but I had never read the books themselves nor had I associated Cain’s name with any notable contribution to American writing. Finally, on a whim, I read The Postman Always Rings Twice. I was stunned. I went to a major chain store and tried to buy his other novels. None was in the store’s inventory and I had to order them.


By the time I had finished Mildred Pierce and Double Indemnity, I could not believe I had gone so long in my own career without discovering the work of this fine writer. But looking back upon my years of undergraduate and graduate work, and the twenty-six years I spent teaching in various American colleges, I do not remember one reference on the part of anyone, teacher or student or colleague, to the name of James M. Cain. This may be due to the fact that it has been the long-ingrained view of academics that the unpardonable sin for an artist is to achieve monetary success in his own lifetime, particularly through the influence of Hollywood. Or perhaps literary success and recognition have been always fickle in nature, and the career of James M. Cain was no different from that of his contemporaries F. Scott Fitzgerald and A. B. Guthrie.


Ultimately the failure of discovery was mine. Cain was a master craftsman. The very fact that three of his novels could be adapted so easily to the screen should have indicated to me the strength of his storyline and the originality and crispness of his dialogue. Rarely do books become fine films by accident. But perhaps an even more important element in Cain’s work and its successful film adaptation is the complexity of his characters. They’re the denizens of what we today call a ‘crime novel’, but by and large they are ordinary people, much like ourselves. Their tragedy, according to Cain’s own statement, is that they get what they want, which he considered the worst fate that could befall human beings.


During the height of his career, critics talked about the influence of Ernest Hemingway and Dashiell Hammett upon Cain’s prose. Cain was not complimented. He pointed out that he had written and published for years without reading either Hammett or Hemingway and that the origins of his stories and the formation of his prose style lay in his own experience as a journalist, a coal miner, and a soldier in the Great War. When asked if he was a member of the hardboiled school of detective writing, he replied he was not a member of a hardboiled school or, for that matter, a school of any kind.


His writing was not political, nor was it marked by the didacticism and proletarian themes of Depression literature. But like John Steinbeck and James T. Farrell, his thumb was on the pulse of people who worked in the fields, hitched the highways, waited tables in greasy spoons, and labored deep inside Appalachia coal mines. His characters believed with the fervor of religious converts that failure to achieve the American Dream, in matters of both money and the heart, was a form of secular sin. So, in a perverse way, unbeknown to themselves, his characters commit crimes to satisfy a value system that was invented for them by others.


But much of Cain’s artistic gift, I think, lay in his ability to see and render everyday experience in a dramatic and interesting way. William Dean Howells once described a strange epiphany he experienced while riding a street car in late nineteenth-century Boston. It was dusk, the end of a hard day for the working people jammed on the car, and as Howells looked at the fatigue in their seamed faces, he wondered how the suffering and struggle of their lives did not burn through their skin like a flame burning through tallow.


Cain’s aesthetic is almost like an emanation of Howells’s account. Cain saw meaning and dimension in the commonplace. The image seemed to travel from his eye through his arm and hand onto the paper as cleanly as light travels from the camera lens onto film. I think he heard Shakespeare’s sound and fury in situations where others might only hear silence. I wish I had discovered him sooner. I don’t think anyone could find a better writer to learn from.
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Idrove out to Glendale to put three new truck drivers on a brewery company bond, and then I remembered this renewal over in Hollywoodland. I decided to run over there. That was how I came to this House of Death, that you’ve been reading about in the papers. It didn’t look like a House of Death when I saw it. It was just a Spanish house, like all the rest of them in California, with white walls, red tile roof, and a patio out to one side. It was built cock-eyed. The garage was under the house, the first floor was over that, and the rest of it was spilled up the hill any way they could get it in. You climbed some stone steps to the front door, so I parked the car and went up there. A servant poked her head out. ‘Is Mr Nirdlinger in?’


‘I don’t know, sir. Who wants to see him?’


‘Mr Huff.’


‘And what’s the business?’


‘Personal.’


Getting in is the tough part of my job, and you don’t tip what you came for till you get where it counts. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but they won’t let me ask anybody in unless they say what they want.’


It was one of those spots you get in. If I said some more about ‘personal’ I would be making a mystery of it, and that’s bad. If I said what I really wanted, I would be laying myself open for what every insurance agent dreads, that she would come back and say, ‘Not in.’ If I said I’d wait, I would be making myself look small, and that never helped a sale yet. To move this stuff, you’ve got to get in. Once you’re in, they’ve got to listen to you, and you can pretty near rate an agent by how quick he gets to the family sofa, with his hat on one side of him and his dope sheets on the other.


‘I see. I told Mr Nirdlinger I would drop in, but – never mind. I’ll see if I can make it some other time.’


It was true, in a way. On this automobile stuff, you always make it a point that you’ll give a reminder on renewal, but I hadn’t seen him for a year. I made it sound like an old friend, though, and an old friend that wasn’t any too pleased at the welcome he got. It worked. She got a worried look on her face. ‘Well – come in, please.’


If I had used that juice trying to keep out, that might have got me somewhere.


I pitched my hat on the sofa. They’ve made a lot of that living room, especially those ‘blood-red drapes.’ All I saw was a living room like every other living room in California, maybe a little more expensive than some, but nothing that any department store wouldn’t deliver on one truck, lay out in the morning, and have the credit OK ready the same afternoon. The furniture was Spanish, the kind that looks pretty and sits stiff. The rug was one of those 12 × 15’s that would have been Mexican except it was made in Oakland, California. The blood-red drapes were there, but they didn’t mean anything. All these Spanish houses have red velvet drapes that run on iron spears, and generally some red velvet wall tapestries to go with them. This was right out of the same can, with a coat-of-arms tapestry over the fireplace and a castle tapestry over the sofa. The other two sides of the room were windows and the entrance to the hall.


‘Yes?’


A woman was standing there. I had never seen her before. She was maybe thirty-one or two, with a sweet face, light blue eyes, and dusty blonde hair. She was small, and had on a suit of blue house pajamas. She had a washed-out look.


‘I wanted to see Mr Nirdlinger.’


‘Mr Nirdlinger isn’t in just now, but I am Mrs Nirdlinger. Is there something I could do?’


There was nothing to do but spill it. ‘Why no, I think not, Mrs Nirdlinger, thanks just the same. Huff is my name, Walter Huff, of the General Fidelity of California. Mr Nirdlinger’s automobile coverage runs out in a week or two, and I promised to give him a reminder on it, so I thought I’d drop by. But I certainly didn’t mean to bother you about it.’


‘Coverage?’


‘Insurance. I just took a chance, coming up here in the daytime, but I happened to be in the neighborhood, so I thought it wouldn’t hurt. When do you think would be a good time to see Mr Nirdlinger? Could he give me a few minutes right after dinner, do you think, so I wouldn’t cut into his evening?’


‘What kind of insurance has he been carrying? I ought to know, but I don’t keep track.’


‘I guess none of us keep track until something happens. Just the usual line. Collision, fire, and theft, and public liability.’


‘Oh yes, of course.’


‘It’s only a routine matter, but he ought to attend to it in time, so he’ll be protected.’


‘It really isn’t up to me, but I know he’s been thinking about the Automobile Club. Their insurance, I mean.’


‘Is he a member?’


‘No, he’s not. He’s always intended to join, but somehow he’s never got around to it. But the club representative was here, and he mentioned insurance.’


‘You can’t do better than the Automobile Club. They’re prompt, liberal in their view of claims, and courteous straight down the line. I’ve not got a word to say against them.’


That’s one thing you learn. Never knock the other guy’s stuff.


‘And then it’s cheaper.’


‘For members.’


‘I thought only members could get it.’


‘What I mean is this. If a man’s going to join the Automobile Club anyway, for service in time of trouble, taking care of tickets, things like that, then if he takes their insurance too, he gets it cheaper. He certainly does. But if he’s going to join the club just to get the insurance, by the time he adds that $16 membership fee to the premium rate, he’s paying more. Figure that in, I can still save Mr Nirdlinger quite a little money.’


She talked along, and there was nothing I could do but go along with it. But you sell as many people as I do, you don’t go by what they say. You feel it, how the deal is going. And after a while I knew this woman didn’t care anything about the Automobile Club. Maybe the husband did, but she didn’t. There was something else, and this was nothing but a stall. I figured it would be some kind of a proposition to split the commission, maybe so she could get a ten-spot out of it without the husband knowing. There’s plenty of that going on. And I was just wondering what I would say to her. A reputable agent don’t get mixed up in stuff like that, but she was walking around the room, and I saw something I hadn’t noticed before. Under those blue pajamas was a shape to set a man nuts, and how good I was going to sound when I started explaining the high ethics of the insurance business I didn’t exactly know.


But all of a sudden she looked at me, and I felt a chill creep straight up my back and into the roots of my hair. ‘Do you handle accident insurance?’


Maybe that don’t mean to you what it meant to me. Well, in the first place, accident insurance is sold, not bought. You get calls for other kinds, for fire, for burglary, even for life, but never for accident. That stuff moves when agents move it, and it sounds funny to be asked about it. In the second place, when there’s dirty work going on, accident is the first thing they think of. Dollar for dollar paid down, there’s a bigger face coverage on accident than any other kind. And it’s the one kind of insurance that can be taken out without the insured knowing a thing about it. No physical examination for accident. On that, all they want is the money, and there’s many a man walking around today that’s worth more to his loved ones dead than alive, only he don’t know it yet.


‘We handle all kinds of insurance.’


She switched back to the Automobile Club, and I tried to keep my eyes off her, and couldn’t. Then she sat down. ‘Would you like me to talk to Mr Nirdlinger about this, Mr Huff?’


Why would she talk to him about his insurance, instead of letting me do it? ‘That would be fine, Mrs Nirdlinger.’


‘It would save time.’


‘Time’s important. He ought to attend to this at once.’


But then she crossed me up. ‘After he and I have talked it over, then you can see him. Could you make it tomorrow night? Say seven-thirty? We’ll be through dinner by then.’


‘Tomorrow night will be fine.’


‘I’ll expect you.’


I got in the car bawling myself out for being a fool just because a woman had given me one sidelong look. When I got back to the office I found Keyes had been looking for me. Keyes is head of the Claim Department, and the most tiresome man to do business with in the whole world. You can’t even say today is Tuesday without he has to look on the calendar, and then check if it’s this year’s calendar or last year’s calendar, and then find out what company printed the calendar, and then find out if their calendar checks with the World Almanac calendar. That amount of useless work you’d think would keep down his weight, but it don’t. He gets fatter every year, and more peevish, and he’s always in some kind of a feud with other departments of the company, and does nothing but sit with his collar open, and sweat, and quarrel, and argue, until your head begins spinning around just to be in the same room with him. But he’s a wolf on a phoney claim.


When I got in there he got up and began to roar. It was a truck policy I had written about six months before, and the fellow had burned his truck up and tried to collect. I cut in on him pretty quick.


‘What are you beefing to me for? I remember that case. And I distinctly remember that I clipped a memo to that application when I sent it through that I thought that fellow ought to be thoroughly investigated before we accepted the risk. I didn’t like his looks, and I won’t—’


‘Walter, I’m not beefing to you. I know you said he ought to be investigated. I’ve got your memo right here on my desk. That’s what I wanted to tell you. If other departments in this company would show half the sense that you show—’


‘Oh.’


That would be like Keyes, that even when he wanted to say something nice to you, he had to make you sore first.


‘And get this, Walter. Even after they issued the policy, in plain disregard of the warning on your memo, and even with that warning still looking them in the face, day before yesterday when the truck burned – they’d have paid that claim if I hadn’t sent a tow car up there this afternoon, pulled the truck out, and found a pile of shavings under the engine, that proved it up on him that he started the fire himself.’


‘Have you got him?’


‘Oh, he confessed. He’s taking a plea tomorrow morning, and that ends it. But my point is, that if you, just by looking at that man, could have your suspicions, why couldn’t they—! Oh well, what’s the use? I just wanted you to know it. I’m sending a memo to Norton about it. I think the whole thing is something the president of this company might very well look into. Though if you ask me, if the president of this company had more . . .’


He stopped and I didn’t jog him. Keyes was one of the holdovers from the time of Old Man Norton, the founder of the company, and he didn’t think much of young Norton, that took over the job when his father died. The way he told it, young Norton never did anything right, and the whole place was always worried for fear he’d pull them in on the feud. If young Norton was the man we had to do business with, then he was the man we had to do business with, and there was no sense letting Keyes get us in dutch with him. I gave Keyes’s crack a dead pan. I didn’t even know what he was talking about.


When I got back to my office, Nettie, my secretary, was just leaving. ‘Goodnight, Mr Huff.’


‘Goodnight, Nettie.’
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