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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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They threw me off the hay truck about noon. I had swung on the night before, down at the border, and as soon as I got up there under the canvas, I went to sleep. I needed plenty of that, after three weeks in Tia Juana, and I was still getting it when they pulled off to one side to let the engine cool. Then they saw a foot sticking out and threw me off. I tried some comical stuff, but all I got was a dead pan, so that gag was out. They gave me a cigarette, though, and I hiked down the road to find something to eat.

That was when I hit this Twin Oaks Tavern. It was nothing but a roadside sandwich joint, like a million others in California. There was a lunchroom part, and over that a house part, where they lived, and off to one side a filling station, and out back a half dozen shacks that they called an auto court. I blew in there in a hurry and began looking down the road. When the Greek showed, I asked if a guy had been by in a Cadillac. He was to pick me up here, I said, and we were to have lunch. Not today, said the Greek. He laid a place at one of the tables and asked me what I was going to have. I said orange juice, corn flakes, fried eggs and bacon, enchilada, flapjacks, and coffee. Pretty soon he came out with the orange juice and the corn flakes.

‘Hold on, now. One thing I got to tell you. If this guy don’t show up, you’ll have to trust me for it. This was to be on him, and I’m kind of short, myself.’

‘Hokay, fill’m up.’

I saw he was on, and quit talking about the guy in the Cadillac. Pretty soon I saw he wanted something.

‘What you do, what kind of work, hey?’

‘Oh, one thing and another, one thing and another. Why?’

‘How old you?’

‘Twenty-four.’

‘Young fellow, hey? I could use young fellow right now. In my business.’

‘Nice place you got here.’

‘Air. Is a nice. No fog, like in a Los Angeles. No fog at all. Nice, a clear, all a time nice a clear.’

‘Must be swell at night. I can smell it now.’

‘Sleep fine. You understand automobile? Fix’m up?’

‘Sure. I’m a born mechanic.’

He gave me some more about the air, and how healthy he’s been since he bought this place, and how he can’t figure it out, why his help won’t stay with him. I can figure it out, but I stay with the grub.

‘Hey? You think you like it here?’

By that time I had put down the rest of the coffee, and lit the cigar he gave me. ‘I tell you how it is. I got a couple of other propositions, that’s my trouble. But I’ll think about it. I sure will do that all right.’

Then I saw her. She had been out back, in the kitchen, but she came in to gather up my dishes. Except for the shape, she really wasn’t any raving beauty, but she had a sulky look to her, and her lips stuck out in a way that made me want to mash them in for her.

‘Meet my wife.’

She didn’t look at me. I nodded at the Greek, gave my cigar a kind of wave, and that was all. She went out with the dishes, and so far as he and I were concerned, she hadn’t even been there. I left, then, but in five minutes I was back, to leave a message for the guy in the Cadillac. It took me a half hour to get sold on the job, but at the end of it I was in the filling station, fixing flats.

‘What’s your name, hey?’

‘Frank Chambers.’

‘Nick Papadakis, mine.’

We shook hands, and he went. In a minute I heard him singing. He had a swell voice. From the filling station I could just get a good view of the kitchen.


2

About three o’clock a guy came along that was all burned up because somebody had pasted a sticker on his wind wing. I had to go in the kitchen to steam it off for him.

‘Enchiladas? Well, you people sure know how to make them.’

‘What do you mean, you people?’

‘Why, you and Mr Papadakis. You and Nick. That one I had for lunch, it was a peach.’

‘Oh.’

‘You got a cloth? That I can hold on to this thing with?’

‘That’s not what you meant.’

‘Sure it is.’

‘You think I’m Mex.’

‘Nothing like it.’

‘Yes, you do. You’re not the first one. Well, get this. I’m just as white as you are, see? I may have dark hair and look a little that way, but I’m just as white as you are. You want to get along good around here, you won’t forget that.’

‘Why, you don’t look Mex.’

‘I’m telling you. I’m just as white as you are.’

‘No, you don’t look even a little bit Mex. Those Mexican women, they all got big hips and bum legs and breasts up under their chin and yellow skin and hair that looks like it had bacon fat on it. You don’t look like that. You’re small, and got nice white skin, and your hair is soft and curly, even if it is black. Only thing you’ve got that’s Mex is your teeth. They all got white teeth, you’ve got to hand that to them.’

‘My name was Smith before I was married. That don’t sound much like a Mex, does it?’

‘Not much.’

‘What’s more, I don’t even come from around here. I come from Iowa.’

‘Smith, hey. What’s your first name?’

‘Cora. You can call me that, if you want to.’

I knew for certain, then, what I had just taken a chance on when I went in there. It wasn’t those enchiladas that she had to cook, and it wasn’t having black hair. It was being married to that Greek that made her feel she wasn’t white, and she was even afraid I would begin calling her Mrs Papadakis.

‘Cora. Sure. And how about calling me Frank?’

She came over and began helping me with the wind wing. She was so close I could smell her. I shot it right close to her ear, almost in a whisper. ‘How come you married this Greek, anyway?’

She jumped like I had cut her with a whip. ‘Is that any of your business?’

‘Yeah. Plenty.’

‘Here’s your wind wing.’

‘Thanks.’

I went out. I had what I wanted. I had socked one in under her guard, and socked it in deep, so it hurt. From now on, it would be business between her and me. She might not say yes, but she wouldn’t stall me. She knew what I meant, and she knew I had her number.

That night at supper, the Greek got sore at her for not giving me more fried potatoes. He wanted me to like it there, and not walk out on him like the others had.

‘Give a man something to eat.’

‘They’re right on the stove. Can’t he help himself?’

‘It’s all right. I’m not ready yet.’

He kept at it. If he had had any brains, he would have known there was something back of it, because she wasn’t one to let a guy help himself, I’ll say that for her. But he was dumb, and kept crabbing. It was just the kitchen table, he at one end, she at the other, and me in the middle. I didn’t look at her. But I could see her dress. It was one of these white nurse uniforms, like they all wear, whether they work in a dentist’s office or a bakeshop. It had been clean in the morning, but it was a little bit rumpled now, and mussy. I could smell her.

‘Well for heaven’s sake.’

She got up to get the potatoes. Her dress fell open for a second, so I could see her leg. When she gave me the potatoes, I couldn’t eat. ‘Well there now. After all that. and now he doesn’t want them.’

‘Hokay. But he have’m, if he want’m.’

‘I’m not hungry. I ate a big lunch.’

He acted like he had won a great victory, and now he would forgive her, like the big guy he was. ‘She is a all right. She is my little white bird. She is my little white dove.’

He winked and went upstairs. She and I sat there, and didn’t say a word. When he came down he had a big bottle and a guitar. He poured some out of the bottle, but it was sweet Greek wine, and made me sick to my stomach. He started to sing. He had a tenor voice, not one of these little tenors like you hear on the radio, but a big tenor, and on the high notes he would put in a sob like on a Caruso record. But I couldn’t listen to him now. I was feeling worse by the minute.

He saw my face and took me outside. ‘Out in a air, you feel better.’

‘’S all right. I’ll be all right.’

‘Sit down. Keep quiet.’

‘Go ahead in. I just ate too much lunch. I’ll be all right.’

He went in, and I let everything come up. It was like hell the lunch, or the potatoes, or the wine. I wanted that woman so bad I couldn’t even keep anything on my stomach.

Next morning the sign was blown down. About the middle of the night it had started to blow, and by morning it was a windstorm that took the sign with it.

‘It’s awful. Look at that.’

‘Was a very big wind. I could no sleep. No sleep all night.’

‘Big wind all right. But look at the sign.’

‘Is busted.’

I kept tinkering with the sign, and he would come out and watch me. ‘How did you get this sign anyway?’

‘Was here when I buy the place. Why?’

‘It’s lousy all right. I wonder you do any business at all.’

I went to gas up a car, and left him to think that over. When I got back he was still blinking at it, where it was leaning against the front of the lunchroom. Three of the lights were busted. I plugged in the wire, and half of the others didn’t light.

‘Put in new lights, hang’m up, will be all right.’

‘You’re the boss.’

‘What’s a matter with it?’

‘Well, it’s out of date. Nobody has bulb signs any more. They got Neon signs. They show up better, and they don’t burn as much juice. Then, what does it say? Twin Oaks, that’s all. The Tavern part, it’s not in lights. Well, Twin Oaks don’t make me hungry. It don’t make me want to stop and get something to eat. It’s costing you money, that sign, only you don’t know it.’

‘Fix’m up, will be hokay.’

‘Why don’t you get a new sign?’

‘I’m busy.’

But pretty soon he was back, with a piece of paper. He had drew a new sign for himself, and colored it up with red, white, and blue crayon. It said Twin Oaks Tavern, and Eat, and Bar-B-Q, and Sanitary Rest Rooms, and N. Papadakis, Prop.

‘Swell. That’ll knock them for a loop.’

I fixed up the words, so they were spelled right, and he put some more curlycues on the letters.

‘Nick, why do we hang up the old sign at all? Why don’t you go to the city today and get this new sign made? It’s a beauty, believe me it is. And it’s important. A place is no better than its sign, is it?’

‘I do it. By golly, I go.’

Los Angeles wasn’t but twenty miles away, but he shined himself up like he was going to Paris, and right after lunch, he went. Soon as he was gone, I locked the front door. I picked up a plate that a guy had left, and went on back in the kitchen with it. She was there.

‘Here’s a plate that was out there.’

‘Oh, thanks.’

I set it down. The fork was rattling like a tambourine.

‘I was going to go, but I started some things cooking and I thought I better not.’

‘I got plenty to do, myself.’

‘You feeling better?’

‘I’m all right.’

‘Sometimes just some little thing will do it. Like a change of water, something like that.’

‘Probably too much lunch.’

‘What’s that?’

Somebody was out front, rattling the door. ‘Sounds like somebody trying to get in.’

‘Is the door locked, Frank?’

‘I must have locked it.’

She looked at me, and got pale. She went to the swinging door, and peeped through. Then she went into the lunchroom, but in a minute she was back.

‘They went away.’

‘I don’t know why I locked it.’

‘I forgot to unlock it.’

She started for the lunchroom again. but I stopped her. ‘Let’s – leave it locked.’

‘Nobody can get in if it’s locked. I got some cooking to do. I’ll wash up this plate.’

I took her in my arms and mashed my mouth up against hers . . . ‘Bite me! Bite me!’

I bit her. I sunk my teeth into her lips so deep I could feel the blood spurt into my mouth. It was running down her neck when I carried her upstairs.


3

For two days after that I was dead, but the Greek was sore at me, so I got by all right. He was sore at me because I hadn’t fixed the swing door that led from the lunchroom into the kitchen. She told him it swung back and hit her in the mouth. She had to tell him something. Her mouth was all swelled up where I had bit it. So he said it was my fault, that I hadn’t fixed it. I stretched the spring, so it was weaker, and that fixed it.

But the real reason he was sore at me was over the sign. He had fallen for it so hard he was afraid I would say it was my idea, stead of his. It was such a hell of a sign they couldn’t get it done for him that afternoon. It took them three days, and when it was ready I went in and got it and hung it up. It had on it all that he had drew on the paper, and a couple of other things besides. It had a Greek flag and an American flag, and hands shaking hands, and Satisfaction Guaranteed. It was all in red, white, and blue Neon letters, and I waited until dark to turn on the juice. When I snapped the switch, it lit up like a Christmas tree.

‘Well, I’ve seen many a sign in my time, but never one like that. I
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