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Did James M. Cain, 
author of “Mildred 
Pierce,” visit 

Duxbury in the 1920s and 
1930s?

I believe that he prob-
ably did, and conceived 
in his mind the characters 
for his novel when he met 
or heard about Mildred 
A. “MA” Pierce. Cain, 
after working for The 
Baltimore Sun, moved to 
New York in 1924, where 
he wrote editorials for the 
New York World, wrote 
articles for The American 
Mercury and briefly served 
as managing editor of The 
New Yorker. He left New York 
for Hollywood in 1931 to be-
come a screenwriter at $400 a 
week – too good to pass up.

During Cain’s time in New 
York. Mildred Pierce ran her 
restaurant in Duxbury from 
1924 to 1929 next to the Swee-
tser’s building in Snug Harbor. 
In 1929 she moved her busi-
ness to the current location of 
the Milepost Restaurant and 
Tavern at Tremont and Chest-
nut Streets, where she stayed 
until she sold it in 1946. In the 
1920s and early 1930s, Dux-
bury was a desired location 
for actors, actresses, writers, 
and celebrities of all types. 
Cain was a notorious drinker 
and womanizer, and this was 
the era of prohibition, so you 
couldn’t make liquor, sell it or 
transport it, but you could drink 
it in a private setting. Mildred 
A.’s daughter, Nina, recalled 
that guests from New York 
would come annually and sit 

around Mildred’s kitchen, 
swapping stories. I can imag-
ine Cain right there with a pint 
in his back pocket, looking for 
ideas. It is also worthy of note 
that his third and fourth wives 
were an actress, and an opera 
singer. Cain’s second wife, 
self described as the great love 
of his life, was Elina Sjosted 
Tyszecka. Is there a Massa-
chusetts or Duxbury connec-
tion there? All three of his 
best-selling novels were writ-
ten while he was married to 
her, from 1927 to 1942. 

Another way that Cain 
may have heard about Mil-
dred’s story is when he went 

to Hollywood. He loved to 
hang around the Paramount 
Commissary and talk to other 

screenwriters. According 
to Cain’s biographer Cain 
got the idea for “Mildred 
Pierce” from a screen-
writer friend who sug-
gested there was “one 
story that never fails, 
the woman 
who uses 
men to 
gain her 
ends.” Al-
though this 
d e s c r i b e s 

Mildred, it 
is a little too 

general for me. 
Cain wrote “The 

Postman Always 
Rings Twice” in 
1934, the first 
of the big com-
mercial books in 
American publishing 
history. “Postman,” wrote Roy 
Hoopes, was “what might be 
called the grand slam of the 
book trade: a hard-cover best-
seller, paperback best-seller, 
syndication, play and movie.” 
He also wrote “Double Indem-
nity” in 1936. These two stories 
Cain derived from the 1927-
1928 trial of “Tiger Woman” 
Ruth Snyder, and her lover 
Judd Gray, for the murder of 
her husband, Albert. It seems 
that Ruth purchased personal 
injury insurance on her hus-
band and “double indemnity” 
in the event of his death. She 
instructed the postman to de-
liver payment coupons only to 
her, ringing the doorbell twice 
as a signal. So, two of his best-
selling books were suggested 

by real life situations, why 
not the third? Although we do 
not, as yet, know his specific 
locations, Mildred’s husband, 
Charles W. Pierce, moved to 
California. Could he have met 
up with Cain?

Beyond the two names 
being identical, the events of 
Mildred A.’s life and “Mildred 

Pierce” are 
eerily similar. 
Both of their 
husbands built 
houses for a 
living. Both 
were separated 
and ran restau-
rants by them-
selves. Mil-
dred Pierce, 
the book and 
movie char-
acter, had two 
d a u g h t e r s , 

Veda, 11 and Ray, 7; 
after 1931-2 Mildred A. only 
had two daughters (11 and 7) 
living at home (she had six 
children in total). Both had a 
daughter who “took away” 
their boyfriend. Coincidenc-
es? I think not! As our vener-
able town clerk Nancy Oates 
says, “There is no such thing 
as coincidence.”

As to Mildred A.’s rela-
tionship with her children, 
we know little. It could be 
said that they were spoiled (as 
Mildred’s were in the book). 
From all outward appearances 
they were “dressy,” according 
to a classmate of theirs. They 
would wear dresses and high 
heels to school while the rest 
of the girls dressed in skirts 

Henry Winsor was born, 
lived, and died in Duxbury, 
1803 to 1898. He lives 

on today as the founder, along with 
George and Georgianna Wright, of 
the Duxbury Free Library. The only 
restriction on his bequest: “No novels, 
and no romance!”

No romance at the library? Emily 
Bryan, Dalton Diaz, and Marie Force 
might have something to say about 
that. They led the Valentine’s Day 

edition of the Library’s Sunday Salon 
Series, joined by their friend, Duxbury 
native Hannah (Morton) Howell. All 
are successful romance writers, with 
multiple published works (Hannah has 
50 novels and novellas to her credit.)

Head of Circulation Carol 
Jankowski introduced the group while 
Director Elaine Winquist stood by. 
Carol’s plan of “light moderating” 
worked perfectly, with each of the 
three panelists sharing a little about 
her particular style and career, and 
everyone fielding questions from the 
audience – many women and four men.

The romance genre is, body and 
soul, for and about women. The 
authors, in round-robin style, described 
the salient points. Above all, romance 
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Was Duxbury’s Mildred A. ‘MA’ Pierce Hollywood’s Mildred Pierce?
Duxbury on the screen?

Duxbury’s “MA” Pierce ran a 
restaurant in town in the ‘20s 
and, this author believes, served 
as the inspiration for James M. 
Cain’s novel “Mildred Pierce.”
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is character-driven, not plot-driven. Plots are fairly standard. 
Variety and interest are born in the variations on the theme, in 
the details of scene and era (which must be accurate), and most 
especially in the development of (usually – wink! wink!) two 
characters: the bright and resourceful heroine and her powerful, 
tenderizing consort. Neither figure can be an airhead, nor a 
meathead. Both must be fully dimensional, fascinating and by 
the end, hopelessly in love. Indeed, since every romance reader 
knows and loves the basic outline before the next book is even 
written, the art all comes into “how” they get together forever 
in the end, not “whether.”

 A few essential points: Modern romances are not your 
great-grandmother’s leisure reading. For most “lines” – the 
publisher’s grouping of authors and books by theme and style 
– sex is both explicit and fairly frequent. With the exception 
of Christian romance, a sub-genre, when the bedroom door 
closes (if it does) the reader now gets the rest of the story. The 
difference between modern romance and mere porn is clear. 
All three writers agreed. Romance requires relationship, real, 
intense, and ultimately enduring. Porn abhors relationship. 
Romance sex, too, is written and experienced from the 
standpoint of what women want, not what men imagine.

 Second point: As it has since Jane Austen’s 
masterpieces, romance requires the HEA ending: happily ever 
after. There are no exceptions. WB stories are despised. Those 
are “wall-bangers,” stories that get your hopes committed, only 
to dash them at the end. You throw the book against the wall.

 Third point: On the other hand, there’s a lot of room 
for variety under the romance tent. Dalton’s stories will singe 
your eyebrows, your fingers, and – you get the idea. Emily told 
me that the trade organization – Romance Writers of America 
– includes writers with diverse adult sexual orientations, and 
while the vast power of the market remains in the hands of 
heterosexual monogamous women and a growing number of 
their men, other sub-genres are embraced.

Fourth point: Nobody “churns out” romances. Each 
author told a version of Marie’s story. It took her five years to 
write her first novel, and she wrote seven before her first was 
published. But they all agree that the support they get from 
one another is outstanding. They each have websites (just 
“google” their names), and Emily’s devotes a full seven pages 
to supports for aspiring writers. Yes, the market is tight for new 
writers, but support is there, too. Indeed, I saw it in the panel: 
not rivalry, but appreciation and friendship, the deepest sources 
(with love and spice) of the happiest endings.       

Books of love
continued from page one

and sweaters. Mildred, in the 
book and the movie spoiled 
her daughter Veda, and Veda 
didn’t return any of her love 
and took up with Mildred’s 
husband, whom Mildred had 
just divorced. A man she had 
married specifically to get 
Veda to come home, because 
the daughter craved a high-
society lifestyle and Mildred’s 
second husband was all of 
that. The gossip in Duxbury 
indicates Mildred A. seems to 
have suffered a similar fate in 
real life. Both the women and 
the fictional character seem not 
to have been good at choosing 
their men, but the Mildred in 
the book used her men to get 
the things she wanted, and it 
would not surprise me if the 

real Mildred A. did the same.
One thing that Cain did 

that is a bit unusual was in 
his disclaimer for “Mildred 
Pierce” he wrote, “The locale 
of this book is California (au-
thor added emphasis)… the 
characters, however, are imag-
inary, as are the situations, ... 
they do not represent, and are 

not intended to represent, actu-
al persons, events, or places,” 
(specifically turning the reader 
away from Duxbury.) In his 
book “Cain X3” (three of his 
best-selling novels) he did not 
provide any disclaimer for the 
other two stories.

Cain wrote “Mildred 
Pierce” in 1941, right after he 
was released from his screen-
writer’s contract with Para-
mount Studios. The story was 
made into a movie in 1945, 
starring Joan Crawford. The 
book was not as big a suc-
cess as his other two, but the 
movie was well received and 
Joan Crawford won an Acad-
emy Award for her lead per-
formance.

Mildred A. Pierce sold the 
restaurant in 1946 and retired. 

She died in 1951 at the age of 
65, and is buried in Mayflower 
Cemetery with four of her six 
children. Her husband Charles 
W. Pierce came back to Dux-
bury to sign off on Mildred 
A.’s restaurant and house, giv-
ing his residence as “Duxbury” 
and referring to Mildred A. as 
his “wife.” We know nothing 
of him after that. 

It is hard not to love or at 
least empathize with Mildred 
after reading the book; you 
might put it on your book and 
movie list (both available at 
the Duxbury Free Library). 
And if anyone knows more 
about this story, we’d all love 
to hear it. That’s the story, fact 
or fiction, you decide!

I’m sold!

A link to the silver screen
continued from page one WAS DUXBURY’S MA PIERCE HOLLYWOOD’S “MILDRED PIERCE”?

In the book and/or movie:
• The same name
• Husband Herbert Pierce built 
homes
• Separated from her husband
• Children (2)
• Ran a restaurant herself
• Seaside location (Calif.)
• Husband left and they later 
divorced to protect the busi-
ness; they ended up together at 
the end of book and movie
• Started by baking cakes 
(movie) but then was bak-
ing pies; a 2-inch thick lemon  
meringue was mentioned
• Mildred was married “before 
she was 17”
• Restaurant was “right there 
under the trees” with two toi-
lets (converted house)
• Mildred had an older sister, 
Blanche
• Mildred’s boyfriend (and later 
second husband) was a polo 
player/socialite, who had fallen 
upon hard times
• Mildred divorced her second 
husband, Monty, and he went 
off with her daughter, whom 
she had spoiled all her life and 
from whom she received no 
love in return

MA Pierce in real life
• The same name
• Husband Charles W. Pierce 
built homes
• Separated from her husband
• Children (6, 2 at home in 
1930s)
• Ran a restaurant herself
• Seaside location (Duxbury)
• Husband left and although 
we do not know, at this time, 
if they divorced; he did return 
to sign off on MA’s property 
(1945 & 1946)
• Started by baking donuts 
(DYC Golf Club was one of her 
customers), later baked pies. 
Her lemon sponge pie was a 
big seller
• Mildred A. was (young) when 
she married
•Restaurant was surrounded by 
a pine grove with picnic tables 
and two outdoor toilets
• Mildred A. had older sisters 
in Canada
• The gossip was that Mildred’s 
boyfriend became involved with 
her daughter We do not know if 
Mildred’s3 relationship with her 
boyfriend was over, but he did 
marry one of her daughters. 

                      ––– L. R. Healy

The movie version of Cain’s 
book starret Joan Crawford, 
who won an Oscar for her per-
formance. 

THE PAT PACK: The Duxbury boys’ 7th grade basketball team recently took in the Harvard/Penn 
basketball game. Afterwards, the boys met up with Duxbury grad (‘06) and Harvard player, Pat 
Magnarelli. With Magnarelli are Michael Callander, Jonathan Bartley, Christopher Armstrong, 
Cam Walsh, Hunter Marston, Jack Speranzini, Joey Dacey, Jared Sullivan, and Jason Cheal.

Marie Force, author of “Love at First Flight” and “Line of 
Scrimmage” shares some stories with the crowd.

Emily Bryan, author of the forthcoming book, “Stroke of Genius” 
shares the spotlight with fellow authors Dalton Diaz and Marie 
Force. Photos by Julius A. Prince




