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 Double Indemnity (1944) is director Billy Wilder's classic film noir masterpiece - a cynical, witty, and 
sleazy thriller about adultery, corruption and murder. The urgently-told, highly-stylized story was 
Wilder's third film after The Major and the Minor (1942) and Five Graves to Cairo (1943). Wilder 
effectively used locales in the greater Los Angeles area: the Glendale train station, the Hollywood 
Bowl, 'Jerry's Market,' a night-time downtown office building, a Spanish-style house on Quebec St., 
the protagonist's apartment at the Chateau Marmont, etc. 

The material for Double Indemnity was derived from 'hard-boiled' James M. Cain's 1943 melodramatic 
novella Three of a Kind that first appeared in 1935 in abridged, 8-part serial form in Liberty Magazine. 
It was adapted for the screen by director Billy Wilder and detective novelist Raymond Chandler (who 
was best known for his character Philip Marlowe, played by Dick Powell in Murder, My Sweet (1944), 
Humphrey Bogart in The Big Sleep (1946), and Robert Montgomery inLady in the Lake (1946), 
among others). 

[Cain's first infamous novel was a 1934 best-seller that was also staged in 1936 and made into a film 
in both 1946 and 1981 - Tay Garnett's The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946) with John Garfield 
and Lana Turner, and Bob Rafelson's The Postman Always Rings Twice (1981) with Jack Nicholson 
and Jessica Lange. Luchino Visconti's Ossessione (1942, It.)was an unauthorized version of Cain's 
work - the first of the three. Another of Cain's 1941 novels was also made into a popular film noir with 
Joan Crawford - Mildred Pierce (1945).] 

This great film noir received no Academy Awards, although it was nominated in seven categories: 
Best Picture, Best Actress (Barbara Stanwyck with her third nomination and a career total of over 40 
films), Best Director (Wilder's first directorial nomination for only his third film as director), Best 
Screenplay (co-scriptwriters Chandler and Wilder), Best B/W Cinematography (John Seitz, working 
together with Wilder on the second of four films), Best Sound Recording (Loren Ryder), and Best 
Scoring of a Dramatic Picture (Miklos Rozsa). [This was Wilder's fourth nomination as screenwriter, 
after nominations for Ninotchka (1939), Ball of Fire (1941) and Hold Back the Dawn (1941).] Its major 
competition came from Leo McCarey's 'feel-good' film Going My Way - undoubtedly, Double 
Indemnity's hard-boiled themes and cold cynicism hurt its chances for the top prize, during the war 
years. 

It was a tremendous oversight that both Edward G. Robinson (as supporting actor) and Fred 
MacMurray (as lead actor) were denied Academy Award nominations. Robinson had never received a 
nomination during his entire career. Both Robinson and Fred MacMurray played roles against type 
(Robinson gained notoriety for his role as a gangster in Little Caesar (1930), and MacMurray had 
previously played genial, lightweight, good-guy roles in comedies) - and their performances 
represented some of their best career work. [MacMurray would star in another against-type, bad-guy 
role in Wilder's The Apartment (1960).] Actually, this was also Stanwyck's firstunsympathetic villainess 
role, something she would later reprise in Walk on the Wild Side (1962). 

This seminal tale, told in the past tense (in voice-over), involves two major characters with "an unholy 
love and an almost perfect crime." (The names of the main characters in the original novel were 
Walter Huff and Phyllis Nordlinger.) Both are duplicitous and callous lovers - a beautiful, shrewd, 
predatory and dissatisfied femme fatale housewife (with blonde bangs and an enticing gold anklet) 
and a likeable insurance salesman. Their calculated, cold-blooded scheme to brutally murder her 
husband for purposes of lustful desire and financial gain, because of a double indemnity clause in his 
accident policy, ultimately fails. Their fraudulent, almost perfect crime leads to guilt, suspicion, 
betrayal, duplicity, and thrilling intrigue in a film with numerous swatches of sharp and nasty dialogue. 

It was billed as "Paramount's SHOCKING, SUSPENSE-FILLED MASTERPIECE OF LOVE...AND 
MURDER." From its opening sequence, the film identifies with the self-destructive murderer and his 
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murder plot, using the metaphor of a train ride with the evil heroine that goes "all the way...to the end 
of the line." Its tagline from a poster declared: "You can't kiss away a Murder!" 

The sensational film was unlike many other films of its time - its storyline of a deliberate and brutal 
crime inspired by adultery and the promise of insurance money was considered innately amoral, 
objectionable, and distasteful by the censorious Hays Office (a "blueprint for the perfect murder"). 
Originally, a gruesome execution scene at the end of the film, in which the claims manager watched 
as the convicted protagonist was led to the death chamber at San Quentin, was cut, discarded, and 
replaced with its present ending - one in which the murderer was also justly punished for his crime. 

[The film's story was based on a real-life crime in March of 1927 perpetrated by married Queens, NY 
housewife Ruth (Brown) Snyder and her lover, a 32 year-old corset salesman Judd Gray. She 
persuaded her "Lover Boy" to kill her husband Albert, editor of Motor Boating magazine, after having 
her spouse take out a $48,000 insurance policy - with a double-indemnity clause. But their sloppy, 
conspiratorial murder was quickly detected and they were apprehended. Both were convicted and 
sentenced to death - and were electrocuted in January of 1928 at Sing Sing. An infamous tabloid 
picture, surreptitiously taken (with a camera strapped to his ankle) by news photographer Thomas 
Howard of Ruth's body as she was executed, was published on the front page of the New York Daily 
News. The Snyder-Gray case in the late 1920s prompted the release of Picture Snatcher (1933) - it 
starred James Cagney as the daring newspaper photographer who took the taboo picture of a woman 
dying in the electric chair. It was remade as Escape From Crime (1942).] 

The influence of this definitive film noir (with its typical conventions of "Venetian blind" lighting and 
voice-over narration) can be found in other countless imitations ever since - such as The Postman 
Always Rings Twice (1946) and (1981), Body Heat (1981) (with Richard Crenna as the murdered 
husband and Kathleen Turner as the murderess accomplice), and The Last Seduction (1994) (with 
Linda Fiorentino), but it has never been surpassed. Whether it was the 'first true' film noir can be 
debated. It also inspired two TV films: a 1954 version with Frank Lovejoy, Laraine Day, and Ray 
Collins, and the ABC-TV 1973 inferior remake for its "Movie of the Week," starring Samantha Eggar, 
Lee J. Cobb and Richard Crenna. And the supermarket scene, with actual clips from the film, was 
spoofed in Steve Martin's Dead Men Don't Wear Plaid (1982). 

 

Behind the credits, a silhouetted male figure on crutches (weakened - or in sexual terms, castrated), 
wearing a hat and overcoat, advances straight toward the camera, gradually filling the screen with 
black. [One must ask in retrospect after viewing the entire film, is the man with crutches the doomed 
protagonist of the story (Walter Neff), or the doomed man he impersonates (Mr. Dietrichson) during a 
murder plot on a train? The duplicity evident in the film, and in the film's title and its characters, are 
exemplified in the film's very first ambiguous image.] 

On a wet, dark street in Los Angeles during the early morning hours, near where a maintenance crew 
from the Los Angeles Railway Corp. is working (a sign identifies the locale), a 1938 Dodge speeds 
along. The vehicle runs a red light and swerves as it barely misses a collision with a Los Angeles 
Times newspaper truck. 

Emerging from the car, insurance salesman Walter Neff (Fred MacMurray) enters an office building, 
moving in a way which makes it appear that he is pained and that there is something wrong with his 
shoulder. He is greeted by the night guard and elevator operator of the Pacific Building, who obviously 
notes that Neff's physical condition and lack of responsiveness aren't normal. [Presumably, the old 
man alerts Keyes, who arrives later in the film.] The porter notes - significantly - that he hasn't been 
able to acquire life insurance because of his faulty heart [Neff's heart - and life - have already been 
lost to the femme fatale of the tale over life insurance]: 

They wouldn't ever sell me any. They said I had something loose in my heart. 

In the elevator ride to the 12th floor where he works - the ill-named Pacific All-Risk Insurance 
Company (founded 1906), a pale and haggard Neff leans against the elevator wall, somewhat in pain. 
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He turns on the light in his office and staggers to his desk. Wounded and bleeding from a gunshot 
wound, clearly dying, Neff sits in his swivel chair, loosens his tie, takes out a packet of cigarettes, 
dumps them onto the desk, picks one of them up and lights it one-handed with a wooden match, and 
then rolls himself over to his office dictaphone [a new invention at the time], uncovers it, and inserts a 
new cylinder in the recorder. 

In flashback, identifying himself as the killer in the opening scene, he tersely dictates a confession of 
murder to a fellow worker [a surrogate father figure], dated July 16, 1938. In the form of an office 
memo, he explains to the firm's Claims Manager Barton Keyes (Edward G. Robinson) how he 
committed the "perfect" crime that was tooperfect: 

Office memorandum. 'Walter Neff to Barton Keyes, Claims Manager, Los Angeles, July 16, 1938. 
Dear Keyes: I suppose you'll call this a confession when you hear it. Well, I don't like the word 
'confession.' I just want to set you right about something you couldn't see because it was smack up 
against your nose. You think you're such a hot potato as a Claims Manager; such a wolf on a phony 
claim. Maybe you are. But let's take a look at that Dietrichson claim, Accident and Double Indemnity. 
You were pretty good in there for a while, Keyes. You said it wasn't an accident. Check. You said it 
wasn't suicide. Check. You said it was murder. Check. You thought you had it cold, didn't you? All 
wrapped up in tissue paper with pink ribbons around it. It was perfect - except it wasn't, because you 
made one mistake. Just one little mistake. When it came to picking the killer, you picked the wrong 
guy. You want to know who killed Dietrichson? Hold tight to that cheap cigar of yours, Keyes. I killed 
Dietrichson - me, Walter Neff, insurance salesman, 35 years old, unmarried, no visible scars... (He 
glances down at his shoulder wound.) - until a while ago, that is. Yes, I killed him. I killed him for 
money and for a woman. I didn't get the money and I didn't get the woman. Pretty, isn't it?' 

Intermittently throughout the film that is told from a fatalistic point of view, Neff changes his voice, 
alternating subtly from a confession to a rhythmic, flowing narration, as he continues to link together 
the various scenes in the flashback. It is significant that his insurance company, "All-Risk," is exactly 
what Neff has willingly done to associate with the blonde femme fatale. 

Immediately after his confession, Neff explains how he became involved with Los Angeles housewife 
Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck), a conniving, seductive, icy blonde bombshell. A few months 
earlier at the end of May (in 1938), he had stopped in a seemingly routine call at the Dietrichson 
family's California Spanish-style house (#4760) near Los Feliz Boulevard in Glendale, California, to 
encourage the head of the household, Mr. Dietrichson, to renew his car-insurance policy. [The real 
house, called the 'Death House' in Cain's novel, was at 6301 Quebec Street in Hollywood.] 

During the flashback, it is learned that Mr. Dietrichson is away, so Neff is forced to make his way past 
the maid Nettie (Betty Farrington) when she assumes he is "selling something." The first image and 
appearance of Mrs. Dietrichson is bewitching as she asks: "Is there anything I can do?" She cooly 
emerges at the top of the stairs landing looking down, wearing only a bath towel on account of being 
interrupted while sunbathing - she's not "fully covered." Taking her in lustfully, he slyly jokes about the 
Dietrichsons' insurance "coverage": 

The insurance ran out on the 15th. I'd hate to think of your having a smashed fender or something 
while you're not, uh, fully covered. 

When she tells him that she has been taking a sunbath, he again kids her by observing: "No pigeons 
around, I hope." After she promises to be right down after putting "something on," Neff is told to wait 
in the living room, but advised to not try to sample the locked liquor cabinet. [In an interesting play on 
words, Neff asserts that he carries around his own keys - Keyes is the name of his insurance 
colleague]: 

Neff: Where would the living room be? 
Nettie: In there, but they keep the liquor locked up. 
Neff: That's all right. I always carry my own keys. 



As he looks around the musty room, shaded by the slats of the venetian blinds (beautifully filmed by 
Seitz), his narration describes the dusty-aired, stuffy interior of the sealed-off house - revealed with a 
few bright shafts of California sunshine streaming in from the outside. His eyes are drawn to a 
photograph on the piano of Dietrichson and his daughter by his first marriage, Lola: 

The living room was still stuffy from last night's cigars. The windows were closed and the sunshine 
coming in through the venetian blinds showed up the dust in the air. On the piano in a couple of fancy 
frames were Mr. Dietrichson and Lola, his daughter by his first wife. They had a bowl of those little red 
goldfish on the table behind the big Davenport. But to tell you the truth, Keyes, I wasn't a whole lot 
interested in goldfish right then, not in auto renewals, nor in Mr. Dietrichson and his daughter Lola. I 
was thinking about that dame upstairs and the way she had looked at me, and I wanted to see her 
again, close, without that silly staircase between us. 

As Phyllis comes downstairs into the dark claustrophobic atmosphere (where she is figuratively and 
literally trapped), the camera is focused on her legs (from Neff's point-of-view) where she wears an 
engraved, gold ankle strap on her left ankle, flashing it at him. From behind - in a mirror image, he 
watches her exhibitionism as she finishes buttoning up her dress and putting on her lipstick, and 
remarks: "I hope I've got my face on straight." When she turns from the mirror, she leaves him still 
following her with a fixed gaze. She joins him in the tawdry living room, where she looks cool and 
sexy in a summer dress, but slightly slutty, with a deliberately flashy, fake blonde hairdo with bangs 
[Stanwyck wore a shoulder-length, phony-looking blonde wig]. As they talk, Neff introduces himself, 
and discusses the lapsed auto insurance policy and his insurance work: 

Phyllis: I hope I've got my face on straight. 
Neff: Perfect for my money. 
Phyllis: Neff is the name, isn't it? 
Neff: Yeah, two 'Fs,' like in Philadelphia, if you know the story. 
Phyllis: What story? 
Neff: The Philadelphia Story. 
Phyllis: Suppose we sit down and tell me about the insurance. My husband never tells me anything. 
Neff: Well, it's on your two cars, the La Salle and the Plymouth. We've been handling this insurance 
for Mr. Dietrichson for three years and we'd hate to see the policies lapse. 

After she has seated herself in a big chair in the living room, with her legs crossed and drawn up 
sideways, his eyes catch sight of her anklet - [he is literally caught in her "honeysuckle" web, a 
reference that is made later on in the film]: 

That's a honey of an anklet you're wearing, Mrs. Dietrichson. 

Phyllis smiles and uncrosses her legs and then offers an explanation why her husband has let the car 
insurance policy lapse - he is too busy down at Long Beach in the oil fields. Neff learns of competition 
from the Automobile Club for their business, and then suggests a new 50 percent retention feature in 
the Pacific All-Risk collision coverage. This causes Phyllis to stop short: 

Phyllis: You're a smart insurance man, aren't you, Mr. Neff? 
Neff: Well I've been at it eleven years. 
Phyllis: Doing pretty well? 
Neff: It's a living. 
Phyllis: You handle just automobile insurance, or all kinds? 
Neff: All kinds. Fire, earthquake, theft, public liability, group insurance, industrial stuff, and so on right 
down the line. 
Phyllis: Accident insurance? 
Neff: Accident insurance? Sure, Mrs. Dietrichson. 

He notices the kinky anklet again, and then in a classic sequence filled with sexual innuendo, they 
playfully and flirtatiously engage in a double-entendre conversation about "speeding" and "traffic 
tickets" - a continuation of the driving/fast car metaphor: 



Neff: I wish you'd tell me what's engraved on that anklet. 
Phyllis: Just my name. 
Neff: As for instance? 
Phyllis: Phyllis. 
Neff: Phyllis, huh. I think I like that. 
Phyllis: But you're not sure. 
Neff: I'd have to drive it around the block a couple of times. 
Phyllis: (Standing up.) Mr. Neff, why don't you drop by tomorrow evening around 8:30? He'll be in 
then. 
Neff: Who? 
Phyllis: My husband. You were anxious to talk to him, weren't you? 
Neff: Yeah, I was. But I'm sort of getting over the idea, if you know what I mean. 
Phyllis: There's a speed limit in this state, Mr. Neff, 45 miles an hour. 
Neff: How fast was I going, Officer? 
Phyllis: I'd say around 90. 
Neff: Suppose you get down off your motorcycle and give me a ticket. 
Phyllis: Suppose I let you off with a warning this time. 
Neff: Suppose it doesn't take. 
Phyllis: Suppose I have to whack you over the knuckles. 
Neff: Suppose I bust out crying and put my head on your shoulder. 
Phyllis: Suppose you try putting it on my husband's shoulder. 
Neff: That tears it... (He takes his hat and briefcase after his advances are coldly rebuffed.) 8:30 
tomorrow evening, then. 
Phyllis: That's what I suggested. 
Neff: You'll be here too? 
Phyllis: I guess so. I usually am. 
Neff: Same chair, same perfume, same anklet? 
Phyllis: I wonder if I know what you mean. 
Neff: (Opening the entrance door.) I wonder if you wonder. 

After his first encounter with her, there is a clear mutual sexual attraction between them. In hindsight, 
Walter mostly remembers the pure physical magnetism he felt for her lethal "honeysuckle" perfume 
smell (purchased by Phyllis in Ensenada - across the border, she later tells him) - even though he 
realizes she had a strangely calculating look: 

It was a hot afternoon, and I can still remember the smell of honeysuckle all along that street. How 
could I have known that murder can sometimes smell like honeysuckle? Maybe you would have 
known Keyes the minute she mentioned accident insurance, but I didn't. I felt like a million. 

Star top salesman Neff returns to the office where he works with Barton Keyes, an inflexible, expert 
26-year veteran claims investigator who is capable of quickly spotting dishonest claims. Sam Garlopis 
(Fortunio Bonanova), an insured truck driver from Inglewood has submitted a claim for his burned-out 
vehicle. Keyes tells the claimant about his finely-tuned ability to detect false claims. Like Neff who 
carries around his own 'Keys,' Barton Keyes possesses his own intuitive "little man" that is capable of 
shrewdly detecting, rooting out, and punishing evil: 

Keyes: Every month, hundreds of claims come to this desk. Some of them are phonies. And I know 
which ones. How do I know? Because my little man tells me. 
Garlopis: What little man? 
Keyes: The little man in here. Every time one of these phonies comes along, it ties knots in my 
stomach. I can't eat. 

One of the "knots" in his stomach involves Garlopis' "crooked" claim. Keyes determines that the 
insurance claim for the truck is fraudulently phony - Garlopis had soaked a pile of shavings with 
kerosene and lit them in his truck. Treating the man with haughtiness and lack of sympathy or 
forgiveness, Keyes refuses to listen to the poor truck driver's circumstances: "I'm just a poor guy. 
Maybe I made a mistake." He quickly convinces the truck driver to sign a waiver on his claim to forgo 
his claim and make him "an honest man again." 



Intolerant, self-righteous and doctrinaire about following rules, Keyes possesses a heartless, 
absolutist morality. He is upset at company inefficiency and poorly-researched claims: 

Keyes: What kind of an outfit is this, anyway? Are we an insurance company or just a bunch of dim-
witted amateurs to write a policy on a mug like that? 
Neff: Now wait a minute, Keyes. I don't rate this beef. I clipped a note to that Garlopis application to 
have him thoroughly investigated before we accepted the risk. 
Keyes: I know you did, Walter. I'm not beefing at you. It's the company. It's the way they do things. 
The way they don't do things. The way they'll write anything just to get it down on the sales sheet. And 
I'm the guy that has to sit here up to my neck in phony claims so they won't throw more money out the 
window than they take in at the door. 
Neff: Okay, turn the record over and let's hear the other side. 
Keyes: Well, I get darn sick of tryin' to pick up after a gang of fast-talking salesmen dumb enough to 
sell life insurance to a guy who sleeps in the same bed with four rattlesnakes. Walter, I've had twenty-
six years of this and let me tell ya, I - 
Neff: And you loved every minute of it, Keyes. You love it, only you worry about it too darn much, you 
and your little man. 

Neff understands that fast-talking Keyes is driving himself crazy with his constant worrying, "little 
man," meticulous perfectionism and obsessive, stringent attention to detail: 

You're so darn conscientious you're driving yourself crazy. You wouldn't even say today's Tuesday 
unless you looked at the calendar. Then, you'd check to see if it was this year's or last year's 
calendar. Then you'd find out who'd printed the calendar and find out if their calendar checked with 
the World Almanac's Calendar. 

Although Keyes knows he has heard the truth about his style, he affectionately asks Neff to leave his 
office before he throws his desk at him: "Now, that's enough from you, Walter. Now get out of here 
before I throw my desk at you." They often banter with each other in their easy-going relationship 
within the company. When Keyes pats his pockets for a match and comes up empty-handed, Walter 
quickly lights a wooden match for his cigar (one of many such instances in the film). He parts with a 
loving phrase often spoken to his cohort during the film: "I love you too" - but Keyes doesn't 
reciprocate the strange affection [until the climactic ending]. 

Walking back to his office, Neff smugly narrates his thoughts to himself about the seemingly, cold-
hearted Keyes - in voice over: 

I really did, too, you old crab, always yelling your head off, always sore at everybody. But you never 
fooled me with your song and dance, not for a second. I kinda always knew that behind the cigar 
ashes on your vest, you had a heart as big as a house. 

In his office, there is a phone message from Phyllis about the car renewals. She changes the 
appointment from the evening to the next afternoon instead. Walter is intrigued enough to change his 
schedule around to accommodate her, although he ponders why she avoids the evening appointment 
with her husband: 

But I kept thinking about Phyllis Dietrichson - and the way that anklet of hers cut into her leg. 

The next scene follows Phyllis' feet and ankles - from Neff's point-of-view as a remembered gaze - as 
she descends the stairs again to answer the door. The anklet glistens on her leg as she moves to the 
entrance hall to open the door, finding him leaning against the doorway with a wide grin on his face: 

Phyllis: Hello, Mr. Neff. Aren't you coming in? 
Neff: I'm considering it. 
Phyllis: I hope you didn't mind my changing the appointment. Last night wasn't so convenient. 
Neff: It's all right. I was working on my stamp collection anyway. 
Phyllis: I was just fixing some iced tea. Would you like a glass? 
Neff: Unless you've got a bottle of beer that's not working. 



Phyllis: There may be some. I never know what's in the icebox. Nettie! Oh, about those renewals, Mr. 
Neff. I talked to my husband about it. 
Neff: Oh, you did? 
Phyllis: Yes, he'll renew with you, he told me so. As a matter of fact, I thought he'd be here this 
afternoon. 
Neff: But he's not. 
Phyllis: No. 
Neff: That's terrible. 

Walter is suspicious of her motives in another confrontational conversation when he arrives at her 
place. In the living room, she has poured him a glass of iced tea. Neff realizes that her maid has the 
day off when she calls again impatiently for the maid. He offers to run the vacuum cleaner: 

Phyllis: Nettie! Nettie! Oh I forgot, today's the maid's day off. 
Neff: Never mind the beer, iced tea'll be fine. 
Phyllis: Lemon? Sugar? 
Neff: Fix it your way. As long as it's the maid's day off, maybe there's something I can do for you...like 
running the vacuum cleaner. 
Phyllis: Fresh. 
Neff: I used to peddle vacuum cleaners. Not much money, but you learn a lot about life. 
Phyllis: I didn't think you learned it from a correspondence course. 

Realizing that both the maid and Mr. Dietrichson are not present, Walter asks for her to call him by his 
first name rather than Mr. Neff as they get comfortable on the sofa. She describes her older 
husband's (Tom Powers) dangerous profession with the drilling crews in the Long Beach oil fields. 
Phyllis discusses not only renewing the auto insurance but also buying additional coverage - accident 
insurance - for her husband: 

Phyllis: He's got me worried sick. 
Walter: You mean, some dark night a crown block might fall on him - 
Phyllis: Please don't talk like that. 
Walter: But that's the idea. 
Phyllis: The other day, a casing line snapped and caught the foreman. He's in the hospital with a 
broken back.  
Walter: That's bad. 
Phyllis: It's got me jittery just thinking about it. Suppose something like that happened to my husband. 
Walter: It could. 
Phyllis: Well, don't you think he ought to have accident insurance? 
Walter: Hmm, mmm. 
Phyllis: What kind of insurance could he have? 
Walter: Oh, enough to cover doctors and hospital bills, say a hundred and twenty-five a week cash 
benefit, and you rate around a fifty thousand capital sum. 
Phyllis: Capital sum, what's that? 
Walter: In case he gets killed. Maybe I shouldn't have said that. 
Phyllis: I suppose you have to think of everything in your business. 
Walter: Well, your husband would understand. I'm sure I could sell him on the idea of some accident 
protection. Why don't you talk to him about it? 
Phyllis: You could try, but he's pretty tough going.  
Walter: Oh, they're all tough at first. 

Phyllis Dietrichson describes her imprisonment in an emotionless, boring marriage to her tight-fisted 
husband: 

Phyllis: He has a lot on his mind. He doesn't seem to want to listen to anything except maybe a 
baseball game on the radio. Sometimes we sit here all evening and never say a word to each other. 
Walter: Sounds pretty dull. 
Phyllis: So I just sit and knit. 
Walter: Is that what you married him for? 
Phyllis: Maybe I like the way his thumbs hold up the wool. 



Walter: Anytime his thumbs get tired. Only with me around, you wouldn't have to knit. 
Phyllis: Wouldn't I? 
Walter: You bet your life you wouldn't. (He sips from his iced tea glass) I wonder if a little rum would 
get this up on its feet. 

Obviously an experienced predator and knowing of Neff's undisguised lustful interest in her, she 
inquires about buying an accident insurance policy for her husband - without him knowing about it, 
"without bothering him at all...he needn't know anything about it." Supposedly Mr. Dietrichson would 
be "superstitious about it" and would not order it himself. Walter reacts negatively, clearly thinking it's 
a set-up: 

Phyllis: You see what I mean, Walter? 
Walter: Sure. I've got good eyesight. You mean you want him to have the policy without him knowing 
it. And that means without the insurance company knowing that he doesn't know it. That's the setup, 
isn't it? 
Phyllis: Is there anything wrong with it? 
Walter: No, I think it's lovely. Then, if some dark wet night, that crown block did fall on him - 
Phyllis: What crown block? 
Walter: Only sometimes it can't quite make it on its own. It has to have a little help.  
Phyllis: I don't know what you're talking about. 
Walter: Of course, it doesn't have to be a crown block. It can be a car backing over him, or he could 
fall out of the upstairs window. Any little thing like that, just so it's a morgue job. 
Phyllis: Are you crazy? 
Walter: Not that crazy. Good-bye, Mrs. Dietrichson. 

He is shocked and unsettled at her suggestion of accident insurance - and speculates about her 
concealed desire to liquidate her husband and collect the payoff. Neff prepares to leave, too astute 
(he believes) to be fooled by an insurance deal that may lead to murder. He condescends to her, 
calling her 'baby': 

Walter: Look, baby. You can't get away with it. You want to knock him off, don't ya? 
Phyllis: That's a horrible thing to say. 
Walter: Whaddya think I was anyway? A guy that walks into a good-looking dame's front parlor and 
says, 'Good afternoon. I sell accident insurance on husbands. Have you got one that's been around 
too long? One you'd like to turn into a little hard cash? Just give me a smile and I'll help you collect?' 
Huh! Boy, what a dope you must think I am! 
Phyllis: I think you're rotten. 
Walter: I think you're swell. So long as I'm not your husband. 
Phyllis: Get out of here. 
Walter: You bet I'll get out of here, baby. I'll get out of here but quick. 

Rejecting the whole idea (she "can't get away with it"), he promptly leaves. As he exits the house and 
walks to his car to drive away, he expresses his thoughts of clever omniscience - in voice-over: 

So I let her have it, straight between the eyes. She didn't fool me for a minute, not this time. I knew I 
had ahold of a red hot poker, and the time to drop it was before it burned my hand off. 

Neff buys a bottle of beer at a drive-in to wash away the "sour taste" of the iced tea, and then to a 
bowling alley at Third and Western to try to lose himself by rolling a few lines. Returning to his darkly-
lit apartment from the rainy dark outdoors, he stands in the dark by the window and then paces in his 
living room - imagining a masochistic image of playing with the woman (a "red-hot poker"): 

I was all twisted up inside and I was still holding on to that red-hot poker. And right then it came over 
me that I hadn't walked out on anything at all, that the hope was too strong, that this wasn't the end 
between her and me. It was only the beginning. 

His attempt to walk out on her is futile when she stands in the doorway of his darkened apartment. As 
he expects, "as if it was the most natural thing in the world," at 8 pm his apartment bell rings and 



Phyllis appears in the moody light - on the pretense of returning his hat from earlier that afternoon - 
but she has nothing in her hands - and strolls in after asking: "Don't you want me to bring it in?" He 
instructs her to put the non-existent hat on the chair. [In his dark apartment's wall are small framed, 
hanging pictures of a non-gloved boxer.] Phyllis explains that she has located him from the phone 
book. When she peels off her coat, she is seen wearing a very tight, form-fitting white sweater 
designed to entice him. She tries to explain to him that she had no malicious intent and that he may 
have the wrong impression about her: "I must have said something that gave you a terribly wrong 
impression. You must never think anything like that about me, Walter." 

She looks at him intensely and requests: "I want you to be nice to me, like the first time you came to 
the house." But Walter tells her: "It can't be like the first time. Something's happened." Although things 
have changed since their first meeting, she encourages what "has happened," explaining: "I know it 
has. It's happened to us." By the wet window pane, Phyllis relates more about the suffocating 
relationship she has in her marriage: 

Phyllis: I feel as if he was watching me. Not that he cares, not anymore. But he keeps me on a leash 
so tight I can't breathe. 
Walter: He's in Long Beach, isn't he? Relax. 
Phyllis: Maybe I oughtn't to have come. 
Walter: Maybe you oughtn't. 
Phyllis: You want me to go? 
Walter: If you want to. 
Phyllis: Right now? 
Walter: Sure. Right now. 

But as she drifts away from him to leave, he grabs her by the wrist and kisses her, feverishly telling 
her: 

Walter: I'm crazy about you, baby. 
Phyllis: I'm crazy about you, Walter. 
Walter: The perfume on your hair. What's the name of it? 
Phyllis: I don't know. I bought it in Ensenada. 
Walter: You ought to have some of that pink wine to go with it. The kind that bubbles. All I got is 
bourbon. 
Phyllis: Bourbon is fine, Walter. 

In the dark kitchen while preparing the drinks, Walter impresses her with the facts about two 
fraudulent accident insurance claims, both filed by wives against their deceased husbands. The 
second case, in which the wife claimed her husband was cleaning his gun and shot himself in the 
stomach, ended with a prison term for the wife: "All she collected was a three-to-ten stretch in 
Tehachapi." Phyllis responds: "Perhaps it was worth it to her." 

Back in the living room with their drinks, Phyllis again explains about being trapped in a loveless 
marriage to her domineering and mean husband Dietrichson (his second marriage) and about his live-
in daughter named Lola (Jean Heather) from his first marriage. She envies Walter's independence: 

It sounds wonderful. Just strangers beside you. You don't know them and you don't hate them. You 
don't have to sit across the table and smile at him and that daughter of his every morning of your 
life...He thinks a lot more of her than he does of me. 

Phyllis is unable to convince the hateful Mr. Dietrichson to grant her a divorce. She married him out of 
pity after the death of his first wife (who was sick for a long time), when she served as the wife's 
nurse: 

Phyllis: When she died, he was terribly broken up. I-I pitied him so. 
Neff: And now you hate him. 
Phyllis: Yes, Walter. He's so mean to me. Every time I buy a dress or a pair of shoes, he yells his 
head off. He never lets me go anywhere. He keeps me shut up. He's always been mean to me. Even 



his life insurance all goes to that daughter of his. That Lola. 
Walter: Nothing for you at all, huh? 
Phyllis: No, and nothing is just what I'm worth to him. 
Walter: So you lie awake in the dark and listen to him snore and get ideas. 
Phyllis: Walter, I don't want to kill him. I never did. Not even when he gets drunk and slaps my face. 
Walter: Only sometimes you wish he was dead. 
Phyllis: Perhaps I do. 
Walter: And you wish it was an accident and you had that policy for $50,000 dollars. Is that it? 
Phyllis: Perhaps that too. 

Phyllis imagines killing her husband in an enclosed garage by carbon monoxide poisoning. Although 
Neff is in the perfect position to plan and execute a fool-proof insurance fraud, he is worried about one 
potential problem in his office - their nemesis - the cunning, investigative Keyes who uses intuitive 
hunches to solve claims cases: 
If you had that accident policy and tried to pull a monoxide job, we've got a guy in our office named 
Keyes. For him, a set-up like that would just be like a slice of rare roast beef. In three minutes, he'd 
know it wasn't an accident. In ten minutes, you'd be sitting under the hot lights. In a half hour, you'd be 
signing your name to a confession...They (the insurance company) know more tricks than a carload of 
monkeys. And if there's a death mixed up in it, you haven't got a prayer. They'll hang you just as sure 
as ten dimes will buy a dollar. 

Phyllis cries about her predicament as he holds her on the sofa. He puts his arms around her and tells 
her: "And I don't want you to hang, baby. Stop thinking about it, will ya?" 

Neff admits that he is taken by her teary-eyed seductiveness, as the scene dissolves back to Neff's 
office where he continues to dictate into the dictaphone for Keyes' benefit. In an important "roulette 
wheel" speech, Neff explains that because he has learned the mechanics of the insurance business 
so intimately, one of his motivations to attempt the perfect murder is to challenge and irreverently 
rebel against the system in order to beat it: 

So we just sat there, and she started crying softly like the rain on the window. And we didn't say 
anything. Maybe she had stopped thinking about it, but I hadn't. I couldn't because it was all tied up 
with something I'd been thinking about for years. Since long before I ever ran into Phyllis Dietrichson. 
Because, you know how it is Keyes, in this business you can't sleep for trying to figure out all the 
tricks they could pull on you. You're like the guy behind the roulette wheel, watching the customers to 
make sure they don't crook the house. And then one night, you get to thinking how you could crook 
the house yourself. And do it smart. Because you've got that wheel right under your hands. You know 
every notch in it by heart. And you figure all you need is a plant out front, a shill to put down the bet. 
And suddenly the doorbell rings and the whole setup is right there in the room with ya. (pause) Look, 
Keyes, I'm not trying to whitewash myself. I fought it, only I guess I didn't fight it hard enough. The 
stakes were $50,000 dollars, but they were the life of a man too, a man who'd never done me any dirt 
except he was married to a woman he didn't care anything about. And I did. 

The scene tracks/dissolves back to Walter's apartment, the same evening, where Neff reclines on the 
sofa smoking a cigarette, and Phyllis is fixing her makeup. [The viewer is drawn back into their 
murderous plot with this second dissolve. What has transpired between them during the dissolve is 
suggestively hinted at. She has definitely told him her guilty secret, and they have presumably had 
experienced sexual knowledge of each other.] Phyllis, who has been sitting next to him, gets up and 
puts on her coat to leave. When he doesn't answer her, absently lost in his own uncontrollable 
thoughts, she calls again: "Walter!" She expresses her disdain about returning to her husband. He 
has decided to join her in scheming to kill her husband and help her make it look like an accident - to 
collect on her husband's accident insurance policy: 

Phyllis: I hate him. I loathe going back to him. You believe me, don't you, Walter? 
Walter: Sure I believe you. (They kiss.) 
Phyllis: I can't stand it anymore. What if they did hang me? 
Walter: They're not going to hang you, baby. 
Phyllis: It's better than going on this way. 
Walter: They're not gonna hang you because you're gonna do it and I'm gonna help you. 
Phyllis: Do you know what you're saying? 



Walter: Sure I know what I'm saying. We're gonna do it and we're gonna do it right. And I'm the guy 
that knows how. 

He tells her that they're going to do it with a brilliant, scheming plot. He grabs her tightly and digs his 
fingers into her arm. Neff expresses himself with a fierce determination in his voice, vowing that 
everything must be perfection "straight down the line": 

There's not going to be any slip up. Nothing sloppy, nothing weak, it's got to be perfect. (They kiss 
each other and then he leads her toward the door.) Call me tomorrow. But not from your house. From 
a booth. And watch your step every single minute. This has got to be perfect, do ya understand? 
Straight down the line. 

As she goes out the door, she repeats his words: "Straight down the line." He slowly walks across to 
his window, opens it wide, and stands there, listening to the sounds of her car start and then drive off 
into the rain. They plan to collect $100,000 in double indemnity insurance so they can run off together. 

The voice-over narration dissolves back to the scene in Neff's office, as he describes into the 
dictaphone his newly-formed compulsion: "That was it, Keyes. The machinery had started to move 
and nothing could stop it." He also tells Keyes that he has anticipated the kinds of investigative 
questions the claims agent would inevitably ask: 

I was trying to think with your brains, Keyes, 'cause I wanted all the answers ready for all the, all the 
questions you were gonna spring as soon as Dietrichson was dead. 

Although there is danger in their plan, Neff meets a few nights later with Mr. Dietrichson to sign up for 
the auto insurance renewal. Neff feels "queer in the belly" that Dietrichson's daughter Lola serves as a 
witness, although she sits playing Chinese Checkers with Phyllis at a table on the other side of the 
room (in a mid-shot) and leaves before witnessing her father's signature. Before leaving, she vows 
(deceptively) to her irritated father that she is only going out to meet a girlfriend, and not to 
rendezvous with her unacceptable boyfriend (to her father) - a med-school drop-out. 

Explaining to him that he must sign duplicate forms, Neff is able to have the distracted Dietrichson 
sign what he thinks is his renewal application for an auto insurance policy. Without his knowledge, he 
is easily duped - and actually signs, with his second signature, a $50,000 accident insurance policy 
with double indemnity provisions. At the moment he signs on the "bottom line," grumbling about "files, 
duplicates, triplicates," Walter's and Phyllis's eyes meet - she is positioned between them in the 
camera's framing. Outside the Dietrichson's front door, Phyllis whispers excitedly to Walter: "He 
signed it, didn't he?" 

Walter explains that when her husband travels to Palo Alto, California at the end of the month for his 
Stanford University annual class reunion, he must not drive as usual, but take the train. A double-
indemnity clause, typical in every accident policy and intended as "a come-on for the customers," 
means the company pays twice the settlement if the insured party is accidentally killed in a certain 
kind of accident - "the kind that almost never happen." Walter offers an example: "Like for instance, if 
a guy is killed on the train, they pay a hundred thousand instead of fifty thousand...We're hitting it for 
the limit, baby. That's why it's got to be the train." Phyllis incants agreement with the familiar phrase, 
making it appear that the plot is Walter's idea: 

It'll be the train, Walter, just the way you want it. Straight down the line. 

When Walter reaches his Dodge coupe parked outside the Dietrichson's garage, Lola surprises him 
when he looks in and sees her sitting in the front seat. She requests a ride [an ambiguously sexual 
invitation!] down the hill, down Vermont, although she is not planning to go roller skating with girl 
friend Anne Matthews as she earlier told her parents, but to see her penniless boyfriend Nino Zachetti 
(Byron Barr) on the sly. [Both Lola and Phyllis are engaged in clandestine relationships, with Neff and 
Zachetti, and both women are manipulative toward Neff]: 



I'm having a very tough time at home. My father doesn't understand me and Phyllis hates me...That's 
why I have to lie sometimes...You won't tell on me, will you?...I guess my father thinks nobody's good 
enough for his daughter except maybe the guy that owns Standard Oil. I wish he'd see it my way. I 
can't give Nino up. 

Lola's secret relationship with Zachetti, a twenty-five year old, tough-acting Italian who is considered 
"hotheaded," distracts Neff from his murder plan. Neff's attitude toward Lola is also paternalistic, 
making him a second "dead pigeon": 

But right then, it gave me a nasty feeling to be thinking about them at all, with that briefcase right 
behind my head that had her father's signature in it and what that signature meant. It meant he was a 
dead pigeon. It was only a question of time, and not very much time at that. 

Phyllis and Neff meet in a planned location at a pre-determined time - Jerry's Market on Los Feliz. 
The murder plan which will eventually bring them together inevitably means that they must meet 
surreptitiously so as not to arouse suspicion, running into each other "accidentally on purpose" each 
morning at 11 o'clock. They talk next to and over shelves stocked with groceries (in front of the Farina 
'baby' food section), methodically pretending to be shoppers while cooly discussing the complicated 
details of the planned murder and waiting for the right set of circumstances to arise. 

Right from the start, something goes wrong - Dietrichson's trip must be called off. Phyllis is worried 
about their original train scheme after her husband broke his leg after falling down at the oil wells 
before the trip. She is impatient about waiting until he recovers enough to take the train: 

Phyllis: What do we do now, Walter? 
Walter: Nothing. We just wait. 
Phyllis: Wait for what? 
Walter: Until he can take the train. I told you, it's gotta be the train. 
Phyllis: But we can't wait. I can't go on like this. 
Walter: Look, we're not gonna grab a hammer and do it quick just to get it over with. 
Phyllis: There are other ways. 
Walter: We're not gonna do it other ways. 
Phyllis: But we can't leave it like this. What do you suppose would happen if he found out about the 
accident policy? 
Walter: Plenty, but not as bad as sitting in that death house. 
Phyllis: Don't ever talk like that. 

The conniving Phyllis wishes to do their dirty deed quickly, but Walter wants them to be calm: 

Walter: Don't let's start losing our heads, that's all. 
Phyllis: It's not our heads. It's our nerve we're losing. 
Walter: We're gonna do it right. That's all I said. 
Phyllis: It's the waiting that's getting me. 
Walter: It's getting me just as bad, baby. We've got to wait. 
Phyllis: Maybe we have, Walter, only it's so tough without you. It's like a wall between us. 
Walter: I better go, baby. I'm thinkin' of you every minute. 

A full week passes, and Neff sits in his office contemplating the "Fates": 

After that, a full week went by and I didn't see her once. I tried to keep my mind off her and off the 
whole idea. I kept telling myself that maybe those Fates they say watch over ya had gotten together 
and broken his leg to give me a way out. 

Then, on the fifteenth of June in his office at three in the afternoon, Neff is offered a desk position as 
Keyes' assistant, but it would mean a "fifty-dollar cut in salary." Walter quips: 

Do I laugh now, or wait 'til it gets funny? 



Keyes - with overloaded work, pressure on his nerves and many sleepless nights, thinks Walter would 
be a skilled claims man, since he was "high man" in the semi-annual sales records twice in a row and 
he's "too good to be a salesman." To Keyes, a salesman is only a "peddler, glad-handler, back-
slapper...All you guys do is just ring doorbells and dish out a smooth line of monkey-talk." 

Without a private life of his own, Keyes thoroughly loves the insurance business. He looks at claims 
work as an endlessly fascinating series of challenges - it's more than just a routine "desk job": 

The job I'm talking about takes brains and integrity. It takes more guts than there is in 50 salesmen. 
It's the hottest job in the business...Desk job? Is that all you can see in it? Just a hard chair to park 
your pants on from 9 to 5, huh? Just a pile of papers to shuffle around and five sharp pencils and a 
scratch pad to make figures on. Maybe a little doodling on the side. Well, that's not the way I look at it, 
Walter. To me, a claims man is a surgeon. That desk is an operating table. And those pencils are 
scalpels and bone chisels. And those papers are not just forms and statistics and claims for 
compensation, they're alive, they're packed with drama, with twisted hopes and crooked dreams. A 
claims man, Walter, is a doctor and a bloodhound...and a cop and a judge and a jury and a father 
confessor all in one. And you want to tell me you're not interested. You don't want to work with your 
brains. All you wanna work is with your finger on the doorbell, for a few bucks more a week. 

Neff and Keyes are interrupted by a phone call from a "dame" (Phyllis) for Walter. While Keyes 
remains in the office and Walter pretends he is speaking to a client named Margie, Walter is told that 
her husband will be taking his scheduled business trip - and boarding the 10:15 pm train from 
Glendale. [The train station scenes were shot at the Glendale train station.] He will be on crutches 
with his left leg in a cast. They carefully work out the details, their plans and the disguise that Walter 
must assume. Walter will be taking Dietrichson's place - becoming both Phyllis's husband and Lola's 
father at the same time. Phyllis ends the call with a statement of her devotion, using their trademark 
line about going "straight down the line": 

This is it, Walter. I'm shaking like a leaf. But it's straight down the line for both of us. I love you, Walter. 
Good-bye. 

When finished with the call, Walter asks Keyes why he doesn't settle down and get married. Keyes 
explains how the "little man" has determined the entire course of his life. He even checked up on his 
fiancee before their marriage and found that she was trampy: 

Keyes: Almost did once. A long time ago...Even had a church picked out, the dame and I. She had a 
white satin dress with flounces on it. I was on my way to the jewelry store to buy the ring. And then 
suddenly that little man in here started working on me. 
Neff: So you went back and had her investigated. 
Keyes: Yeah - and the stuff that came out. She'd been dyeing her hair ever since she was sixteen. 
There was a manic-depressive in her family on her mother's side. She already had one husband. He 
was a professional pool player in Baltimore. And as for her brother... 
Neff: I get the general idea. She was a tramp from a long line of tramps. 

Keyes repeats his disappointment that Walter refuses his offer to be his claims assistant, and refers to 
Neff's size (he's a tall, big man when compared to Keyes' 'little man', but not smart) to reinforce the 
'little man' theme: 

I picked you for the job, not because I think you're so darned smart but because I thought you were a 
shade less dumb than the rest of the outfit. (Neff lights the match for Keyes' cigar.) I guess I was 
wrong. You're not smarter, Walter, you're just a little taller. 

When Neff is left alone, he slowly turns and walks to the water cooler, thinking about what hand fate 
had dealt him - in voice-over: 

Yes, Keyes. Those Fates I was talking about had only been stalling me off. Now they had thrown the 
switch. The gears had meshed. The time for thinking had all run out. I wanted my movements 
accounted for up to the last possible moment. 



The preparations for the murder are beautifully staged in a series of well-paced sequences and 
actions. Neff meticulously sets up his numerous alibis (e.g., his rate book left on his office desk as if 
forgotten, a car wash arranged with Charlie, his garage attendant, a toll call on the phone to 
Westwood, etc.), changes into a navy blue suit resembling Dietrichson's, fakes a cast on his leg, 
leaves his apartment (via the service stairs) and walks to the Dietrichson house without being seen, 
and hides on the back seat floor of the Dietrichson car. On his walk, he comments: 

I could smell that honeysuckle again, only it was even stronger now that it was night. 

At an agreed moment as Phyllis drives her husband to the train station for his four-day trip, she honks 
the horn three times as a signal. Neff reaches from behind and kills Dietrichson by breaking his neck. 
There are grunting noises during the struggle. A camera close-up of Phyllis's unmoving and stony 
face staring straight ahead is all that is revealed during the murder that is brutally carried out on the 
seat next to her. Neff (viewed entirely from behind and masquerading as Dietrichson) takes the 
crutches and makes his way to board the San Francisco-bound train while Phyllis removes 
Dietrichson's suitcase and overcoat. While walking to the end of the train platform, they nervously 
discuss the next set of detailed arrangements. His plan is to jump off the moving train when it slowed. 
After rendezvous-ing with Phyllis at the pre-arranged point, he would "replace" himself on the tracks 
with the dead man. 

Hobbling out to the dark observation platform (partially shaded by venetian blinds) for a smoke - the 
last carriage at the rear of the train, Walter is surprised by the voice of a man greeting him. He is 
joined by a talkative, Stetson-hatted, friendly fellow passenger named Jackson (Porter Hall) returning 
to his hometown of Medford, Oregon. Neff must find an excuse to send the man away - to go after his 
forgotten cigar case in his overcoat at his seat (Car 9, Section 11) - while he jumps from the train at 
the pre-arranged location. 

Phyllis and Neff drag Dietrichson's body and crutches to the tracks, making it look like he was killed 
when he fell off the train. When they're done setting the corpse on the railroad tracks (to make the 
double indemnity clause of the insurance effective), Walter tells Phyllis: "Okay, baby, that's it." 

And then, in one of the film's most gripping and tense scenes, after committing the murderous crime, 
their car refuses to start three times as the car motor sputters again and again for many agonizing 
moments. Phyllis desperately looks at Walter - until Walter finally tries and turns it over. In voice-over, 
Walter feels confident of their 'perfect' crime, even a bit surprised by how cooly Phyllis responded to 
her husband's death: "I was afraid she might go to pieces a little, now that we had done it, but she 
was perfect. No nerves. Not a tear, not even a blink of the eyes..." He is driven to his place and 
dropped off after they share a kiss and she reminds him: "It's straight down the line, isn't it?" 

Neff numbly narrates that even though all the alibis appeared to work, he had an intuition that 
everything would go wrong, and that he was already a "dead man": 

That was all there was to it. Nothing had slipped, nothing had been overlooked, there was nothing to 
give us away. And yet, Keyes, as I was walking down the street to the drugstore, suddenly it came 
over me that everything would go wrong. It sounds crazy, Keyes, but it's true, so help me. I couldn't 
hear my own footsteps. It was the walk of a dead man. 

Voice-over narration continues as the scene returns to Walter's office. He sits with his mouth up to the 
dictaphone microphone. Neff believes he is betraying himself at the office the next few days, looking 
and feeling like a guilty man: 

That was the longest night I ever lived through, Keyes, and the next day was worse when the story 
broke in the papers and they started talking about it at the office. And the day after that when you 
started digging into it. I kept my hands in my pockets because I thought they were shaking. I put on 
dark glasses so people couldn't see my eyes. Then I took them off again so they wouldn't get to 
wondering why I wore them. I tried to hold myself together but I could feel my nerves pulling me to 
pieces. 



The police suspect no foul play, but the plan goes awry when Dietrichson's accident insurance claim 
goes to agent Keyes for investigation. In the autopsy, it was reported that Dietrichson accidentally 
died of a broken neck ("no heart failure, no apoplexy, no pre-disposing medical cause of any kind"). In 
a memorable scene in the insurance company president's office, Mr. Edward Norton, Jr. (Richard 
Gaines) doubts that it was an accident, believing instead that the death was a suicide ("I know it was 
not an accident"). A suicide would relieve the insurance company of having to pay off the claim - an 
expensive one with a "double indemnity" clause. Keyes, who often relies on intuitive hunches and 
investigative strategy, disagrees with his supervisor: "Fall off a train? Are we sure Dietrichson fell off 
the train?" 

The self-important Norton has asked the bereaved "widow" Mrs. Dietrichson (a true 'black widow' 
wearing a black hat and veil) to come into the office for questioning. [As she walks into the office, 
venetian blind shadows fill the background.] Norton frankly tells her that the company suspects that 
her husband committed suicide. According to this theory, Dietrichson was depressed from financial 
worries, took out the accident policy in "absolute secrecy," went on a train trip "entirely alone," 
"hobbles" out to the observation deck at the rear of the train, and then "gets rid of this Jackson with 
some flimsy excuse about cigars. And then he's alone. And then he does it...He jumps. Suicide. In 
which case, the company is not liable." After suggesting that the company could take the claim to 
court - involving a great deal of expense, lawyers, and time, Norton offers a settlement compromise. 
Phyllis reacts with imperious conviction and shows her hurt before striding out of the office and 
slamming the door: 

I don't know anything. In fact, I don't know why I came here...When I came in here, I had no idea you 
owed me any money. You told me you did. Then you told me you didn't. Now you tell me you want to 
pay me a part of it, whatever it is. You want to bargain with me at a time like this. I don't like your 
insinuations about my husband and I don't like your methods. In fact, I don't like you, Mr. Norton. 

Keyes disguises his criticism of Norton with a football analogy: 

You sure carried that ball. Only you fumbled on the goal line. Then you heaved an illegal forward pass 
and got thrown for a forty-yard loss. Now you can't pick yourself up because you haven't got a leg to 
stand on. 

After contemplating the suicide angle, Keyes explains to Norton how unlikely it is for someone to 
commit suicide by jumping off a slow-moving train. He reels off an unforgettable, statistical speech 
about different kinds of suicidal deaths (each with subdivisions) to illustrate how the Dietrichson claim 
is probably a legitimate accident claim: 

...You know, you, uh, ought to take a look at the statistics on suicide sometime. You might learn a little 
something about the insurance business...Come now, you've never read an actuarial table in your life, 
have you? Why, they've got 10 volumes on suicide alone. Suicide by race, by color, by occupation, by 
sex, by seasons of the year, by time of day. Suicide, how committed: by poisons, by firearms, by 
drowning, by leaps. Suicide by poison, subdivided by types of poison, such as corrosive, irritant, 
systemic, gaseous, narcotic, alkaloid, protein, and so forth. Suicide by leaps, subdivided by leaps 
from high places, under the wheels of trains, under the wheels of trucks, under the feet of horses, 
from steamboats. But Mr. Norton, of all the cases on record, there's not one single case of suicide by 
leap from the rear end of a moving train. And do you know how fast that train was going at the point 
where the body was found? 15 miles an hour. Now, how can anybody jump off a slow-moving train 
like that with any kind of expectation that he would kill himself? No, no soap Mr. Norton. We're sunk 
and we'll have to pay through the nose, and you know it. 

Neff is relieved that Keyes supports their case with his statistics. He lights Keyes' cigar one more time 
outside Norton's office, and then narrates in voice-over: 

I could have hugged you right then and there, Keyes, you and your statistics. You were the only one 
we were really scared of, and instead you were almost playing on our team. That evening, when I got 
home, my nerves had eased off. I could feel the ground under my feet again, and it looked like easy-



going from there on in. That hundred thousand bucks looked as safe with Phyllis and me as if we had 
the check already deposited in the bank. 

Phyllis phones from the nearby drugstore a block away, asking to come up in a few moments. Neff 
cautions her: "OK, but be careful, don't let anybody see you." 

Almost immediately, the doorbell rings, but it can't be Phyllis that quickly. Walter panics when he 
opens the door - finding Keyes standing there. With nagging internal questions and dyspepsia about 
the Dietrichson case, Keyes visits Walter's apartment to explain his "little man's" intuition and 
indigestion. Stalking the case, looking for a flaw, he wonders why Mr. Dietrichson didn't put in an 
accident claim for his broken leg when he had accident insurance. Keyes' theory is that maybe 
Dietrichson didn't know that he was insured. He questions the phony case and unlikely accident 
("there's something wrong with that Dietrichson case"): 

I've been living with this little man for twenty-six years. He's never failed me yet. There's got to be 
something wrong. 

Keyes believes it's a murder case and not an accident - citing the impossible mathematical probability 
of a man taking out a policy worth $100,000 if killed on a train - and then two weeks later being killed 
on a train. He considers that the "wide-eyed dame" Phyllis, the beneficiary, is a prime murder suspect. 
At this point in their conversation, Phyllis appears in the apartment house's corridor and pauses to 
listen at the door where she hears their conversation. As Keyes leaves for the elevator in the hallway, 
Phyllis ducks behind Walter's open door to escape notice and subtly lets Neff know that she's hiding 
there - one of the film's most suspenseful moments. [In reality, construction and fire codes wouldn't 
have permitted the apartment door to open outward, with the hinges on the outside.] 

After Keyes leaves (after another ritualistic lighting of Keyes' cigar), Walter motions her in quickly and 
tells Phyllis that Keyes has "stinkin' hunches," and that they must avoid seeing each other for a while 
so that Keyes won't suspect them while she is "shadowed" during Keyes' investigation. Neff asserts 
his sexual dominance as they begin to be pulled apart by their doubts: 

Walter: Afraid, baby? 
Phyllis: Yes, I'm afraid. But not of Keyes. I'm afraid of us. We're not the same anymore. We did it so 
we could be together but instead of that, it's pulling us apart, isn't it, Walter? 
Walter: What are you talking about? 
Phyllis: And you don't really care whether we see each other or not. 
Walter (kissing her): Shut up, baby. 

The scene fades to black. 

Upset by the death of her father, Phyllis' step-daughter Lola visits Walter at the office (asking "I'm Lola 
Dietrichson, don't you remember me?"), where she discloses dangerous suspicions to him about her 
stepmother. She feels something is wrong regarding both her mother's past death and her father's 
recent death: "Now it's all back again." She is just as unsettled as she had been when her mother 
died of pneumonia six years earlier, when under the care of nurse Phyllis ("there was a look in her 
eyes I'll never forget"), who deliberately left the windows open to hasten her fever and death. 

Shortly afterwards, Lola claims that Phyllis married her father for his money. Similarly, Lola saw 
Phyllis trying on a black hat and veil for mourning (and rehearsing to be a widow) two days before her 
father's 'accidental' death. She boldfacedly accuses her stepmother of repeated foul play and pre-
meditated murder for financial gain: 

I caught her eyes in a mirror. They had that look in them they had before my mother died. That same 
look...I loathe her. Because she did it. She did it for the money. Although you're not going to pay it, 
are you, Mr. Neff? She is not going to get away with it this time, because I'm going to speak up. I'm 
going to tell everything I know. 



Walter also learns that Lola moved out of the house and is living alone, after breaking up with her hot-
headed boyfriend Zachetti after a fight. [Phyllis also became involved with Zachetti - during the lull in 
her relationship with Walter.] Lola now lives in a small apartment in Hollywood, where there are "four 
walls and you just sit and look at them." Walter listens sympathetically to her tearful tale but cautions 
her to not take any action. The scene ends on a closeup of her tear-streaked face. 

To keep Lola "quiet," to assuage his conscience, to provide a 'father' figure for her, and to seek 
companionship during this period when Phyllis is being watched and they cannot meet, Neff spends 
time with Lola, the daughter of the family. In idyllic two-shots, Neff takes Lola out for a Mexican 
candlelight dinner on Olvera Street [another reference to Mexico!]. The next day, Sunday, they drive 
down to the beach, as he narrates: "I had to make sure that she wouldn't tell that stuff about Phyllis to 
anybody else. It was dynamite whether it was true or not." 

Jackson, a key witness in the case - the man on the observation platform from Medford, Oregon - is 
brought down to the insurance company for questioning. Neff is also called into Keyes' office. As he 
proceeds into the office, he is startled to see Jackson sitting outside. The dogged claims manager 
Keyes decides to make a "rather blunt statement" about his pursuit of the case to Neff - his surrogate 
son: 

This Dietrichson business. It's murder, and murders don't come any neater. As fancy a piece of 
homicide as anybody ever ran into. Smart, tricky, almost perfect - but...I think Papa has it all figured 
out. 

Keyes explains his new theory ("it all fits together like a watch"), one that is exactly similar to the real 
murder scheme: Dietrichson was never on the train - he was either killed on the train or killed 
somewhere else and then put on the tracks. Dietrichson was set up by the wife and another 
accomplice (a lover) - they killed him and then somebody impersonated Dietrichson on the train and 
jumped off, placing the corpse on the tracks after the train had passed. Jackson, "the only guy that 
really got a good look at this supposed Dietrichson" is called into the office. After being told by 
Jackson that Medford residents take their time to make up their mind, Keyes informs him otherwise: 
"Well, we're not in Medford now, we're in a hurry." Neff is introduced to the one man who saw him on 
the train - but didn't recognize him, fortunately. After viewing photographs of Mr. Dietrichson, Jackson 
is certain that the man on the train was not Dietrichson. To Keyes, that testimony means that murder 
was involved and that his theory is corroborated. 

Keyes feels that the "perfect" murder is already coming apart at the seams as he speaks about the 
two homicidal conspirators who are on a deadly, one-way trolley "ride together...all the way to the end 
of the line": 

It's beginning to come apart at the seams already. Murder is never perfect. It always comes apart 
sooner or later. When two people are involved, it's usually sooner. Now we know the Dietrichson 
dame is in it and the somebody else. Pretty soon, we'll know who that somebody else is. He'll show. 
He's got to show. Sometime, somewhere, they've got to meet. Their emotions are all kicked up. 
Whether it's love or hate, it doesn't matter. They can't keep away from each other. They may think it's 
twice as safe because there are two of them. But it isn't twice as safe. It's ten times twice as 
dangerous. They've committed a murder. And it's not like taking a trolley ride together where they can 
get off at different stops. They're stuck with each other and they've got to ride all the way to the end of 
the line and it's a one-way trip and the last stop is the cemetery. 

Walter arranges to secretly meet with Phyllis at Jerry's Market. In the grocery aisle below a "DOGS 
NOT ALLOWED" sign, she wears sunglasses for a disguise and they talk to each other with low-
voiced dialogue. He describes to her how everything is falling apart - Keyes has figured it all out, has 
an expert witness, and is rejecting her accident claim. If she sues, facts about the first Mrs. 
Dietrichson death will definitely surface: "A lot of other things are gonna come up. Like, for instance, 
about you and the first Mrs. Dietrichson...The way she died. And about that black hat you were trying 
on - before you needed a black hat." 



Walter admits to seeing Lola and listening to her "cock-eyed stories." Things are becoming strained 
between Neff and Phyllis. She looks at him sharply, registers suspicion of his meetings with Lola, 
confirms his guilty complicity in the murder of her husband, and vows that she is anxious to sue for 
the insurance claim: 

Phyllis: She's putting on an act for you, crying all over your shoulder, that lying... 
Walter: Keep her out of this. All I'm telling you is, we're not going to sue. 
Phyllis: Because you don't want the money any more even if you could have it, because she's made 
you feel like a heel all of a sudden? 
Walter: It isn't the money any more. It's our necks. We're pulling out. Do you understand?  
Phyllis: Because of what Keyes can do? You're not fooling me, Walter. It's because of Lola. What you 
did to her father. You're afraid she might find out someday and you can't take it, can you? 
Walter: I said, 'Leave her out of this.' 
Phyllis: It's me I'm talking about. I don't want to be left out of it. 
Walter: Stop saying that. It's just that it hasn't worked out as we wanted. We can't go through with it, 
that's all. 
Phyllis: We have gone through with it, Walter. The tough part is all behind us. We just have to hold on 
now and not go soft inside. Stick close together the way we started out...I loved you, Walter, and I 
hated him. But I wasn't going to do anything about it. Not until I met you. You planned the whole thing. 
I only wanted him dead.  
Walter: And I'm the one that fixed it so he was dead. Is that what you're telling me?  
Phyllis: And nobody's pulling out. (Removing her sunglasses and looking at him with cold, hard eyes.) 
We went into this together and we're coming out at the end together. It's straight down the line for 
both of us. Remember? 

Neff remembers what Keyes had said about the end of the line, death and cemeteries, to tie their 
fates together. He continues narrating into the dictaphone in his office, about imagining Phyllis dead: 

Yes, I remembered. Just like I remembered what you had told me, Keyes. About that trolley car ride 
and how there was no getting off until the end of the line where the cemetery was. And then I got to 
thinking what cemeteries are for. They're to put dead people in. I guess that was the first time I ever 
thought about Phyllis that way. Dead, I mean. And how it would be if she were dead. 

As his bond with Phyllis disintegrates and Keyes gets closer to solving the crime, Neff sees more and 
more (and thinks more) of stepdaughter Lola. Again, there's a two-shot of them walking in the hills. 
They are up behind the Hollywood Bowl (with the first movement of Schubert's Unfinished Symphony 
- No. 8 in B Minor, on the soundtrack), where Lola tells Walter (in two-shot again) that she is 
suspicious that an affair is being conducted between Phyllis and her ex-boyfriend Nino Zachetti. Lola 
believes they are partners in crime in the murder of her father: "They killed my father together. He and 
Phyllis. He helped her do it. I know he did." Realizing that her accusation would bring out the real 
truth, he cautions her, and then thinks to himself (in voice-over): "Phyllis and Zachetti. What was he 
doing up at her house? I couldn't figure that one out. I tried to make sense out of it and got nowhere." 

The next day brings "the real brain-twister." After hours in the lobby of the Pacific Building, Keyes tells 
Walter that the Dietrichson case "just busted wide open...The guy showed, that's how...The guy who 
helped her do it." Neff wonders if Keyes is playing "cat-and-mouse" with him. Again, Walter provides a 
stick match for Keyes' cigar, learning why he never carries his own matches: 

Don't like 'em. They always explode in my pocket. 

Desperate to find out who "the somebody else" is, Walter stealthily goes to Keyes' office to search for 
the identity of the likely suspect. He plays back a dictaphone memo (an analysis of the claim) 
recorded by Keyes for Norton. 

The two parts of Keyes' dictation confirm his own innocence, and reveal Phyllis' double-cross. Walter 
sits back on the desk, deeply moved that Keyes trusts him unconditionally: "I have known Neff 
intimately for eleven years and I personally vouch for him without reservation." The second part of the 
dictated memo proves that Keyes agrees with Lola's suspicions - he confirms the likely guilt of 



Zachetti as Phyllis' accomplice, his frequent visits to the Dietrichson home, and his unaccountable 
whereabouts on the night of the crime. The memo strongly advises that the whole matter be turned 
over to the office of the district attorney. Walter phones Phyllis and makes plans to meet her that night 
at 11 o'clock at her house - his desire to rid himself of Phyllis has become a real possibility. 

Now that Walter has a scapegoat (Zachetti as a prime suspect for the Dietrichson murder), his own 
double-crossing nature surfaces. Resentful of Phyllis for double-crossing him, he dictates to Keyes 
that he has plans to "get clear of the whole mess" - and get off the trolley car. 

The film's great final scene occurs in the darkened Dietrichson living room, shadowed by venetian 
blind slats. Just before Walter arrives, Phyllis (wearing silk pajamas) descends the stairs (but without 
a closeup of her anklet and legs), unlocks the front door, moves to a living room chair and lifts its 
cushion up, concealing a shiny, metallic gun (with pearl handle) in a chiffon scarf. She places the 
weapon under the chair she will sit in. She lights a cigarette and sits back on the couch to wait for 
Walter, whose dark shadow is first visible in the hallway when he enters the front door. His ghostly 
shadow pre-figures his actual entrance. Walter's intent is to kill Phyllis and thereby have Zachetti 
framed for both murders. When he reveals his deadly plan to Phyllis, what he considers his only 
option, she upstages him with 'plans of her own': 

(Dictated to Keyes) For the first time, I saw a way to get clear of the whole mess I was in, and of 
Phyllis too, all at the same time. Yeah. That's what I thought. What I didn't know was that she had 
plans of her own. 

Phyllis: (I'm) In here, Walter. 
Walter: Hello, baby. Anybody else in the house? 
Phyllis: Nobody, why? 
Walter: What's that music? ['Tangerine' plays]. 
Phyllis: A radio up the street. 
Walter: (He sits down on the arm of the sofa, close to her.) Just like the first time I came here, isn't it? 
We were talking about automobile insurance, only you were thinking about murder. And I was thinking 
about that anklet. 
Phyllis: And what are you thinking about now? 
Walter: I'm all through thinking, baby. I just came to say goodbye.  
Phyllis: Goodbye? Where are you going? 
Walter: You're the one that's going, baby, not me. I'm getting off the trolley car right at this corner.  
Phyllis: Suppose you stop being fancy. Let's have it, whatever it is. 
Walter: All right, I'll tell ya. A friend of mine's got a funny theory. He says when two people commit a 
murder, it's sorta like they're riding on a trolley car together, one can't get off without the other. They're 
stuck with each other. They have to go on riding together clear to the end of the line. And the last stop 
is the cemetery.  
Phyllis: Maybe he's got something there. 
Walter: You bet he has. Two people are gonna ride to the end of the line alright, only I'm not gonna be 
one of them. I've got another guy to finish my ride for me.  
Phyllis: Just who are you talking about? 
Walter: An acquaintance of yours. A 'Mr. Zachetti.' Come on, baby. I just got into this thing because I 
happen to know a little something about insurance, didn't I? I was a sucker. I would have been 
brushed off just as soon as you got your hands on the money.  
Phyllis: Nobody wanted to brush you off. 
Walter: Save it. I'm telling this. It's been you and that Zachetti guy all along, hasn't it? 
Phyllis: That's not true. 
Walter: Doesn't make any difference if it's true or not. The point is, Keyes believes Zachetti is the one 
he's been looking for. He'll have him in a gas chamber before he knows what's happened to him. 
Phyllis: What's happening to me all this time? 
Walter: Don't be silly, baby. What do you think's gonna happen to you? You helped him do the 
murder, didn't ya? That's what Keyes thinks, and what's good enough for Keyes is good enough for 
me. 
Phyllis: Maybe it's not good enough for me, Walter. Maybe I don't go for the idea. Maybe I'd rather 
talk. 
Walter: Sometimes people are where they can't talk. Under six feet of dirt maybe. And if it was you, 



they'd charge that up to Zachetti too, wouldn't they? Sure they would. And that's just what's gonna 
happen, baby. Cause he's coming here tonight in about 15 minutes - with the cops right behind him. 
It's all taken care of. 
Phyllis: That would make everything lovely for you, wouldn't it? 
Walter: Right. And it's got to be done before that suit of yours comes to trial and Lola gets a chance to 
sound off. Before they trip you up in the stand and you start to go under and drag me down with ya. 
Phyllis: Maybe I had Zachetti here so they won't get a chance to trip me up so we can get the money 
and be together. 
Walter: That's cute. Say it again. 
Phyllis: He came here first, asked where Lola was. I made him come back. I was working on him. He's 
a crazy sort of guy. Quick-tempered. I kept hammering into him that she was with another man so 
he'd go into one of his jealous rages and then I'd tell him where she was. And you know what he 
would have done to her, don't you, Walter? 
Walter: Yeah. And for once I believe you, because it's just rotten enough. 
Phyllis: We're both rotten. 
Walter: Only you're a little more rotten. You got me to take care of your husband for ya. And then you 
get Zachetti to take care of Lola, maybe take care of me too. Then somebody else would have come 
along to take care of Zachetti for ya. That's the way you operate, isn't it, baby? 
Phyllis: Suppose it is. Is what you've got cooked up for tonight any better? 
Walter: I don't like that music anymore. Mind if I close the window? 

Phyllis admits how "rotten" she is - with a plan to persuade Lola's hot-headed boyfriend, Zachetti, to 
"take care of" (kill) Lola. The sound of the neighbor's blaring radio music is shut out when Neff closes 
the window. When the curtain is drawn, the room becomes black. A gunshot rings out, and Walter 
staggers at the window as he turns and is hit by the bullet in the shoulder. He stands there motionless 
for a moment and then reaches for his shoulder, daring her to finish the job with another shot, but she 
hesitates and is unable to kill him for some reason (because of her love for him, or because of her 
conscience?). She admits to being "rotten to the heart" after shooting him, but he doesn't "buy" her 
act: 

Walter: You can do better than that, can't you, baby? You'd better try it again. Maybe if I came a little 
closer? (He takes steps toward her while she has her gun drawn on him and then he stops.) How's 
this? Think you can do it now? (She is incapable of firing a second shot and lowers her gun, 
trembling. Quietly, he takes the gun out of her unresistant hand.) Why didn't you shoot again, baby? 
(She puts her hands on him affectionately.) Don't tell me it's because you've been in love with me all 
this time. 
Phyllis (her eyes filled with tears as she breaks down): No, I never loved you, Walter, not you or 
anybody else. I'm rotten to the heart. I used you just as you said. That's all you ever meant to me. 
Until a minute ago, when I couldn't fire that second shot. I never thought that could happen to me. 
Walter: Sorry, baby, I'm not buying. 
Phyllis: I'm not asking you to buy. Just hold me close. (She puts her arms around him in complete 
surrender with a genuine display of emotion. Then she draws slightly back in surprise and fear, 
realizing that it is her final moment when she senses the barrel of his gun against her chest.) 
Walter (cold-heartedly): Good-bye baby. 

Walter grimly shoots her twice at point-blank range - during their erotic embrace. Her head falls limp 
against his shoulder and then slumps in his arms. He lays her down carefully on the sofa, noticing the 
shiny anklet on her leg. Outside, Walter holds onto his limp left arm. After a few steps down the walk, 
he hears footsteps of someone approaching and quickly hides in the bushes. When Walter sees 
Zachetti coming up the steps, he has second thoughts about carrying out his frame-up of Zachetti. He 
calls out to him and convinces Zachetti that he must go to the corner drugstore, call Lola, and 
reconcile himself to her. In one of his final acts, Neff restores the status quo of their relationship: 

Zachetti: She doesn't want any part of me. 
Walter: I know who told you that, it's not true. Lola's in love with you. She always has been. Don't ask 
me why. I couldn't even guess. 

The film returns to the present (4:30 am) in Neff's office, where he is recording his dying confession to 
Keyes. His final words into the dictaphone are a request for a fatherly favor: 



I want you to be the one to tell Lola, kinda gently before it breaks wide open. And I want you to take 
care of her and that guy Zachetti...so he doesn't get pushed around too much. 

Walter's dictation is interrupted when he turns his head, realizing that he is not alone in the room. An 
incredulous Keyes is in the doorway entrance into his office listening to his narration - he was tipped 
off by a janitor who saw Walter dripping blood on the way in. Walter, his face covered with sweat, 
admits his guilt: 

Walter: I wanted to straighten you out on that Dietrichson case...Kind of a crazy story with a crazy 
twist to it - one you didn't quite figure out. 
Keyes: You can't figure them all, Walter. 
Walter: That's right. I guess you can't at that. Now I suppose I get the big speech, the one with all the 
two dollar words in it. Let's have it, Keyes. 
Keyes: Walter, you're all washed up. 
Walter: Thanks, Keyes. That was short anyway. 

Keyes attempts to make a call for a doctor, but Walter doesn't want to be patched up so he can walk 
into the gas chamber at San Quentin on his own power. Instead, he suggests that Keyes go back to 
bed, and give him a four-hour getaway time so he can get across the border to Mexico (to return to 
the source of Phyllis' honeysuckle scent?): 

Keyes: You'll never make the border.  
Walter: That's what you think. Just watch me. 
Keyes: You'll never even make the elevator. 
Walter: So long, Keyes. 

Walter staggers and then collapses as he makes a feeble attempt to get to the elevator lobby along 
the balcony of the mezzanine. He doesn't even have the strength to get up - visually trapped by the 
shadows and wrought-iron bars. Keyes is overheard calling for an ambulance, and then goes over 
and kneels next to Walter on the floor, where he is slumped against the door. Walter jokes about 
someone moving the elevator a couple of miles away. 

The final confrontation is between the main protagonists, both polar opposites: 

 the dogged guardian of society's rules/laws and representative of the insurance company - 
the institution that would be forced to pay for the Dietrichson murder if the case wasn't solved 
(Keyes) 

 a man with an overpowering urge to challenge society's absolutist morality and risk being a 
criminal (Neff) 

The two colleagues conclude their 'game' of concealment and detection: 

Walter: You know why you couldn't figure this one, Keyes? I'll tell ya. 'Cause the guy you were looking 
for was too close, right across the desk from you. 
Keyes: Closer than that, Walter.  
Walter: (with his customary reply) I love you, too. 

Walter struggles to light a crumpled cigarette he has pulled out of his pocket. Keyes identifies with the 
criminal he has just caught - perhaps one of the few times he sympathetically accepts the humanity of 
one of his victims - he assists Walter by ritualistically lighting his cigarette for him. [Throughout the 
entire film, Neff continually lit the cigars of the "matchless" Keyes. Now the thoughtful favor is finally 
reciprocated.] 

 


