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FADE IN:

INT.  HOTEL ROOM – DAY

In the dark, we hear the strains of a World War II song, something in the vein of the “Andrews Sisters” or a Glenn Miller big band tune. Honking street traffic lends to the cacophony.

Initially, voices are heard off-camera.

HOTEL MANAGER

(O.S.)

I’m warnin’ ya, the stench is gonna know ya right over…

HARGROVE

(O.S.)

Yeah, yeah. Think this is our first investigation, or what?

A door opens and an interior light is switched on.

HOTEL MANAGER

Wait’ll ya get a whiff of all that pigeon shit. Pigeon shit’s bad enough in the great outdoors—but in a hotel room? Whew!

The hotel manager and two plain-clothes detectives, HARGROVE and McELROY, enter the room. They are greeted by pigeon cages that have been placed in various locations around the room. There are also Nabisco Saltine™ cracker tins literally everywhere. As warned, the two FBI agents are bowled over by the smell. Hargrove takes a hanky from his breast pocket and holds it over his nose.

McELROY

Jesus! Isn’t this against the law or somethin’?

HOTEL MANAGER

Tried evicting him. Musta had pull with somebody.

HARGROVE

For God’s sake, Mac—open a window.

HOTEL MANAGER

Windows are open, pal. You’ll have to put up with it. (Beat.) How come you guys are interested? Old geezer couldn’t hurt no one. (Beat.) Unless… you don’t think it’s true do ya?

HARGROVE

What? Is what true?

HOTEL MANAGER

All that stuff about the—the “death ray.” You guys don’t really believe the death ray malarkey—do ya?

McELROY

How should we know?

HARGROVE

Never heard o’ this Tesla fellow ‘til we get a wire from Washington this morning.

They start casing the joint. Hargrove becomes distracted with one of the pigeon cages.

HARGROVE

Hey—these little fella’s must be hungry. Why don’t I get some popcorn?

McELROY

Oh, that’s a swell idea, St. Fran​cis. How ‘bout we finish up so we can get outta here and file a “prelim”.

HOTEL MANAGER

This guy from the Humane Society’s comin’ this afternoon. Got a pigeon keeper in Brooklyn lined up for the “boids”.

HARGROVE

That so?

HOTEL MANAGER

What I’ve been told.

HARGROVE

Maybe one of us should be here. Make sure pigeon cages is all he removes.

HOTEL MANGER

Suit yourself. You don’t need me do you?

HARGROVE

(Slightly sarcastic.)

You’ve been more than cooperative.

HOTEL MANAGER

(Equally sarcastic.)

We try.

HARGROVE

We’ll stop at the desk on our way out.

As the Hotel Manager backs out of the room, McElroy pulls a dusty file from one of the Saltine tins. Blows the dust off and reads to Hargrove.

McELROY

Listen to this: (He labors over pronunciation.) “Art of Telegeo​dynamics, or Art of Produc​ing Ter​restrial Motions at a Dis​tance.” Gonna need intelligence to deci​pher this stuff.

Hargrove picks up a tin, pries the lid off and carefully looks inside. He removes another thick file and takes pleasure in reading the title of his find aloud.

HARGROVE

“New Art of Projecting Concen​trated Non-Dispersive Energy through Natural Media.”

Meanwhile, McElroy has opened another tin. He seems slightly disappointed when all he finds is a single slip of paper.

McELROY

Now why the hell would anyone save a piece of paper like this: (Read​ing the note.) “I know of two great men. You are one of them. The other is this young man.”

McElroy shakes his head, then crumples the paper in his hand tossing it toward a pigeon cage.

McELROY

That’s nothing the Nazi’s are after.

Hargrove goes and retrieves the paper, uncrumpling it.

HARGROVE

Not our decision to make. Kinda mind we’re dealin’ with—who knows what anything means?

FADE OUT

FADE IN:

EXT.  NEW YORK CITY -- DAY

Busy New York City street intersection filled with horse drawn carriages and pedestrians. 

SUPERIMPOSE:

New York City

1884

We see a primitive-looking electrical junction box at the base of a utility pole. A loose wire dangles onto the pave​ment, lying in a puddle of water. Intermittently, the box emits sparks and smoke. 

Suddenly, a horse hoof hits the puddle of water. The horse whinnies wildly.

We see that the horse is pulling a RAGMAN’s cart. The horse begins to buck—than heads off wild-eyed down the street as the startled ragman tries vainly to rein him in.

RAGMAN

Whoa, Rufus. Easy, there boy! Rufus! 

INT.  EDISON LABS – DAY

THOMAS EDISON is at his desk. Though only in his mid-thir​ties, he’s already renowned. The first flush of success came with his invention of the phonograph. His more recent fame resulted from the incandescent light bulb. The press has dubbed him “Wizard of Menlo Park.”

As the scene begins, however, a gruff Edison is in the midst of trying to make his electrical distribution system a practical reality in Manhattan’s Wall Street area.

His sleeves are rolled up; tie loose at the collar. He wears outlandish oversize boots that don’t match his suit. He is in the midst of the daily battles, directing his “army” of assistants and engineers. There is an air of “all hell breaking loose” as aides come and go to deliver the latest news and receive the “Old Man’s” instructions.

WILBUR

Jesus, Mr. Edison, you shoulda seen it! That ragman’s horse got the shock o’ his life.

Edison is highly amused.

EDISON

Hah! Nothing like a little elec​trical shock to get the blood pumpin’.

WILBUR

Made that nag look like he was runnin’ for the roses, by God!

EDISON

Where’d you say this faulty junc​tion box is?

WILBUR

Corner o’ Ann and Nassau Streets. Brand new, too. Ain’t that odd?

EDISON

Hardly. (Derisively.) Put in by that new fella claims he studied electrical engineerin’ at Colum​bia. So much for textbook engi​neers. Tell Lieb to get someone on it right away.

Wilbur continues to rush out the doorway, stopped once more by Edison’s call to him.

EDISON

Oh, and Wilbur…

WILBUR

Yes, sir?

EDISON

Tell Lieb to have that junction box rewired by someone who’s not still wet behind the ears.

EXT.  NEW YORK HARBOR – DAY

European immigrants stream down a gangplank disembarking from a steamer. The camera roves about the mass of human​ity, pushing and shoving their way onto Ellis Island to clear customs.

INT.  ELLIS ISLAND – DAY

Lines of weary looking immigrants with baggage and trunks plod their way through customs, creating a great din of foreign tongues. We focus on NIKOLA TESLA, a tall, gaunt young man, fastidiously dressed, almost something of a dandy. He has a thin mustache and carries only a few books and small bag. He is extremely ill at ease—as though being among such throngs of humanity holds special terror for him. He finally reaches the customs agent.

CUSTOMS AGENT

Passport. 

Tesla hands over his passport.

CUSTOMS AGENT

Your name?


TESLA

Tesla. Nikola Tesla.

CUSTOMS AGENT

Birth place?

TESLA

Smiljan, Croatia.

The Customs Agent stamps the passport and hands it back to Tesla.

CUSTOMS AGENT

Welcome to America.

DISSOLVE:

INT.  EDISON LABS – DAY

Edison at his desk, as before. Two men enter. One is SIMPSON, an Edison employee. Tesla trails behind, carrying the books and small bag he entered customs with. He remains impeccably dressed.

Overwhelmed by the comings and goings about him, he looks around the room, as though a visitor to a shrine or museum might try to take everything in at once. And so, he stands and observes, waiting patiently for a turn.

SIMPSON

Wanted to see me, boss?

EDISON

Simpson, something’s gone haywire with those dynamos you installed on the Oregon. Go take a look. See what can be done.

SIMPSON

What’s wrong with ‘em?

EDISON

(Impatient.)

In the clearest of technical terms—they’re kaput! That’s why I want you to go check ‘em out. Get a move on, man…

Edison’s phone rings.

EDISON

(Into the receiver.)

Hello—Al Edison. Oh, Mrs. Vander​bilt. What a pleasant surprise.

By the look on his face, he is clearly not pleased.

SIMPSON

That the Mrs. Vanderbilt?

EDISON

Really? Oh, I’m sorry to hear that Mrs. Vanderbilt. But you know how it is with a brand new electrical system. Your building was one of the first. (Beat.) Smoked, eh? (Beat.) Sparks, too! (Getting serious.) Now, please, don’t get hysterical, Mrs. Vanderbilt. 

Edison takes the ear piece and bangs it on his desk.

EDISON

Seems we have a bad line… bad line! I’ll get someone on it right away. (Beat.) No, no, Mrs. Vander​bilt. I assure you—we know what we’re doing with these electrical distribution sys​tems. I’ll put your little problem at the very top of the list.

He hangs up.

SIMPSON

Hoity-toity. She wearin’ that silly party dress with all the little light bulbs wired to it?

EDISON

No wonder she’s feudin’ with the Astors! If we were lucky she might’ve taken a good jolt of electricity! Would’ve been worth the bad press.

Edison notices Simpson’s still standing there.

EDISON

What are you waiting on, Simpson?

SIMPSON

Forgot to ask—where is the Oregon?

EDISON

(As though it’s 

painfully obvious.)

The harbor, Simpson! Try the har​bor. 

SIMPSON

I know Al, but there’s…

EDISON

Pier 27. (To himself.) God almighty.

During this exchange, a cherubic YOUNG BOY comes in with a tray of food for Edison’s lunch and sets it perfunctorily on the desk.

EDISON

Thank you, young man.

YOUNG BOY

Yes, sir.

Edison uncovers his lunch tray. He inspects it first, then takes the napkin and stuffs it into his collar. He begins slurping from a large bowl of soup. The Young Boy turns to leave, practically bowling Tesla over. When he reaches the door, he turns back to Edison.

YOUNG BOY

Oh, and there’s a message from Mrs. Edison. “Don’t forget Satur​day is little Dash’s birthday.”

EDISON

This Saturday?

YOUNG BOY

Wants to know when you’ll be arriving in Menlo Park.

EDISON

Don’t know. I’ll get back to her.

The Young Boy hurries off. Tesla stands there, watching. After a few spoonfuls, Edison becomes aware of the total stranger starring at him.

EDISON

Uh… Want some soup?

Edison holds his bowl up towards Tesla. Tesla doesn’t know quite how to respond. It’s also a little repulsive to him. So, he does the safe thing, speaking with a slight Eastern European accent.

TESLA

Uh—no, thank you. I’m not really hungry.

EDISON

Looks like you could use a good meal. Looks like you just stepped off the boat.

TESLA

(Not quite getting 

Edison’s manner of speech.)

But I did—just step off the boat.

EDISON

A little louder. And toward my good ear!

Tesla repeats himself, speaking more loudly, slowly and distinctly to the point where it has a slightly comic effect.

TESLA

I—did—just—step—off—the boat.

EDISON

No kidding? Where’d you ship in from?

TESLA

I have this letter from Mr. Batchelor, sir.

EDISON

Batch, eh? What the hell’s gone haywire in Paris?

TESLA

(Still quite confused.)

Nothing that I know of, sir.

EDISON

Nonsense. There’s always something wrong in Paris.

TESLA

I’ve come to America to work for you, Mr. Edison

EDISON

That so? Know how many ambi​tious, young American men knock on my door every day beggin’ for a chance to work with the Wizard? What’d you say your name was again?

TESLA

I didn’t, sir. It’s Tesla…

EDISON

Louder!

TESLA

(Very loud.)

Nikola Tesla. I’m an electrical engineer—top student at the Uni​versity of Prague. Class of 1880.

EDISON

A college man, eh?

TESLA

Yes sir. I studied electrical engineering with Professor Poeschl.

EDISON

Well, I hate to burst your bubble, Tes… ah…

TESLA

(Very precise.)

Tes-la. Nikola Tesla.

EDISON

You’re in America now, Tesla. We don’t put much stock in fancy degrees. It’s doin’ that counts.

TESLA

But I have practical experi​ence, Mr. Edison. In Paris at your own Edison Works. That’s where I met Mr. Batchelor. He said you could use a man like me in America.

EDISON

(Under his breath.)

Not enough he’s runnin’ the whole show in Paris—now Batch wants to do the hirin’ and firin’ in Amer​ica. (Back to Tesla.) So, Batch told you to come see me?

TESLA

Provided this letter of intro​duction…

EDISON

Well, let’s take a “look-see” at what Mr. Batchelor has to say…

Tesla hands Edison Bachelor’s note of introduction. Edison opens and reads the note aloud matter-of-factly.

EDISON

“I know of two great men and you are one of them: the other is this young man.”

Edison looks at Tesla, turns away and mutters under his breath.

EDISON

French wine and cheeses must be makin’ old Batch soft in the noggin!

TESLA

Soft in the…?

EDISON

It’s not important, Tesla. Well, given this excellent recommenda​tion—what would like to do for me that merited a trek to the old U.S. of A?

TESLA

Well, you see, sir. Ever since Professor Poeschl said it couldn’t be done—I’ve been obsessed with the idea of alternating current. One day, on the streets of Buda​pest, looking at the sun, I had this vision and…

EDISON

Tesla, Tesla, my God, man. I hope you didn’t cross the Atlantic Ocean just to palaver on about alternating current. For my money—sounds like yer old professor… Poesh—what’s his name… knew his electrical engineerin’. First, alternatin’ current’s a totally impractical…

TESLA

It was impractical, Mr. Edison—but in my vision…

Edison is not used to being interrupted and contradicted on matters scientific.

EDISON

I believe I was speaking, Mr. Tesla. (Beat.) Now suppose by some wild stretch of the imagina​tion alternating current was prac​tical—it’d still be too dangerous. Just today, some ragman’s horse took a jolt from a bad junction box. If that’d been alternating current—the horse and ragman would have both gone (makes a zap​ping noise). Electrocution! And with the trou​ble I’m havin’ elec​trifyin’ New York City—dead horses and ragmen is not a story I want to read on page one.

If you wanna make a contribu​tion here—I can give you real problems to tackle on good old Edison direct current machines. So, you tell me, Tesla…

TESLA

Tell you what, sir?

EDISON

Wanna roll up your sleeves and work on my dynamos—or wander the streets of New York trying to sell some cockamamie vision of alter​nating current?

TESLA

I came to America to work for you, sir.

EDISON

All right, then. Now go get the rest of your things. Get settled in somewhere. Then—we’ll go to work young man. Work like you never knew over there in gay Par-ie.

Tesla just stands there. Edison slurps soup, then looks up wondering why Tesla doesn’t say anything.

EDISON

Tesla. You can go get the rest of your things.

Tesla holds up his small bag of clothing and several books held together by a rope.

TESLA

These are my things.

EDISON

You crossed the Atlantic and that’s all you brought?

TESLA

My other things—most of my money—were stolen just before I got on the boat. Even my steamship ticket. I had to convince the cap​tain my passage was booked. It was that—or lose a good deal of time. I don’t have much time to lose.

EDISON

(A bit impressed.)

You know, Tesla, most young men who want to work for the Wizard have two questions: “What are the hours and how much is the pay?” Know what I tell them?

TESLA

What sir?

EDISON

Well, we don’t pay much and we work all the time!

TESLA

That’s fine with me, sir.

EDISON

Tesla—I eat my words about Batchelor goin’ soft in the nog​gin’. We’re gonna get along just fine.

TESLA

Noggin’? Noggin’ means?

EDISON

Never mind, Tesla. Pull up a chair. Now, tell me what that Pro​fessor what’s-his-name taught you about wiring dis​tribution boxes? (Without giving Tesla a chance to even answer.) Here, lemme show you how we do it in New York City…

Edison starts to draw a diagram on a scrap of paper…

EDISON

Now, the hot juice comes into this side of the box. We take the juice and split it in several direc​tions, through this apparatus right here…

During Edison’s speech Tesla quickly looses interest. He rises and peers into Edison’s bowl of soup. After a few seconds he pronounces:

TESLA

One-hundred-eleven cubic milli​meters!

EDISON

What?

TESLA

Your soup. There are one-hundred-eleven cubic millimeters of unfin​ished soup in the bowl.

Edison looks into the bowl, suspiciously, then looks back at Tesla.

EDISON

How do you know?

TESLA

A simple calculation.

EDISON

How did you make it?

TESLA

In my head. I found your lecture on junction boxes rudimentary. So to occupy my mind…

EDISON

(Incredulous)

You calculated how many cubic mil​limeters of chicken noodle soup was left in this bowl?

TESLA

One hundred-eleven. Not one more. Not one less.

EDISON

But—why?

TESLA

Why what?

EDISON

Why would you do such a thing?

TESLA

Amusement. I often make such cal​culations before eating a meal.

EDISON

One-hundred-eleven millimeters of chicken noodle soup amuses you? If your mind requires such continual stimulation… …come with me.

Edison rises and guides Tesla out of the room.

INT.  EDISON LABS WORKROOM – DAY

A noisy factory floor. Electrical wiring and parts are every​where. Workers are bustling in the background, busy at their tasks. Edison enters with Tesla in tow. Edison passes by a WORKER, looks at his output and stops.

EDISON

Is that all?

WORKER

All what, sir?

EDISON

You’ve only wired ten boxes or so.

WORKER

You said you wanted them done right.

EDISON

I want them done right and fast. If you can’t do that—I’ll find someone who can.

Shoots Tesla a glance.

EDISON

Like this highly educated college man.

Edison leads Tesla to a work bench. Tesla looks around, half in awe, half with a feeling of being right at home. 

EDISON

You can wire junction boxes this very afternoon. (Calling to a worker.) Vasko—get this young man started on junction boxes. (Back to Tesla.) Go! Amuse yourself with something practical.

DISSOLVE:

INT.  EDISON LABS – NIGHT

Edison, still at his desk, but now with a lamp lit, is busy tinkering with an electrical gadget. Tesla, still immacu​late in his dress and looking fresh as a daisy, re​appears through the doorway…

TESLA

I have now wired more than one hundred junction boxes. We are out of materials. Besides, my brain is about to atrophy from the tedium.

EDISON

Everyone’s gotta start somewhere, Tesla. I started tinkerin’ as a journeyman telegra​pher. (Confiden​tially, let​ting him in on a secret.) To have more time to work on my inven​tions—I rigged a little device that sent a signal every hour in​dicating my post was manned.

TESLA

I appreciate that, Mr. Edison. But I was the top electrical engineer​ing student at the University of Prague.

EDISON

That’s good, Tesla. Because I’m gonna give you an assignment that’ll put all your knowledge to the test.

Although Edison seems to relish giving Tesla a near impos​sible task, Tesla is buoyant at the prospect.

TESLA

I’m eager to tackle whatever prob​lems you and your men cannot solve yourselves.

EDISON

(After a double take.)

There’s a steamship in the harbor, Tesla. A steamship called the Oregon…

TESLA

I’ve heard of it—the fastest, most up-to-date ship of the day.

EDISON

The very first passen​ger ship we electrified. Simpson put two dyna​mos in and the opera​tion worked like a Swiss watch for a few months. But now, both dyna​mos are kaput…

TESLA

You want me to install new dyna​mos, then?

EDISON

Wish it were that simple, Tesla. Truth is—that ship was scheduled to sail last Wednesday. I sent Simpson to take a look-see. He tells me the only way to make re​pairs is to pull the dynamos and bring ‘em back to the shop. If we have to take those dynamos out—that steamship owner’s gonna get pretty peeved. It’s a ticklish situation.

TESLA

A “ticklish situation”?

EDISON

Not good for the Edison reputa​tion. Bad publicity.

TESLA

(As though it’s obvious.)

Why not repair the dynamos right on board?

EDISON

That’s what I had in mind. But Simpson tells me that’s not possi​ble. So, Mr. Tesla—are you up to doing the impossible?

TESLA

It depends on whether…

Edison rises and goes to get his coat, as though readying to leave the lab.

EDISON

Yes, or no, Tesla. You want more challengin’ work, I’m offering it.

TESLA

Well, I can surely take a look. See what might be done. 

Edison slaps him on the back, responding paternalistically.

EDISON

Can’t ask for any​thing more. You’ll find her at Pier 27. Tell the captain you’re from the Edison Works.

Edison is ready to leave the room, when he turns back to Tesla.

EDISON

And Tesla…

TESLA

Yes, sir.

EDISON

Be prepared to get your hands dirty.

TESLA

(Shoots Edison a glare.)

Whatever it takes, Mr. Edison.

On his way out the door…

EDISON

That’s the attitude my man!

EXT.  ABOARD THE OREGON – NIGHT

Tesla is bent over, examining the dynamos as the ship’s CAPTAIN looks on anxiously.

CAPTAIN

So? What have you found?

TESLA

The problem’s very clear.

CAPTAIN

I’m familiar with the problem. They don’t run.

TESLA

They don’t run because they’ve shorted out.

CAPTAIN

And?

TESLA

The big question is what to do with the burned out armature coils…

CAPTAIN

Don’t give me a lot of technical falderal. Tell me hon​estly: can they be repaired young man?

TESLA

I honestly don’t know.

CAPTAIN

Wonderful. Why don’t you go back to your Mr. Edison and tell him to send someone who honestly does know what he’s doing. You’re the second man…

TESLA

Captain, give me a couple of good men and a few hours. I’ll do what​ever is humanly possible.

CAPTAIN

Very well.

The captain calls out to two crewmembers.

CAPTAIN

Dobson, Hayes—help this fellow out.

Two sailors, DOBSON and HAYES, come over to the dynamos as Tesla removes his jacket, folds it neatly and rolls his sleeves up fastidiously.

DOBSON

Yes, sir.

Dobson addresses Tesla.

DOBSON

What can we do to help?

TESLA

Here—you see the armature coil like this on that other machine?

DOBSON

Yes, sir.

TESLA

Watch what I do to remove this armature. Then you and your friend see if you can do the same to get that other one out…

Tesla goes to work as the two sailors watch carefully.

DISSOLVE:

EXT.  ABOARD THE OREGON – NIGHT

Tesla and the sailors are completing their repairs. Tesla stands, reaches for his coat, takes a hanky from its pocket and dabs at his forehead.

TESLA

Are we ready?

DOBSON

(O.C.)

Ready!

TESLA

Okay—start them up.

We hear a brief little sputter—then nothing.

TESLA

Off, off, off! One moment, please.

Tesla bends down and makes a slight adjustment.

TESLA

All right. How do you say? “Let ‘er rip!”

Lights on the ship come up brightly as the engines begin to hum.

HAYES

Would you look at that?

Dobson returns and gives Tesla a big bear hug. Tesla stands rigidly, obviously uncomfortable with such a display of affection.

DOBSON

My God, ya done it.

TESLA

Thank, you. Thank you. I couldn’t have done it without your assis​tance.

DOBSON

Aw—just a couple o’ sailors fol​lowin’ orders. Frankly—I didn’t think you knew what you were doin’!

HAYES

(Still astounded.)

Look at those suckers! Runnin’ like the day they was first put in. Purrin’ like a kitten.

EXT. OUTSIDE EDISON WORKS – DAWN

Edison is in conversation with Simpson, as the two are en​tering his offices. From the opposite direction, Nikola Tesla hurries down the sidewalk. Edison is about to unlock the door when he catches sight of Tesla.

EDISON

Well, well. Look’ee here. Our gay Parisian—runnin’ around ‘til all hours of the morning. (Under his breath to Simpson.) Maybe he’s trying to find the Follies. Or, can’t sleep with all them dynamos runnin’ in his head.

TESLA

I’m just returning from the Ore​gon, Mr. Edison.

EDISON

And what do you have to report? Good news?

TESLA

Both machines are operating… Uh—“purring like cats,” I think is the expression.

EDISON

Really? (Beat.) Well—what do you think of that, Simpson? So much for doing the impossible. C’mon on in, young man. I must find some additional impossible assignments for you.

The three enter the Edison Works, as Edison holds the door open for Tesla, walking discourteously in front of Simpson, letting the door to bang closed on him.

DISSOLVE:

EXT.  OUTSIDE EDISON WORKS – DAY

CHARLES BATCHELOR, somewhat nondescript man walks down the street whistling. He enters the lab’s front door.

INT.  EDISON WORKS – DAY

Batchelor passes by an EMPLOYEE who greets him warmly.

EMPLOYEE

Welcome back from Paris. The old man’s eager to meet with you.

Batchelor tips his hat and proceeds toward Edison’s inner sanctum.

BATCHELOR

Good to see ya, Johnson.

INT.  EDISON’S OFFICE – DAY

Edison is at his desk absorbed in a deep discussion with one of his minions. Batchelor sticks his head through the door, then clears his voice. Edison looks up—then his face beams at the sight of his right hand man.

EDISON

Batch—come on in here you ole rascal.

BATCHELOR

Good to be back, boss.

EDISON

Well, whatever the hour—this calls for a celebration.

Edison opens the bottom drawer of his desk and pulls out a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. Edison pours, hands one glass to Batchelor, then raises his own to toast…

EDISON

Here’s to ya, Batch. Missed ya—no one to bat ideas around with.

The two drink, as the minion senses it’s time to retire.

BATCHELOR

Missed that too, Al. Frankly, I was damn glad to get your wire to leave the Paris works in charge of Le Claire.

EDISON

Paris not all it’s cracked up to be, eh?

BATCHELOR

Wasn’t Paris so much as all the Parisians.

EDISON

Oh? What about all those gals doin’ the can-can…

Edison does his best imitation of a can-can girl.

BATCHELOR

Think I had time for can-can ladies tryin’ to get your damn dynamos running on foreign soil?

EDISON

With such expert help, I thought you’d have plenty o’ time to see the sights.

BATCHELOR

I thought you’d find Tesla a useful addition.

EDISON

(Imitating Tesla.)

“I was the top electrical engi​neering student at the University of Prague.”

BATCHELOR

Know what he told me, Al?

EDISON

What?

BATCHELOR

Says dynamos run in his head!

EDISON

Ever hear of anyone payin’ a plug nickel for a motor that only runs in someone’s head?

BATCHELOR

That’s not the point, Al…

EDISON

I don’t give a tinker’s damn about dynamos in the head—what matters is what he does on real dynamos with his hands.

BATCHELOR

And?

EDISON

I have to admit—he’s a good man. Has promise.

BATCHELOR

Did he describe the vision that came to him on the streets of Budapest?

EDISON

Oh, Batch—not my right hand man. Don’t tell me he polluted your mind with that alternatin’ current garbage? You expect me to believe some half-mad Parisian’s visions of what does and doesn’t work when it comes to electrical distri​bution?

BATCHELOR

He ain’t French, Al. Croatian.

EDISON

It’s all the same. French, Croatian—I say his coo-coo.

BATCHELOR

Says he knows exactly how to make an alternating current dynamo.

EDISON

And I have patents on an electri​cal vote counting machine. But there’s no practical need for it. So what does it matter, huh, Batch?

BATCHELOR

Okay, okay, Al. Just wanted to know if he was pannin’ out, after I went out on a limb for him.

EDISON

He’ll pan out—if he keeps to the tasks I give him and pulls the plug on those dynamos in his head. Now, lemme tell you what I need you to do. First, I want you to supervise down at the Pearl Street station…

DISSOLVE:

INT. EDISON’S MENLO PARK HOME – DAY

Edison rushes into the living room from the outdoors. He hurriedly takes his coat off, as a MAID comes up to take it from him.

EDISON

Hello, Molly.

MAID

I’m so glad you made it, Mr. Edison.

EDISON

How is she?

MAID

Not well. Not at all well. The doctor’s just preparing to leave.

Edison begins to move toward the steps, when a DOCTOR comes down carrying his black bag.

EDISON

Dr. Wilcox. How is…

DR. WILCOX

Resting comfortably now.

EDISON

And?

DR. WILCOX

It’s not good, Mr. Edison. I’ve done what I can. It’s in our Lord’s hands now.

EDISON

May I see her?

DR. WILCOX

For a few minutes. Try not to up​set her.

The doctor continues out. Edison takes the stairs two at a time.

INT. BEDROOM – DAY

Edison enters the room. His wife, MARY, lies in bed.

EDISON

Mary? Mary, dear…

MARY

Al?

EDISON

I’m here now. Everything’ll be fine.

MARY

Yes. Everything is fine, Al.

EDISON

Can I bring you anything?

MARY

No.

EDISON

You look tired.

MARY

Promise me something Al?

EDISON

Whatever you want, dearest.

MARY

If things turn out poorly—take extra good care of little Dot and Dash.

EDISON

None of that talk now. Will power, Mary. Will power.   

MARY

Yesterday little Dash was standing where you are. He looked so wor​ried. I asked if he wanted his little stuffed bear.

EDISON

I’ll go comfort them.

MARY

Please, do, Al.

EDISON

Sure I can’t get you some​thing? I could have Molly put some soup on.

MARY

I just want to rest awhile. But thank you.

Edison pulls up a chair and takes her hand. After a moment, he turns her palm up. With his other hand, he makes a rhythmic tapping on Mary’s hand. She smiles…

MARY

Thank you, dearest. I love you, too.

DISSOLVE:

INT.  EDISON WORKS – DAY

MONTAGE of shots showing Batchelor working alongside Tesla, then Tesla alone working in the shop. Montage ends with Edison alone at his desk. There’s a knock on the door. Tesla then sticks his head in, subdued…

EDISON

Tesla. What’s on your mind?

TESLA

Just want you to know—I was deeply saddened to hear about the death of your wife.

EDISON

Thank you, Tesla. (Beat.) At times like this, I thank God our work is so absorbing. Why you go at it from five every morning ‘til mid​night. Only the “old man’s” sup​posed to keep those hours.

TESLA

My work is everything to me…

EDISON

I admit I had reservations about you, Tesla.

TESLA

Why? Did you doubt Mr. Batchelor’s strong recommendation?

EDISON

I’ve had many hard working assis​tants in my time—but you take the cake.

TESLA

“Take the cake?”

EDISON

It means—well, just an old Mid​western expression.

TESLA

But it’s good, isn’t it? Taking a cake?

Edison rises. Goes to the phonograph machine in his office and begins tinkering with its inner workings.

EDISON

Yes, Tesla. It’s good. Very good. In fact, Batchelor tells me you’ve got some novel ideas to improve Edison dynamos. That so?

TESLA

I have some thoughts. Of course, nothing on the order of my totally innovative alternating current dynamo to revolutionize electrical distribu​tion. You see, I have solved the problem of how to cre​ate the perpetual motion machine…

EDISON

Here we go—a polyphase alternating current lecture. You’re worse than a damn Bible-thumper. No time for being in church, Tesla.

TESLA

(Said while Edison speaks.)

…while reciting Goethe in the streets of Budapest, I suddenly gazed toward the setting sun, and there, right before my eyes…

Edison returns to his desk and pounds it angrily. Then points to his ear.

EDISON

See this? You’re talkin’ into my deaf ear, Tesla. This is America, damn it. We’re dedicated to direct current. So, stay within the realm of practicality. 

TESLA

Why is it you want to hear my ideas about direct current dyna​mos, but not alternating current dynamos? The ideas come from the identical mind, do they not?

EDISON

Elementary, Tesla. There’s a mar​ket for direct current. I can sell it right now. Make hundreds of thousands of dollars.

TESLA

What about tomorrow? A visionary such as you should see…

EDISON

I’m a simple man, Mr. Tesla. Edu​cated largely by the school of hard knocks. Right now—my mind is focused on the problem at hand: making my direct current distribu​tion system efficient, reliable and profitable before the bankers tire of financing the venture. Will you help me accomplish that, Mr. Tesla?

TESLA

I have in mind several modifica​tions to increase output while simultaneously lowering operating costs.

EDISON

You have my full, undivided attention.

TESLA

We eliminate long-core field mag​nets and substitute more efficient short cores. Com​bined with auto​matic controls of my own design—I can double the efficiency. Patent those controls and we’d make addi​tional income off the rights.

EDISON

Now you’re speaking my language. You’ve figured this out, I take it?

TESLA

Yes, sir. I have.

EDISON

Take your drawings to Kruesi. Tell him I said to give you a good man to start buildin’ some prototypes…

TESLA

But, Mr. Edison, I don’t have drawings yet.

EDISON

Aw, Tesla! You said you had this all calculated. This is just hot air. (Half to himself.) You’re just one o’ them ivory tower boys.

TESLA

I’ve done all the calculations, Mr. Edison—in my head!

EDISON

Tesla. No one can make those kinda calculations in their head without drawin’s.

TESLA

I can. I was the top electrical engineering student at the Univer​sity of Prague! Drawings are superfluous. I can envision an entire machine and all its parts in my mind’s eye. I run these machines in my head for weeks and months at a time—calculating effi​ciency ratios as I make modifica​tions—all in my head!

EDISON

(A slow revelation.)

Good, God. You really do have dy​namos running in your head!?

TESLA

Several at a time.

EDISON

How long… uh, how long do you think you’d need… to achieve such efficiency ratios?

TESLA

A few months.

EDISON

Hah! A few months?

TESLA

You wish it done faster?

EDISON

(Blustering.)

Tesla—you make those improvements in a few months, why—why I’d say there’s fifty thousand dollars in it for you!

TESLA

Then, I’d best get back to work.

EDISON

Let me know what you need in the way of men and materials.

TESLA

I shall.

Tesla is on his way out. Edison turns back to his own work—then looks up and hollers after Tesla.

EDISON

Tesla!

TESLA

Yes, sir?

EDISON

These machines—the ones that run in your head—they never wear out—do they?

TESLA

(Teasing him.)

Only when I want them to.

Tesla exits triumphantly.

INT.  LOCAL PUB – NIGHT

Edison and Batchelor are sharing a beer at a local dive. Edison is in a reflective mood…

EDISON

You, know, Batch… with all my lookin’ ahead… mappin’ out where I’m going… Just never dreamed I’d be a widower at this stage of my life… 

BATCHELOR

Sometimes life has a way of let​tin’ us know we don’t have as much control as we like to think…

EDISON

Why she was ten years my junior!

BATCHELOR

And devoted to you, Al. She may not have understood what you were trying to do—but she knew it was something big.

EDISON

‘Member when she came to work at the old Newark shop?

BATCHELOR

Yes—I remember…

EDISON

A slip of a girl. Sixteen years old. Had the tiniest waist. I just wanted to put my arms around her…

BATCHELOR

And you made her terribly self-conscious, too.

EDISON

Why, Batch—what do you mean?

BATCHELOR

You hovered.

EDISON

Hovered?

BATCHELOR

Constantly. I don’t know how she did her job with you breathing down her neck like that.

EDISON

(More to himself.)

What a long, slender neck…(Back to Batchelor.) Her father sure thought I was robbin’ the cradle. That’s why I taught her Morse code.

BATCHELOR

Morse code?

EDISON

Her old man made sure we were chaperoned to the teeth. So—by using a coin—I tapped out little love messages on her hand—in Morse code!

BATCHELOR

(Genuinely surprised.)

Didn’t know there was so much of the Romeo in ya.

EDISON

A regular Casanova!

BATCHELOR

So how are little Dot and Dash takin’ it?

EDISON

Alice has ‘em for now. Kids are resilient. Can’t impose on her forever though.

BATCHELOR

Al, I don’t know what you’re doing here then. I keep tellin’ ya—I can manage.

EDISON

Batch—I appreciate that, but…

BATCHELOR

I ran things over in Paris for God’s sake…

EDISON

It’s not that I don’t think ya can handle it, Batch.

BATCHELOR

You’re under more strain than ya think. What with funeral arrange​ments and…

EDISON

Okay, okay. I’ll knock off early. Maybe Mary has been a little too much on my mind…

MONTAGE of shots, dreamlike, of Edison and the young Mary_ during courtship. We see them having a meal out, driving in a carriage as Edison taps out a message in Morse code on her hand while her father shoots a glance over his shoul​der. We see the wedding day, and husband and wife with their children. Ends on an image that keeps recurring. Edison with his arms around her waist. 

EDISON

(O.C.)

(In stream of consciousness mode.) Arms… arms encir​cling waist… tiny waist… copper coils encircle iron core… scent of perfume… long waisted Mary Ann dynamo… Mary. Marriage. Lying on side in bed… on side… arms encir​cling tiny waist… turn on its side… turn on side!

INT. EDISON WORKS – DAY

Edison is at his desk and stands up like a rocket, yelling to Batchelor across the room.

EDISON

That’s it! That’s it, Batch! It’s so simple. Just turn the damn long waisted Mary Ann dynamo on its side! It solves all the problems. And it doesn’t mean redesignin’ a thing!

BATCHELOR

(As though Edison’s gone bonkers on him.) Al, you promised you’d knock off…

EDISON

First, I gotta do this drawin’ while it’s fresh in my mind. Don’t know why I couldn’t think o’ this earlier, Batch! (Marveling at the creative process.) Just turn the long waisted Mary Ann on its side! Could anything be more simple? Ha! Goethe in Budapest—my Aunt Jenny!

INT. EDISON LABS – NIGHT

Tesla is hard at work on his dynamo, absorbed in the work. He is slightly startled by Edison’s voice, who saunters up behind him.

EDISON

So, Mr.Tesla. How are things com​ing along?

TESLA

Well, sir. (Pause) Very well, indeed.

EDISON

What’cha playin’ with there?

TESLA

One of my new controls.

EDISON

Those new controls we’re gonna patent and make some money on?

TESLA

Yes, sir. It’s entirely of my own design—you see this switch auto​matically shuts down when peak efficiency is reached.

EDISON

Tested this thing yet?

TESLA

That’s why I’m preparing it for tomorrow.

EDISON

Well, don’t be discouraged if it doesn’t work quite right the first time. You know, workin’ on the light bulb…

TESLA

(Highly offended.) But Mr. Edison. I have tested it for several weeks. I don’t need to do the tests because I can…

EDISON

I know. You told me-machines run in your head! Doesn’t the noise ever bother you? (Trying a differ​ent tack.) Tesla—when I asked: “how are things coming?” I meant—things in a more general sense.

TESLA

A more general sense?

EDISON

Lemme put it this way. Most fellas workin’ in this invention factory—well, most of ‘em check in now and again. Ask my advice. Hell, some come right out and say: “Don’t know what to try next! Better ask the ‘old man’.”

TESLA

(Waiting for the

other shoe to drop.)

…yes?

EDISON

I know I come down hard on ya sometimes. When you spout that alter​natin’ current gibberish. (Diffi​cult for him to say.) But all I’m tryin’ to say is—since you came to America just to work for the Wiz​ard—well, don’t feel shy about asking my advice.

TESLA

(Very genuine.) Well, there is one thing.

EDISON

Fire away, Tesla. Nothing’s too minor. Fire away.

TESLA

Well—the others. Why do you let them call you “old man”? You’re not much older than most of them.

EDISON

I see, Tesla. That’s been on your mind, eh?

TESLA

I take it to be another of those Americanisms. Yes?

EDISON

Callin’ me “the old man”—well it’s sort of a… an affectionate way of sayin’ “boss.”

TESLA

(The light bulb goes on.)

Oh. I see. Thank you for clarify​ing for me–“old man.”

Edison rubs his stubble of a beard. 

EXT. PEARL STREET CONSTRUCTION SITE – DAY

We see various engineers and workers installing a generator in Edison’s Pearl Street Station. Edison and Batchelor are hunched over drawings perched upon a piece of machinery.

EDISON

…Have the boys rewire those cir​cuits like this—I think we’ll be rid o’ that problem for good.

BATCHELOR

Sure does the trick. Sorry I couldn’t figure that one out on my own.

EDISON

Puttin’ our heads together we got it licked. Just think of electric​ity as a stream of water flowin’ like a river—and resistors and capaci​tors as gates. That’s another thing about these damn alternatin’ current proponents. Alternatin’ current doesn’t flow like water. Very unnatural.

BATCHELOR

I’ll get ‘em goin’ on it.

Batchelor starts to leave, as Edison moves to supervise the workers, wading on into the flurry of activity.

EDISON

Simpson, how are you comin’ down there? Won’t do us much good to have a generator runnin’ if you don’t have the wiring in place…

INT.  EDISON LABS – NIGHT

Edison is curled up on a sofa in his office, taking a short nap. Tesla enters, carrying papers. He’s about to speak when he realizes Edison is sleeping. He tip-toes to Edi​son’s desk and places the papers on the desk. As he starts to exit, Edison’s eyes pop open.

EDISON

Tesla. You wanted to see me?

TESLA

The test results. They’re on your desk.

EDISON

Positive?

TESLA

See for yourself.

Edison rises and goes to a small tray on a table.

EDISON

Coffee?

TESLA

No, thank you.

EDISON

Ever get homesick here in America, Tesla?

TESLA

I don’t give myself much time for getting homesick. (Beat.) But…

EDISON

Yes, Tesla.

TESLA

There are times of the day—when I rise in the morning and the sun is just peeking over the horizon from the East—I think of my mother in Yugoslavia.

EDISON

Your mother, eh? Funny. Much as I’ve kicked around; scrapped and scraped to pursue my inventions… there are times—sometimes when all hell’s breaking loose—I sit down and suddenly hear mother’s voice…

…With all your years of schoolin’, this is probably hard for you to grasp, Tesla. But I was only in a real school for about three years…

TESLA

But why? You must have been a very bright boy?

EDISON

Hah! Not according to my teacher. Know what she called me?

TESLA

No, “old man.” What?

EDISON

“Addled!” That’s what she pro​nounced me. Addled!

TESLA

Addled? Addled means?

EDISON

Addled’s—well. (Thinking.) Best way to describe it—addled’s kinda like–“liquid manure.”

TESLA

(Truly shocked.) Your teacher called you “liquid manure!”

EDISON

No, Tesla. Aren’t you listening? I didn’t say she called me “liquid manure.” She called me “addled”…

Made mother fightin’ mad. Yanked me right outta school. Said she’d teach me at home. 

TESLA

In our part of Europe, it is very rural. (Loosing himself in the reverie.) My mother did not even know how to read. Yet, she’d memo​rize entire poems, then teach them to me…

“The glow retreats, done in the day of toil;

It yonder hastes, new fields of life exploring;

“Ah, that no wing can lift me from the soil,

Upon its track to follow, follow soaring!”

I think my inventive pro​clivities came from her. She was always inventing. Little everyday things to make our life easier.

EDISON

I honestly can’t tell ya where my passion for invention comes from. Curiosity, I guess. As a boy, I was constantly intrigued by the flight of birds. Using great pow​ers of observation, I’d carefully noted: all birds ate worms! So, I reasoned, worms must be a delicacy that enables creatures to fly! I devised a way to test this hypothesis. I cut up a generous supply o’ worms and mixed ‘em in with a big glass o’ water.

Then, rather than drinking this heady potion myself, I took it to little Lucy Simmons—a very proper choirgirl—like this…

Edison mimes the process of taking the glass to Lucy, then of Lucy downing it.

EDISON

…I proceeded to encourage little Lucy Simmons that she desperately wished to fly! That she could fly. That she would fly!

Tesla is beginning to enjoy the show and Edison’s skills as raconteur…

EDISON

All she had to do was—down the hatch! Well, little Lucy took a teeny, timid gulp, like so… then she held her breath and took sev​eral big gulps…

I stood back, admiring her plucki​ness. I ex​pected Lucy would spread her arms like celestial wings–and become magnificently airborne. And I, little Al Edison, would have a chunk of scientific immortality.

Well, Tesla, I did prove some​thing: worms in warm water has a strong tendency to make a young choirgirl puke all over her pretty pink pinafore!

They both laugh. It is the first time we’ve seen Tesla so relaxed and the two men enjoying one another’s company.

EDISON

Once again, I found myself in the woodshed tryin’ to explain scien​tific methodology to an unsympa​thetic father.

TESLA

I must tell you a similar story from my boyhood. Like you, I mar​veled at the effortless way such creatures took to the air. I deduced they must be very light—extremely light. If I could only make myself equally light… (Makes flying gesture with arms.) 

EXT.  TESLA’S HOME – DAY

We see Tesla as a young boy—acting out the story as Tesla continues…

TESLA

(V.O.)

I climbed to the top of our house and positioned myself on the roof. With me, I carried an umbrella. I walked to the edge of the roof…

…I breathed in and out very rap​idly. (He huffs and puffs.) Before long, I began to hyper​ventilate. I kept on huffing and puffing. And when I was extremely light headed…

…I popped open my umbrella, leaped off our roof… and hurtled toward the ground like a rock with hyper​ventilation!

Tesla’s MOTHER comes running out of the house.

TESLA’S MOTHER

Nikola! What were you doing on the roof? A boy as bright as you should know better.

INT. EDISON’S LAB – NIGHT

They both laugh.

EDISON

I suppose we are a bit alike, Tesla. Tell me—you remember the first time you read Faraday’s Experimental Researches in Elec​tricity?

TESLA

The first time? Not specifi​cally.

EDISON

I do. So riled up I couldn’t sleep for days! I was twenty-one. “I may live to be fifty,” I thought. “Can I get as much done as he did?” Faraday—now there was a brilliant mind. But he wasn’t able to design and test machines all up in his head. Of course, there’s good rea​son for my plodding approach. Let me show you something.

TESLA

By all means.

Edison picks up a spare light bulb that just happens to be lying around. He hands it to Tesla.

EDISON

Here.

Tesla takes the light bulb.

EDISON

Now, through shear force of your own willpower—make the bulb light.

Tesla senses a trap, but he actually contemplates trying the task.

EDISON

Even Tesla can’t do it. As an iso​lated invention, the incan​descent light bulb is utterly use​less. Yet, the “man on the street” re​veres Tom Edison for inventing the light bulb. But there’s more to it: underground tubing, switches, sockets, junction boxes, fuses, and on and on! 

For the light bulb to work—every​thing else has to fit “just so.” 

So, you see, Tesla, changing to alternating current means re​designing the entire electrical distribution system—even the light bulb itself! I admire your pipe​dream of an alternating current dynamo. But can you see how use​less it is to me?

Tesla contemplates the entire matter for a moment. Then he resolutely squeezes the light bulb in his hand until it shatters! He opens his hand and the pieces fall to the floor, along with a few drops of blood.

TESLA

For the life of me, old man, I do not understand how someone with your vision and progressive views can be so close-minded…

EDISON

Close-minded!

TESLA

Stubborn and obstinate!

EDISON

Now see here young man.

TESLA

No, old man. You are blinded by your own inverted logic. A com​plete enigma.

For a moment, Edison is nonplussed. Then he lashes out.

EDISON

(Furious.)

Why don I bother trying to talk to you, Tesla? It’s like arguing politics or religion…

TESLA

No! It’s purely a matter of science. 

They are nose to nose, yelling in each other’s face.

EDISON

You’re nothing but a god damned heathen!

TESLA

Science will beat you in the end, Edison!

Batchelor races into the room. He immediately steps between them, like a referee between two fighters.

EDISON

Worse yet—a goddamn evangelist—out to save the world from the evil of direct current!

BATCHELOR

That’s enough! Enough!

Tesla and Edison yell next lines in unison.

TESLA

I didn’t start this.

EDISON

Batchelor, explain to this madman that science is not the point!

TESLA

What is the point?

EDISON

The point is to make electrical light​ing more profitable than gas lighting! And it’s a tad late to tell my investors we’re gonna switch to a totally untried system that only works in the head of some half-mad Serbo-Croatian.

BATCHELOR

Hold your tongue, Al. Simmer, down, both of you.

Batchelor has them separated and they slowly calm down. Tesla fusses with his clothing, returning it to a fastidi​ous neatness.

BATCHELOR

Worse than two year olds! Can’t talk for five minutes without go​ing ‘round and ‘round in this pointless argument.

Tesla breaks away and exits. Edison runs has hands through his hair, then turns on Batchelor.

EDISON

You just had to send him to Amer​ica! You tryin’ to make me nuts?

DISSOLVE:

INT.  EDISON’S OFFICE – DAY

Edison stands before a mirror. He’s putting on a tie, dressing up for a business meeting. Try as he may to look business-like, he still has the appearance of hayseed in​ventor. Batchelor is putting on his hat and coat as well.

EDISON

(To himself.)

”Mary had a little lamb,

Its fleece was white as snow…”

He pauses, then launches into a rhyme of his own creation.

EDISON

“Save the juice, save the juice,

Turn out the light when not in use!”

BATCHELOR

I’ll be down at the Pearl Street Station. Anything special you want me to check on?

EDISON

Double-check Simpson’s wiring, will you? I’ll stop by as soon as I’m done with the lawyers.

Batchelor starts to leave, then turns back to Edison.

BATCHELOR

You will congratulate Tesla on his work, Al? He’s eager to hear from you.

EDISON

In due time. I’ve got lots on my mind. 

Batchelor leaves as Edison begins stuffing papers into a briefcase. He notices Tesla has appeared in the doorway.

TESLA

May I have a minute of your time, old man?

EDISON

Make it snappy, Tesla. I’ve got an appointment with my patent attor​ney. You know what a patent is, don’t ya, Tesla?

Tesla enters the room.

TESLA

Why, yes sir. A patent is nothing more than attorneys meddling in the field of scientific primacy—a job they’re woefully ill prepared to perform.

EDISON

Naw, Tesla. A patent’s nothing more than an invitation to sue.

Edison laughs as he locks his valise. Tesla doesn’t get the joke.

EDISON

So how are our dynamos coming along?

TESLA

Didn’t Mr. Batchelor convey my message?

EDISON

Message? What message, Tesla? Don’t speak in riddles.

TESLA

The dynamos—they’re all finished. I designed 24 types of dynamos within the past two months. Mr. Kreusi supervised building of the new machines. Every one ran the way I saw it running in my mind’s eye. Patents are being drawn up now. So, I believe that…

EDISON

…A fine piece of work, Tesla. Fine piece o’ work. Got my eye on you young man. Keep up the good work.

Edison begins to go out the door, but Tesla blocks his path.

TESLA

You haven’t …forgotten, have you Mr. Edison?

EDISON

Forgotten? Now see here, Tesla. Just ‘cause you did such a bang up job on these direct current dy​na​mos, don’t go pesterin’ me about that alternatin’ current stuff. Be a waste of your valuable talents.

TESLA

I was referring… to the fifty thousand dollars, sir!

EDISON

The what?

TESLA

You remember! When we first dis​cussed such improvements to your dynamos, in this very room, you didn’t think it could be done. So you offered 50,000 dollars if I lived up to my word.

EDISON

That what I said?

TESLA

Yes, sir. I remember clearly.

EDISON

(Passing it off

 with a guffaw.)

Tesla, my lad. You just don’t un​derstand American humor. I was only joking dear fellow.

TESLA

But—Mr. Edison, you weren’t laugh​ing. The patents alone are worth thousands…

EDISON

(Reacting to Tesla’s 

ashen look.)

Gotta learn not to take everything people say so seriously, Nikola. You’ve done a fine piece of work. Why don’t you take an evening off. And remember—I’ve got my eye on you young man.

Edison pushes past Tesla and leaves. Tesla stands crest​fallen. Then resolutely clenches his fists.

TESLA

American humor? American humor does not make me laugh!

EXT.  NEW YORK CITY STREET – DAY

We hear a jocular male voice singing with more enthusiasm than talent…

DITCH DIGGER

“Camp Town Ladies sing This Song,

Du-da, Du-da.

Camp Town Race Track Nine Miles Long,

Oh, de du-da day.”

We see the DITCH DIGGER shoveling in rhythm to the lyrics.

DITCH DIGGER

“Goin’ to run all night!

Goin’ to run all day!

Bet my money on the bob-tail nag,

You can bet on the bay!”

Ditch Digger takes a short break, removing a bottle of liq​uor from within his work vest. Takes a deep swill, then offers it to a second Ditch Digger who continues working, back to camera.

DITCH-DIGGER

(To himself.)

Bad enough I gotta dig sewers for New York’s hoity-toity—I get a deaf mute for a partner! 

He yells to the second ditch digger. 

DITCH DIGGER

Hey, pal? Don’t you never take a break?

A different view reveals the second Ditch Digger to be none other than Nikola Tesla.

DITCH DIGGER

Ain’t poison. (Beat.) Foreman’s up the line ‘til after lunch. (Shrugs.) Suit yerself, Nicky. Go ahead and dig yer way to china… 

Ooooh…

“Camp Town Ladies sing this song,

Du-da, Du-da…”

He goes on humming and digging in the background. A man walks by, then stops in his tracks, wheels and blurts out…

BATCHELOR

Tesla! For God’s sake, I’ve been searching high and low for you. What the hell are you doing?

Batchelor’s words are like a gunshot going off in Tesla’s ears.

TESLA

(With pride and bitterness.)

Earning my daily bread.

DITCH DIGGER

Jesus! He talks.

Ditch Digger looks on, becoming engrossed in the conver​sa​tion, as though catching a soap opera episode mid stream.

BATCHELOR

What the hell happened between you two?

TESLA

A… …a misunderstanding.

BATCHELOR

Why didn’t you come to me? I’d help you work it out with the old man.

TESLA

I appreciate your offer of assis​tance. But it’s too late.

BATCHELOR

Too late? For what? A few months ago, you finished an absolutely incredible piece of work on Edison dynamos. Then—you just up and leave. Why?

TESLA

(Struggling to find words.)

The reason I left is because… it’s a personal matter between Mr. Edi​son and me.

BATCHELOR

All right, Tesla. So, you found the old man self-centered and ego​tistical. But your work is what matters. Where else could you be doing such work?

TESLA

Mr. Batchelor, I truly appreciate all your assistance and genuine friendship. But what happened is a matter of personal honor.

BATCHELOR

Personal honor!

Offers Tesla a hand out of the ditch.

BATCHELOR

C’mon. Get your body out of that ditch and we’ll get all this “per​sonal honor” rubbish resolved. 

Tesla folds his arms in front of his body like a spoiled child.

TESLA

I must get back to the job I’m be​ing paid to do.

BATCHELOR

Jesus, Tesla—you’re not serious. Think I wrote a glowing introduc​tion so you could come to America and dig ditches? You’re probably not even good at it.

Tesla remains silent.

BATCHELOR

Tesla, you’re gifted with one of the most brilliant electrical engineering minds in the world. God chose this moment to put your mind on earth. Do you really think God wants you running dynamos in your head while digging a damn ditch?

TESLA

Mr. Batchelor, I’m sorry. Truly sorry to disappoint you. But I cannot return.

Seeing what he’s up against, Batchelor shakes his head, dumbfounded. Then he decides on another tack. He reaches into his coat, pulls out his billfold and removes some cash.

BATCHELOR

So, your ego’s as big as his. Here’s money to tide you over. Why don’t you move in with me until such…

TESLA

Mr. Batchelor I am not a charity case. I will find a way to dig my​self out of this hole.

Batchelor reaches the end of his rope.

BATCHELOR

Fine. Dig ditches all day. Keep your magnificent dream machines whirring away in your head where no one sees how perfectly they perform but your​self!

Batchelor turns to leave, then wheels back around and hurls the money at Tesla. Tesla stands frozen in place as the bills fall about him. Then…

DITCH DIGGER

You’re in clover, Nicky. No more pigeon-feed for you. Lemme take ya to the track and show ya a good time.

“Goin’ to run all day!

Goin’ to run all night!”

Suddenly, the Ditch Digger catches something out of the corner of his eye. His whole demeanor changes, as he picks up a shovel and begins digging furiously.

DITCH DIGGER

Jesus! Here comes the damn super. Why the hell’s he checkin’ up on us now?

Tesla is in a world of his own, still stunned by Batchelor’s appearance and his admonition. 

DITCH DIGGER

Jesus, man. Super’s comin’. Get busy or get shit-canned.

Tesla remains frozen. The crew’s SUPERVISOR comes saunter​ing over to the two and peers down into the ditch.

SUPERVISOR

That’s it, men. Put on a good show.

DITCH DIGGER

We’re makin’ good progress here…

SUPERVISOR

Yeah? Well which one o’ you fellas is named Tel-sa. Ni-ko-la Tel-sa…

DITCH DIGGER

That’s Nicky here. Been diggin’ like a house-a-fire all morning—haven’t ya, Nicky?

Tesla turns slowly toward the Supervisor, then speaks mechanically, still somewhat dazed.

TESLA

It’s Tesla. Nikola Tesla.

SUPERVISOR

Well, Mr. Tesla. You’ve got some​thin’ of a reputation.

TESLA

I beg your pardon?

SUPERVISOR

Somehow, word got to the boss man that you were some big shot engi​neer. He don’t wanna waste your talents on excavatin’. Says he’s got brainwork for you. So, hop outta that ditch and follow me.

Slowly coming back to reality, Tesla begins climbing a make​shift wooden ladder out of the ditch. The Ditch Digger watches in amazement. Then as Tesla follows the Supervisor off-camera, he scrambles for the bills Batchelor hurled at Tesla.

DISSOLVE:

INT.  TESLA’S NEW LABORATORY – DAY

A doorway sign reads “Nikola Tesla, Electrical Engineer​ing.” It’s slightly open, revealing the laboratory area. Unlike Edison’s workshop, everything is neat and tidy. Also, Tesla is the sole worker, bent over a Tesla coil when a knock on the door is heard. Batchelor enters, looking around approvingly.

BATCHELOR

Well, Nikola—I’m impressed! Remem​ber our last conversation?

TESLA

Indeed. I was in a big hole, with nothing but a shovel to dig my way out.

BATCHELOR

I was furious with you, Nikola. Absolutely furious.

TESLA

Ironically, after you left—I was rescued. And in just six short months—here I am. My own labora​tory. Financial backers. Free​dom to pursue my very own dream machines. (A beat.) Batch… you don’t mind if I call you that, do you? That’s what he calls you.

BATCHELOR

Certainly, you can call me, “Batch.” 

TESLA

(With some difficulty.)

Batch—I have, as I’ve heard it expressed—a proposition for you.

BATCHELOR

Oh?

TESLA

Now that I’m in a posi​tion to pur​sue my own research, I find the services of a good “right hand man” would be most valuable.

BATCHELOR

Go on…

TESLA

I would be—honored—if you would consent to come to work for me. The hours will be long…

BATCHELOR

I’m well aware.

TESLA

…I have no idea what Edison pays you—but I’m prepared to match and top it. Most importantly, you have my word anything you invent will be patented in your name, with all royalties due yourself.

BATCHELOR

That’s most gracious, Nikola. (A self-effacing laugh.) I’m a little bowled over.

TESLA

You’ll come with me, then?

BATCHELOR

Your offer is an honor. However…

TESLA

Yes?

BATCHELOR

Nikola, I know you and Al never really hit it off…

TESLA

That was not your fault…

BATCHELOR

It was folly to think you could work together.

TESLA

I never would’ve come to Amer​ica if not for your letter of recom​mendation.

BATCHELOR

Precisely why I was so furious the day I stumbled onto you digging a ditch. I felt per​sonally responsi​ble for your wel​fare. To see your genius being wasted, your pros​pects so dis​mal—and for one so fastidious, there you were—doing menial labor.

TESLA

Batch—you exaggerate. I knew I’d find a way out. Didn’t I tell you that?

BATCHELOR

Well, I can’t tell you how terri​bly relieved I was to read of your new business venture. However you did it—my hat’s off to you, Nikola.

TESLA

So, you’ll join me? We’ll be a team again. Like our Paris days.

BATCHELOR

However badly he may have treated you—he’s been equally good to me. And my family. I’ve seen him look after others in his em​ploy. And, Nikola, he, too, is a genius.

TESLA

Is something about my offer—insulting?

BATCHELOR

Not one iota. I’m extremely proud you thought of me. Al’s genius goes far beyond a capacity for invention. He knows the value of publicity. He has a terrific head for business and patents…

TESLA

But I thought you believed in my polyphase alternating current ideas.

BATCHELOR

But you see, Nikola, I am not as personally committed as the two of you. Direct current, alternating current—I understand what you’re talking about. But I don’t share your passion—and that’s what makes me a good “number two man.” When I go to sleep, I don’t dream about dynamos. I’m a craftsman, plain and simple, who willingly comes to work for the master. My lot is cast with Mr. Edison. 

TESLA

(After a pause,

as it sinks in.)

I understand.

BATCHELOR

I do hope so, Nikola.

TESLA

It was foolish to ask you here.

BATCHELOR

Not at all. It’s wonderful just seeing you. Find you prosper​ing. I’m happy for you. And re​lieved! I won’t lie awake nights wondering what on earth became of you. 

TESLA

At least consider my offer for a time?

BATCHELOR

You’re a man in a hurry, Nikola. Just like Al. I won’t waste your time. In fact, I must be leaving soon.

TESLA

I must show you around first. But re​member, if, for any reason, you have a change of heart—my offer stands…

As Tesla begins to show Batchelor his new laboratory…

TESLA

I’ve been focusing on…

BATCHELOR

(Interrupting.)

Nikola—one more thing.

TESLA

Yes?

BATCHELOR

I’m fully confident that someday your dream of an alternating cur​rent electrical distribution sys​tem will become reality. That you will be in a head-on battle with Edison General Electric.

TESLA

And?

BATCHELOR

I must take Al’s side in the fray. No matter how things unfold, please remember I have nothing but deep respect for you.

TESLA

What is it you’re trying to say?

BATCHELOR

When the muckraking be​gins, don’t take whatever I may have to do as a personal affront. I hope we can meet some​where, someday and talk about the good times for both of us…

DISSOLVE:

INT.  RESTAURANT – DAY

Tesla sits alone at a table in an upscale eating place of the time. It is set for two. While waiting, Tesla, wearing white gloves, meticulously polishes each piece of silver​ware, replacing them with great precision.

After a moment, a WAITER escorts a stocky, dy​namic middle-aged gentleman sporting a walrus mustache to the table. In contrast to Edison, he is well tailored and finely appointed. He treats Tesla with genuine respect.

WAITER

Right this way, Mr. Westinghouse.

Tesla rises and extends one of his gloved hands. Westing​house notices it, reacts, then engages in a handshake.

TESLA

Mr. Westinghouse! My pleasure. It’s an honor to meet the inventor of the railway air brake.

WESTINGHOUSE

The air brake—a gratifying accom​plishment. But as you know, Mr. Tesla, we must continue to move forward. The age demands it. But before we get too deeply engaged in future ventures, let us not overlook the opportunity for a hearty meal. 

He opens his menu.

WESTINGHOUSE

I can recommend the raw oysters. And they do a wonderful roast duck…

DISSOLVE:

INT.  RESTAURANT – DAY

Westinghouse is digging into his entrée. Tesla picks at his own plate.

WESTINGHOUSE

…I understand, Mr. Tesla, that one of your life-long dreams is not yet fulfilled.

TESLA

Well, I have many special inter​ests in the field of electricity…

WESTINGHOUSE

Mr. Tesla, I’ll come straight to the point. I hear you have solved the problems inherent in alternat​ing current. That you’ve actually been filing patents on your own dynamos.

TESLA

Yes, Mr. Westinghouse. I am.

WESTINGHOUSE

I’m fascinated by the potential of alternating current. Tell me some​thing of your work.

Tesla pause for a moment, as if not sure whether to trust this man. Then, he comes to a quick decision.

TESLA

My obsession goes back to my stu​dent days: Uni​versity of Prague. Professor Poeschl’s theoretical physics 

class…

DISSOLVE:

EXT.  NYC STREET – DAY

Tesla and Westinghouse continue their conversation while strolling down the street.

TESLA

…One day, an apparatus called a Gramme Machine arrived from Paris. This direct current machine func​tioned as both a motor and dynamo. Professor Poeschl be​gan to operate the machine. I starred at it nearly mesmerized. It had a wire-wound armature with a commutator. While running, it sparked quite badly.

They turn a corner, walking into a park.

TESLA

I suggested, rather brashly, I’m sure, that the design could easily be improved by dispensing with the commutator altogether and switch​ing to alternating current!

WESTINGHOUSE

And what did “Herr Professor” have to say?

TESLA

I remember his words to this day: (Imitating the manner of his for​mer Professor.)“Mr. Tesla may accomplish great things, but I guarantee you all, he will never do that! It is like converting a steadily pulling force, such as that of gravity, into a rotary effort. It would be a perpetual motion machine—an impossible dream!”

They arrive at a park bench and sit. Tesla pulls some nuts from his pocket, and routinely begins feeding pigeons in the park.

WESTINGHOUSE

So, like any bright young man told something is impossible—you set out to achieve the impossible.

TESLA

Indeed, I did, Mr. Westinghouse.

WESTINGHOUSE

And?

TESLA

Well, I must admit, I was stumped good for a very long time.

WESTINGHOUSE

But you persisted?

TESLA

Obsessively. Compulsively. Years passed, in fact. Then one day, I was strolling through a park in Budapest—much like this. I was with a former classmate. A glori​ous sunset with a splash of throb​bing colors painted the sky. I stood on a park bench…

Tesla mounts the bench and begins re-enacting the moment.

TESLA

I was reciting poetry memorized at my mother’s side. Goethe’s Faust…

Tesla goes into a private reverie, swaying back and forth rhythmically…

TESLA

“The glow retreats, done is the day of toil;

It yonder hastes, new fields of life exploring;

Ah, that no wing can lift me from the soil,

Upon its track to follow, follow soaring…”

Tesla gesticulates with his arms and body in rhetorical fashion…

TESLA

“Watch me!” I said to my startled friend. “Watch me reverse it.” I starred hypnotically at the sun, saying over and over: “See my motor? Watch—now it goes this way—then I reverse it.”

Tesla breaks out of his trance, hopping down off the bench in front of Westinghouse listening with rapt attention.

TESLA

At that moment—I not only knew it could be done—I knew precisely how to do it!

INT.  PUB – DAY

Tesla and Westinghouse. Westinghouse drinks a pint of beer while Tesla sips on wine.

WESTINGHOUSE

Mr. Tesla—allow me to tell you of my own vision. I see untapped potential nearby at Niagara Falls. Think of it! Millions of gallons of water rushing over the falls every second. Enough to generate over a hundred thousand horsepower of electricity. It could be sent to towns and cities for miles and miles around. But, of course…

Tesla smiles broadly, anticipating Westinghouse’s point.

TESLA

It takes an alternating current dynamo to realize the full poten​tial of nature’s own dynamo.

WESTINGHOUSE

Precisely! I’ve acquired the pat​ents of Gaulard and Gibbs’ alter​nating current system in France. But to date—no truly satisfactory alternating current motor exists. Except, Mr. Tesla, I believe your vision of an alternating current motor provides the missing link. It’s not just another motor—it may well prove the foundation for a brand new technology.

Tesla is genuinely taken aback by such outright enthusiasm for his work. 

TESLA

I’m glad to hear you share my enthusiasm. Frankly, others in your position have turned a deaf ear.

WESTINGHOUSE

Mr. Tesla—I’ll get right to the point. I want you to come to Pittsburgh to consult with us…

TESLA

(Surprised.)

A consultant? In Pittsburgh?

WESTINGHOUSE

You’ve got the missing piece of the puzzle right in your head, Mr. Tesla. It’s your dream machine. I’m offering you the chance to make that dream become a reality…

INT.  EDISON’S OFFICE – DAY

Edison is tinkering with a device holding a light bulb. Batchelor lounges in a chair eating an apple and reading the newspaper. Something catches his eye and he sits up suddenly.

BATCHELOR

Holy, Jamoly—would you listen to this!

EDISON

I’m tryin’ to concentrate here.

BATCHELOR

There’s a story about one of our former associates.

EDISON

Peachy keen…

BATCHELOR

Says here “George Westing​house has entered into an agree​ment with Nikola Tesla to develop alternat​ing current power plants.”

EDISON

Tesla? That madman!

BATCHELOR

Says they’re talking about “elec​trifying the 1893 Columbian Expo​sition in Chicago.”

EDISON

Oh? Well, we’ve already got an in​side track on that job. That’s just so much hot air.

BATCHELOR

Get a load of this: Says here they want to “harness the power of Niagara Falls” to generate inex​pensive energy and send it all across the country.

EDISON

What!? Niagara Falls! That’s my idea! Lemme see that…

Now clearly interested, Edison rips the paper from Batchelor’s hand. 

EDISON

Why, those conivin’ horse steal​ers. Puttin’ dynamos under Niagara Falls came to me the very first day I got interested in incandes​cent lighting!

BATCHELOR

Al, it doesn’t say they’ve done it. 

Edison hurls the paper to the floor.

EDISON

These shenanigans infuriate me, Batch. I invested all the time, took all the risk, all the effort of per​fectin’ an incandescent light bulb. But once ole Al did it—everyone moves in like vul​tures! Patent infringements right and left.

BATCHELOR

(Trying to be the 

voice of reason.)

Al, there’s no patent on Niagara Falls.

EDISON

That’s my idea, Batch. Tesla musta picked up on that workin’ here. But—and this is the big one: alternatin’ current’s a brand spankin’ new toy. It’ll take months of painstaking trial and error experiments to get that thing workin’ right. And if they do get the bugs out—alternatin’ current’ll never be free from dan​ger. Tesla and Westinghouse will kill half their customers within six months! They’ll be fried. Ter​minally… Westinghoused! But we’re not gonna stand idly by waiting for that to happen.

BATCHELOR

(A warning.)

Al…

EDISON

We’ll mount our own campaign, by God! Show the press and public just how mad that half-crazed Serbo-Croatian really is. Not to mention that vulture Westinghouse.

BATCHELOR

Al?

EDISON

(Mutters under 

his breath.)

Cats and dogs and boys. That’s what we need: cats and dogs…

EXT.  EDISON LABS – DAY

A YOUNG BOY carrying a mangy mongrel knocks on a side door to the Edison Labs. The door opens and Batchelor sticks his head out.

BOY

I hear you’re lookin’ for stray dogs?

BATCHELOR

That’s correct.

BOY

Found him down the street. Don’t belong to no one.

BATCHELOR

You’re certain of that?

Boy crosses his heart.

BATCHELOR

Very well.

Batchelor takes the mutt from him, reaches into his pocket and pulls out change.

BATCHELOR

Here’s your quarter.

BOY

Thank you, sir. (Beat.) What’cha gonna do with him?

BATCHELOR

Scientific experiment, young man. Very important work. But keep this to yourself.

BOY

You bet, sir. And lemme know if you need more.

EXT.  OUTSIDE THE EDISON WORKS – DAY

A makeshift platform has been set up outside the main labo​ratory entrance. A small table sits on the platform, along with some electrical wiring and machinery. Edison walks up and mounts the platform. A group of reporters, notepads in hand, have gathered about. Once on the platform, he works the crowd with the aplomb of an accomplished actor.

EDISON

C’mon, boys. Gather ‘round. Got some good copy here for ya. Tesla and Westinghouse are talking up the merits of their alternatin’ current system. But there’s one thing they’re not tellin’ people. They’re keepin’ it a big, dark secret…

Edison claps, then rubs his hands together theatrically, signaling Batchelor to join him on the platform.

EDISON

The dog, Mr. Batchelor. Bring me the dog.

Batchelor climbs the steps, cradling a mangy, bewildered mutt and delivers it up to Edison who puts the dog on the small table.

EDISON

Westinghouse and Tesla are totally ignorin’ the suicidal nature of alternating current.

Batchelor hands the dog to Edison and begins to “wire” him up.

EDISON

Mr. Batchelor is placing two wires on this dog’s head: one positive, one negative. The wires lead to a small alternating current motor… an alternating current motor of Nikola Tesla’s fiendish design…

Theatrically addressing Batchelor. 

EDISON

Mr. Batchelor—please assist by throwing the switch.

Batchelor’s face shows that he’d rather not perform the dastardly dead. But he then resolutely does as instructed. A flash of light goes off; the dog yelps in pain. As the smoke clears, the dog lies lifelessly on the table. The reporters let out a gasp.

Edison takes the limp body in one hand and lifts it trium​phantly above his head like a trophy.

EDISON

That’s what 120 volts of alter​natin’ current does gentlemen! Faster than rat poison. And that’s exactly the kind of electrical poison Mr. Westinghouse and Mr. Tesla want to bring into the liv​ing rooms of every home in Amer​ica—all in the name of making a fast buck. How long until the first accident? How long until innocent men, women and—yes, chil​dren—find themselves terminally “Westinghoused!” Go print that in your papers, boys. Alternatin’ current’s the scourge of the land. And you may quote the wizard, Thomas Alva Edison, on that one!

FAST FADE TO BLACK

FADE IN:

INT.  EDISON WORKS – DAY

Edison in his office, bent over one of his phonograph machines, tinkering and making fine adjustments. Edison cranks the handle and bends his good ear close to the large horn speaker.

He’s listening to an operatic soprano singing an aria with piano accompaniment. Edison actually jumps back, the sound is so loud.

EDISON

Yes, sir! Yes sir-ee bob! That’s more like it. Even a deaf old coot like myself can hear the dif​ference!

Edison breaks into a crafty grin. He claps his hands, then does a little impromptu jig. It is not at all a for​mal dance—more like a cross between an Indian War Dance and an Irish leprechaun. It is bizarre enough in itself—but done to the operatic area, it looks quite silly.

Early in this action, a DR. BROWN, obviously a visitor in coat and hat, carrying a briefcase, enters. He is about to interrupt—then watches intently. He clears his throat, gets no response. He then claps his hands loudly and yells:

DR. BROWN

Bravo! Bravo! Bravissimo!

Edison is especially taken back at being caught looking so foolish. He sort of winds down—trying to make it look like he’s merely scratching his back. He quickly turns the pho​nograph off, catching the soprano in mid lyric.

DR. BROWN

Mr. Edison—what a privilege to share the same room as the great Wizard of Menlo Park. To breathe the same air America’s mythic inventor inhales… (He breathes deeply.) Most exhilarating.

EDISON

You must be Dr. Brown. Do have a seat.

DR. BROWN

You know, I am something of an inventor myself. I have many “irons in the fire” beside the electric chair. Tell me, do you ever get these fantastic leaps of imagination? Why, sometimes, ideas rush into my head faster than I can even write them down. Does that ever happen to you, Mr. Edison?

EDISON

Well-I can’t say that it does…

DR. BROWN

I just wish I had more time to pursue all my wild ideas—but the pressing needs of business.

EDISON

Dr. Brown, if you would, I’d like to know a little more about your electric chair.

DR. BROWN

I’m flattered by your inter​est. Here are my drawings for the chair and its wiring.

Dr. Brown reaches into his briefcase, removes a large roll of paper and unfurls it on Edison’s desk with great fanfare.

DR. BROWN

As you can see, when the death row prisoner is seated, wires are shackled here, here, and here. At the appointed hour—assuming there’s no stay of execution from the gov’ner—the executioner throws this switch, which completes the circuit. Suddenly, 2,000 volts of electricity courses through the prisoner’s body. Death is instant. Death is painless. Death is final!

Edison peruses the drawings inquisitively.

EDISON

The inventive mind of man hath no bounds…

DR. BROWN

None whatsoever, especially in this glorious age of progress!

EDISON

And, of course, to generate these two thousand volts?

DR. BROWN

Well… you see, that’s why I was somewhat baffled when you called. To get the lethal jolt obviously required, my system uses an alter​nating current dynamo of the Tesla and Westinghouse design. Hope you’re not offended in any way. I considered using an Edison dynamo, but the practi​calities of getting the job dispatched efficiently dictated…

Edison slaps him heartily on the back.

EDISON

Dr. Brown, I think your concept and drawings are absolutely perfect.

DR. BROWN

Oh, well, thank you. High praise, indeed, coming from the Wizard.

EDISON

Dr. Brown—my real interest is not so much the practicality of death by electrocution. I’m more inter​ested in ascertaining: does your proposal for capital punishment by electrocution have a snowball’s chance in hell of passing the New York Sate legislature?

DR. BROWN

Well, Mr. Edison, there is, within the legislature, a certain rising sentiment that the rope is a relic of barbarism. A throw back to the Wild West. Hardly appropriate for today’s more progressive, enlight​ened society. But, as with any issue in a democracy, the tide of public opinion will determine the outcome of the legislature’s deliberations.

EDISON

That is why I asked you here, Dr. Brown. I wondered if a donation—an anonymous donation—might further your cause?

DR. BROWN

Mr. Edison! That’s most generous. Most generous, indeed. But, tell me, if you could… does this mean you have an idea on how to make the electric chair work using direct current and Edison equip​ment?

EDISON

Not at all, my good Dr. Brown. I couldn’t be more delighted with your proposed design.

DR. BROWN

I’m afraid I don’t quite follow…

EDISON

Dr. Brown—let me suggest a sce​nario as to how I envision this entire matter may turn out. Let us assume, to begin with, your dy​namic personal powers of persua​sion convince the New York State legislature to adopt your pro​posal. A death row prisoner is chosen to be the first to place his fanny in your ingenious elec​tric chair. 

DR. BROWN

Yes, yes…

EDISON

Can you imagine the public’s ghoulish curiosity? News​papers across the States will have banner headlines: “Death Row Pris​oner Sentenced to Die in New Elec​tric Chair”. And then, blood-thirsty as the populace is, they will read how alternating current was used because it packs such a lethal wallop. They read on and see the dynamo was designed by Nikola Tesla—built by George Westing​house. Need I say more?

Ever so slowly, the light goes on for Dr. Brown and he be​gins to chuckle deviously, then breaks into outright laughter.

DR. BROWN

Oh, now I get your drift Mr. Edison…

EDISON

I personally have electrocuted dozens of stray cats and dogs to demonstrate the dangers of alter​nating current. Now the New York State penal authorities may per​form a far more dramatic demon​stration. So, your pioneering work is of great import to me, Dr. Brown.

DR. BROWN

I’m delighted this matter of pub​lic conscience has brought us to​gether. Tell me, Mr. Edison, as one inventor to another, how did the idea for the phonograph come to you? Did it just come flooding in without warning?

Edison rises to show Dr. Brown the door.

EDISON

Dr. Brown, as one colleague to an​other, I’m sure you’ll understand when I say that some things about the inventing business are simply—inexplicable.

DR. BROWN

Oh, yes, indeed. Inexplicable is definitely the word. Why, did I tell you how the idea for the electric chair came to mind? One day I was walking my dog in the park. And as he hunkered down to…

EDISON

Dr. Brown, you have important work in Albany.

Edison reaches into the desk drawer and pulls out a small envelope, passing it discretely to Dr. Brown.

EDISON

Feel free to use this anonymous donation any way you see fit. Expensive dinners, wine and cigars for leg​islators. Campaign contri​butions. Leaflets. I’m sure your inventive mind will devise good uses for the money.

DR. BROWN

Mr. Edison, believe me, the elec​tric chair is as good as sold!

EDISON

I have total confidence in you. Best of luck in your fine work, Dr. Brown…

DR. BROWN

And you too, Mr. Edison.

As Dr. Brown backs out of the office, Edison returns to his desk, then calls out one more time.

EDISON

Oh, and Dr. Brown, should you re​quire additional funding for your prototype, there’s always more where that came from.

DR. BROWN

Mr. Edison—I’m certain this is the beginning of a long, mutually profitable relationship. Thank you again.

Dr. Brown backs out of the doorway, bowing obsequiously as he leaves. Left alone once more, Edison claps his hands to​gether again and resumes his rough jig.

EDISON

Cats and dogs and boys and death row prisoners. ZAP! Cats and boys and dogs and shits in the park. ZAP! (To no one in particu​lar.) Wasn’t my idea. Came to Dr. Brown in a moment of inspiration while his dog took a shit. A mov​ing moment in the annals of human progress.

INT. GEORGE WESTINGHOUSE’S PITTSBURGH OFFICE – DAY

We find Westinghouse engaged in a telephone call. Tesla barges in quite agitated…

TESLA

Sabotage! I am being undermined and sabotaged!

Westinghouse speaks into the telephone. Then covers the mouthpiece with his hand.

WESTINGHOUSE

Excuse me. An unexpected visitor.

Tesla is completely oblivious to the fact Westinghouse is on the telephone.

TESLA

This is not working out. Not at all!

Westinghouse resumes his phone conversation.

WESTINGHOUSE

Perhaps it would be best if I call you back. Terribly sorry.

Westinghouse hangs up the telephone.

WESTINGHOUSE

Tesla, what the hell’s going on?

TESLA

Sabotage! They simply don’t want us to succeed.

WESTINGHOUSE

Nikola, please calm down. Now, who are you talking about?

TESLA

Your men! Your own obstinate men. I can’t work another minute under these conditions. Perhaps coming here was a mistake.

WESTINGHOUSE

Have a seat and let’s talk. Calmly. Rationally. Now who’s giv​ing you such a hard time?

TESLA

They all are. I demonstrate exactly how I want something wired. I ask if they have any questions. They say: “No. We’ll get right on it.” I go back to my own work. And when I return, they’ve wired things com​pletely the opposite of how I instructed them!

WESTINGHOUSE

Well, did you ask them why?

TESLA

Yes. You know what they say?

WESTINGHOUSE

What?

TESLA

“That’s not the way we do things in Pittsburgh!”

WESTINGHOUSE

Nikola, this is not a major stum​bling block. Surely, we can get them to rewire it your way.

TESLA

That’s just a symptom of the dis​ease. For some inexplicable rea​son, your men are enamored with the idea of a 133 cycle current system. The induction motor run​ning up here (he points to his head) works at a simple 60 cycles per second. Do any of them have an alternating current induction motor running in their head? Did they stand on the street in Buda​pest, gaze up into the sun, and receive a vision of how…

WESTINGHOUSE

Nikola, Nikola. You’re getting all worked up.

TESLA

I’m sorry. But from the moment I joined your organization they’ve been resisting me. I hear them talk. They think I’m mad! Crazy!

WESTINGHOUSE

I promise, you will get coopera​tion or I’ll fire every last one of them and start with a whole passel full of new men. God knows we have headaches enough fighting our competition—we don’t need squabbles among ourselves. Frankly, when you came in all stirred up, I thought you’d seen this!

Westinghouse returns to his desk, takes a leaflet from the pile of papers and hands it to Tesla.

WESTINGHOUSE

Propaganda. Your former employer’s behind it. Your mentor. The great Wizard himself.

Tesla reads it with great interest, which turns to shock and revulsion.

TESLA

Where did you get this?

WESTINGHOUSE

An associate on the east coast.

TESLA

(Reading aloud.)

“Warning! Alternating current a deadly killer! Men, women and children terminally Westing​housed?”

Tesla mulls this over a minute.

TESLA

No matter what my differences with Mr. Edison—I cannot imagine he would stoop so low.

WESTINGHOUSE

Think that’s bad? Listen to this: my eastern contact tells me fami​lies in West Orange have begun to see their pets disappear at rather alarming rates.

TESLA

And?

WESTINGHOUSE

Turns out Mr. Edison pays school​boys twenty-five cents a head for stray dogs and cats. He and his man, Batchelor, then publicly electrocute them in deliberately crude experiments with alternating current.

Tesla is stunned by this revelation.

TESLA

Why, this can’t be so.

WESTINGHOUSE

Nikola, whatever else, your Mr. Edison is a wizard at publicity.

TESLA

What surprises me… are you posi​tive Batchelor takes part in these public spectacles?

WESTINGHOUSE

I’m only telling you what I’ve been told, Nikola. Now with this kind of deliberate sabotage, I am not about to tolerate dissension from within. I’ll get Dugan up here to discuss this whole mat​ter. I will have full cooperation from everyone by sundown today or…

Wait. I’ve an even better idea. A way for you to gain credibility all on your own without Dugan or myself ramming you down their throats.

TESLA

And that is?

WESTINGHOUSE

Your magical electrical demonstra​tions! I’ll gather the entire crew after work. You put on the kind of show you did for visi​tors to your own laboratory. Once they see you make the laws of electricity obey your commands—they won’t be second-guessing anymore.

TESLA

There are rather sophis​ticated preparations involved to perform those kinds of electrical tricks safely.

WESTINGHOUSE

How long would it take to prepare one of our labs?

TESLA

A day or so, I suspect. If I get one or two good men who’d fol​low my instructions to the letter.

WESTINGHOUSE

You’ve got my word. Let’s not lose sight of the prize. I want to see Mr. Edison choke on his words. I have no stomach for hearing my good name slandered in public—I don’t care if he crowns himself King of Menlo Park!

TESLA

I can’t believe Mr. Batchelor tak​ing part in such a cruel hoax.

WESTINGHOUSE

Batchelor’s Edison’s lackey. Now let’s get down to work on your magic show, Mr. Tesla. Because we are dedicated to making sixty cycle alternating current the standard for electri​fying the entire United States of America—especially West Orange and Menlo Park, New Jersey.

INT.  WESTINGHOUSE LABS – DAY

A work area in the lab has a makeshift stage—a few planks of wood on sawhorses. A large Tesla Coil sits promi​nently on the platform. At the back of the room, a group of work​ers file in and take seats or sit upon tables, even storage kegs. They are not thrilled at being there, grumbling to one another. Westinghouse is off to one side of the make​shift stage, greeting his workers as they file by. Finally, Westinghouse mounts the stage, turns to his gaggle of work​ers and claps his hands.

WESTINGHOUSE

C’mon. Gather ‘round everyone. Larry, make sure you can see there. Plenty of room up front. (Beat.) As you all know, we’re fortunate to have one of the world’s most brilliant electrical engineers on board as a consultant on our alternating current pro​ject. Some of you have been work​ing with Mr. Tesla already. Before going further with this work—you might enjoy experiencing Tesla’s complete mastery of electrical forces.

You know, some call our competi​tor: the wizard. Shortly, I think you’ll agree, Mr. Tesla’s the real wizard when it comes to elec​tric​ity. Gentlemen, I present the top electrical engineering student from the University of Prague: Mr. Nikola Tesla.

Westinghouse claps loudly. Only a few workers join in as Tesla finally appears. He wears a top hat, tails and white gloves. He removes his gloves, places them in his hat and passes it to Westinghouse, who takes on the role of his assistant. This is pure “magic show,” with all the ruf​fles and flourishes—only all the tricks are performed by electricity.

WESTINGHOUSE

Mr. Tesla, the pleasure is mine.

The usually reserved and quiet Tesla is transformed into a genuine showman. He actually relishes being center stage, clearly “energized” be the experience as he plays to the audience…


TESLA

Fellow workers, it gives me great pleas​ure to appear before you this eve​ning. I am accustomed to giving demonstrations in my own New York City labora​tory. Dugan, however, helped me ready the room. I’d planned to show you an entirely new system of lighting this evening…

HECKLER

(From back of the room.)

Aw, c’mon, Nicky—get on with it!

TESLA

As I was saying, you arrived be​fore the system could be tested. So, we shall test it now. I have two tubes…

He holds the tubes up to the workers, like a magician show​ing there is nothing up his sleeve.

TESLA

Mr. Westinghouse, please examine them for any sign of wires…

Westinghouse takes the tubes, examines them, and then shows them from varied angles to his workers, illustrating the point. Then, he passes them back to Tesla.

TESLA

When I give the command, we shall see if I can light these tubes by conducting electrical forces through my own body.

Tesla readies himself for a moment, concentrating mightily, then says in a low voice…

TESLA

Now. Throw the switch now.

At once, the tubes glow with an eerie blue-white light. Tesla strides about the stage to illustrate he can do this anywhere in the room.

SECOND HECKLER

(From back of room.)

Betcha he’s got wires in his coat sleeves.

TESLA

Oh, Mr. Westinghouse—we have a doubting Thomas.

WESTINGHOUSE

(Going along with 

the banter.)

Must be one Thomas Edison.

Tesla passes the two tubes to Westinghouse. The moment each is held only by Westinghouse, they go out. Meanwhile, Tesla removes his coat and hurls it into the audience with a flourish.

TESLA

By all means. Find the wires if you can.

Then Tesla rolls up his sleeves, and shows his bare arms to the men in the front. They crowd closer to the stage, look​ing intently.

Tesla motions for the tubes from Westinghouse. He takes them one at a time. The moment West​inghouse lets go, each lights in turn. Tesla prepares for the next experiment as the men mumble among themselves. He puts the tubes aside taking a round glass globe and passes it to Westinghouse.

TESLA

Please, Mr. Westinghouse. Examine the globe. No wires attached to it either.

Westinghouse takes the globe, then gives it back to 

Tesla. He takes the globe in one hand, lifts it ever so slowly above his head. When his arm is completely out​stretched, he concentrates and says…

TESLA

And now…

Suddenly, the globe glows with light. Tesla strides the stage triumphantly. Then he tosses the globe to Westing​house. In mid air, the light goes out as Westing​house catches the globe.

TESLA

Enough of parlor tricks, gen​tle​men. Now for some real science. For many years, I have studied how nature herself creates electric​ity. And so, for your enjoy​ment, I will create a lightning storm right in this room.

Tesla takes a chair and places it quite precisely on the platform, adjusting it in minute detail. We see faces of the workers, now mesmerized as they all press forward for a closer look. Once satisfied, Tesla sits. He concentrates for a moment, then addresses his off-camera assistant.

TESLA

You may turn on the power.

For a moment, nothing happens. Tesla seems to concentrate harder still, his eyes closed. Then suddenly, a bolt of lightning strikes near Tesla’s chair. Then another and another until lightning bolts crackle all about the room. The workers begin ducking and diving comically for cover, totally awed and confused.

Finally, Tesla signals for the power to be turned off. The lightning subsides. Tesla lowers his head onto his chest, as though his own energy is spent. Silence for a moment. Then a few workers in the back begin to clap. Others join in and whistle enthusiastically. Tesla is soon bowing to the workers, giving him a standing ovation.

Westinghouse takes center stage and signals for quiet. After a few moments, the applause wanes.

WESTINGHOUSE

And that, gentlemen, is just a small sample of the electrical magic Mr. Tesla will work with his dynamos and the energy of the thundering falls at Niagara!

INT.  EDISON’S OFFICE – DAY

Edison peruses his bookshelves, trying to find a volume that pertains to the problem at hand. Batchelor rushes in, holding a newspaper. The banner headline reads: “William Kemmler Westinghoused in Electric Chair!”

BATCHELOR

You see this morning’s newspaper?

Batchelor tosses the paper onto Edison’s desk.

EDISON

(Lets out a war whoop!)

Ah-hah! Look at that headline, would you, Batch. ”William Kemmler—Westinghoused in Electric Chair!” That oughta scare the bejesus outta the public.

BATCHELOR

(Not relishing this at all.)

It’s… barbaric, Al.

EDISON

Barbaric? Strong words from the mouth of a man who’s thrown the switch on stray cats and dogs.

BATCHELOR

Check the fine print.

EDISON

With great relish, Mr. Batchelor. (Begins reading aloud.) “Professor Percival Brown, consultant to the New York State penal authorities, purchased three Westinghouse alternators as the most suitable for dispatching condemned crimi​nals by electrocution…”

BATCHELOR

You don’t have to read it aloud, Al. I’ve read the whole repulsive story.

EDISON

(Mumbles more to himself.)

“Kemmler was strapped into the electric chair…”

INT.  PRISON – DAY

As Edison reads aloud, we see prison guards leading William Kemmler, shackled and dressed in prison garb, to the death chamber. Kemmler is strapped into the chair and wired…

EDISON

(V.O.)

(Mumbling to himself.)

“Kemmler was strapped into the electric chair, one metal elec​trode fastened to his leg, a sec​ond around his shaved head. At high noon—the switch was thrown…”

EDISON

(V.O.)

“Witnesses say when the switch was pressed and held, since the chair was not bolted to the floor, the chair and the man strapped to it began rocking in grotesque fashion while the current coursed through his body…”

We see Kemmler’s body begin to twitch with spasms that grow in intensity, becoming seizure-like jerks of the body. As Edison reads on, the execution scene plays out before our eyes…

EDISON

(V.O.)

“As a horrified audience watched, Kemmler’s chest heaved. A thick purple foam came from his mouth…”

INT.  WESTINGHOUSE’S OFFICE – DAY

Tesla barges into Westinghouse’s office. Tesla is on fire with rage. He, too, hurls a newspaper down on the desk…

TESLA

How dare they! How dare they sub​vert my invention with this ghoul​ish, carnival sideshow?

No reaction from Westinghouse.

TESLA

Have you seen what all America’s reading about our generators?

WESTINGHOUSE

I’ve read it Nikola.

TESLA

And you’re not upset? Your blood doesn’t curdle?

WESTINGHOUSE

Makes me more determined than ever to win the War of the Currents, Nikola.

TESLA

(Genuinely superior.)

This is so like Edison. The “elec​tric chair”—hah! Has the stamp of Edisonian “trial and error” all over it.

WESTINGHOUSE

Meaning?

TESLA

The blowhard botched the job!

INT.  PRISON – DAY

We return to the scene of Kemmler’s execution where it left off as Edison’s voice returns…

EDISON

(V.O.)

What’s this? “The initial electric charge was too weak to do the job… The condemned man was only half killed!”

The electricity is turned off, but Kemmler’s chest heaves, his head bobbing weakly like a baby.

EDISON

(V.O.)

 “… and so the miserable work had to be done again…”

The electricity begins to course through Kemmler’s body a second time, producing additional seizures.

EDISON

(V.O.)

“…it became an awful spectacle. Worse than hanging!”

INT.  EDISON’S OFFICE – DAY

Return to the action of Edison with newspaper and Batchelor looking on…

BATCHELOR

Cats and dogs are one thing. But I have no stomach for this, Al.

EDISON

This is not our doing, Batch. Hell, if we’d been in charge—the job would’ve been dispatched properly.

Batchelor begins ranting and raving at Edison, totally out of character.

BATCHELOR

I’m trying to tell you: I think things have gone too far!

EDISON

Then write a letter to the State legislature. What are you jumpin’ all over me for?

BATCHELOR

Al, I know what goes on around here.

EDISON

What’s that supposed to mean?

BATCHELOR

Is this what your invention fac​tory’s come to? Kemmler’s pathetic death?

EDISON

Jesus, I didn’t draw up plans for an electric chair. Your great find Tesla’s the one who made it possi​ble. Let’s spread the blame evenly. Why, you’re talking like a—a Benedict Arnold!

BATCHELOR

(A beat.) Maybe so, Al. I never thought I’d live to say this. But today I have regrets about—about whose side of the war I’m on.

Batchelor turns on his heels and leaves. Edison is dumb​founded. He hurls the newspaper to the floor, then yells after him. 

EDISON

And just what the hell’s that sup​posed to mean?

INT.  WESTINGHOUSE’S OFFICE – DAY

Pick up with action of Westinghouse and Tesla where it left off…

TESLA

If they wanted a sound design for dispatching ax murderers to the almighty expeditiously—why not come to someone who understands the subtle nuances of how the hu​man body conducts electricity?

WESTINGHOUSE

I don’t think zapping people with alternating current, no matter what their criminal record, is quite the kind of publicity we’re seeking, Nikola.

TESLA

It’s the man’s inspired incompe​tence I cannot fathom! I can’t tell you how many times I watched him try for days to accomplish with trial and error what I could have done with a few simple mathe​matical calculations in my head. 

WESTINGHOUSE

Nikola—if you harbor such a deep-seated grudge toward Edison—then let’s get back to work. The noise of Niagara Falls will drown your Mr. Edison out. You’ll see. Listen to the noise of Niagara Falls!

EXT.  NIAGARA FALLS – DAY

The thundering sound of torrents of water cascading over the falls as seen from a distance. We move closer, until the falls are a blur. Below and past the water Tesla, West​inghouse and hundreds of men are at work.

They are installing immense dynamos—of a size never before seen.

MONTAGE of shots show men at work, a beehive of frantic activity. Tesla inspects an installation. We also see Tesla and Westinghouse perusing drawings as men work in the back​ground, or Tesla installing or wiring equipment.

EXT. NIAGARA FALLS – DAY

A stage with bunting has been prepared for a group of dig​nitaries. We see Tesla in a prominent seat, as Westinghouse addresses a group of reporters and others seated in folding chairs.

WESTINGHOUSE

Thank you, Mr. Williams, of the Niagara Power Commission for your introduction. As an inventor and not a politician, public speaking is not my forte. However, I can, from a scientific standpoint, say a few words about this historic moment.

As recently as 1890, the notion that electrical power could be transmitted from a generating site, twenty-two miles to light the entire city of Buffalo was a dream. Some said an impossibility. Why? Because it took the inven​tion of an alternating current genera​tor. A feat many so-called experts said was beyond the realm of possibility.

Well, we’re here today to accom​plish the impossible. Hundreds be​side myself have worked long and hard to make this dream a reality. None has been more instrumental than our brilliant colleague, Nikola Tesla…

Tesla acknowledges the polite round of applause.

WESTINGHOUSE

…Mr. Tesla’s invention of a poly​phase alternating current system makes today’s dedication ceremony possible. Only God, himself, by giving us what the Indians named “thundering falls”, has outdone Mr. Tesla in making the achieve​ment possible.

Westinghouse yells off camera.

WESTINGHOUSE

And so, Mr. Davis, you may start the dynamos!

WESTINGHOUSE

(After a pause.)

I said: you may throw the switch, Mr. Davis.

A WORKMAN relays the message from Davis.

WORKMAN

He did Mr. Westinghouse— we’re up and running. Pretty quiet, huh?

Westinghouse yells back to the workman.

WESTINGHOUSE

Our contract says we’re to deliver 5,000 horsepower with this first generator. What do you read for output?

WORKMAN

We’re already producing a few hun​dred horsepower over 5,000!

Westinghouse turns back to the assembled crowd.

WESTINGHOUSE

Gentlemen—let you be the first to know: we have just succeeded doing the impossible!

A general round of applause from the crowd.

DISSOLVE:

EXT.  NIAGARA FALLS – DAY

The formal ceremonies concluded, Tesla is among the crowd, being congratulated by well-wishers. Suddenly, his face registers surprise, as Batchelor appears to shake his hand.

BATCHELOR

Congratulations—from an old friend, Nikola.

Tesla not only grabs Batchelor’s hand, he embraces him warmly, a rare display of affection on Tesla’s part.

TESLA

Batch! My, God—what are you doing here?

BATCHELOR

(Quietly, as though

someone might overhear,

but also half kidding.)

A spy from the enemy camp.

TESLA

It’s a sad state of affairs when two old friends can only meet under the pretext of espionage. How the devil are you?

BATCHELOR

Fine, Nikola. I remain the ever loyal, right-hand man. You remem​ber the last time we spoke?

TESLA

I do. Indeed.

BATCHELOR

I knew then Al would stop at noth​ing to discredit your sys​tem. And as “loyal lieutenant”, I’d have to assist in every way possible.

TESLA

I know, Batch. But electrocuting dogs and cats in public?

BATCHELOR

If you’re ever seeking proof God is just—I once received the shock of my life trying to hold down a terrified dog about to be martyred in the holy name of direct current.

TESLA

And today? You’re actually here to spy?

BATCHELOR

Al’s gonna be furious when I tell him your dream machines didn’t rip apart and cascade over the falls in pieces.

TESLA

But these dynamos have run for years already…

BATCHELOR

I know—in your head. But starting today, they run for the entire world to see. You won the war, Nikola.

TESLA

I do not count Mr. Edison out yet…

BATCHELOR

Why not? Everyone else has.

TESLA

He admits he was wrong?

BATCHELOR

It’ll be years before our Mr. Edi​son admits that. But the men who hold the purse strings don’t give a damn whether you call it alter​nating or direct or side​ways cur​rent. They just want the cheapest, most efficient way to electrify Amer​ica. Ironic. Al’s greatest strength is iron-willed persever​ance. Usually, it works to his advan​tage. This time–he’s just plain pig-headed.

So my report from “behind enemy lines” will be short and simple…

INT.  EDISON WORKS – DAY

Batchelor reporting back to Edison.

BATCHELOR

Tesla’s generators worked like a charm. The war is over!

EDISON

(In a rage.)

I sent you to gather intelligence, damn it—not play Benedict Arnold!

You actually shook his hand and congratulated him?

BATCHELOR

I know you don’t want to hear this—but it’s time to back off, Al. Throw in the towel.

EDISON

Thomas Alva Edison doesn’t know how to throw in the towel! Too damn much is at stake.

BATCHELOR

That’s the point. People are starting to doubt you. People who’ve stood by you in the past. There are rumors you may not be the best man to run Edison General Electric anymore.

EDISON

What are you trying to tell me, Batch?

BATCHELOR

It’s time to stop electrocuting the stray dogs and cats of West Orange.

FADE TO BLACK

In the dark, we hear the strains of the same World War II tune that opened the film. It is intermingled with the sound of traffic noises…

VOICE OF D.J.

(O.C.)

And that was Glenn Miller and his band playing “String of Pearls”. Stay tuned for the latest war news as General Patton and other Allied forces continue moving toward Germany…

FADE IN:

INT.  TESLA’S HOTEL ROOM – DAY

Pigeon cages fill the room, along with dozens of Nabisco saltine tins literally everywhere. Tesla is now a decrepit old man, in his eighties. His once fastidious dress has turned seedy and unkempt. He talks to his pigeons…

TESLA

Coo, coo, coo, my little pigeons. Good bird. Happy bird. Kenneth’ll be here soon… Coo, coo, coo. Ken​neth’s bringing your feed…

We hear the sound of feet bounding up the stairwell. A teenage boy, KENNETH, bursts into the room.

TESLA

Ah, Kenneth. What kept you? My babies are starving.

KENNETH

Here’s your feed, sir.

Kenneth hands Tesla a bag of pigeon feed.

TESLA

(To pigeons.) Here we go my pets. I told you Kenneth was coming. (To Kenneth.) Did you feed my pigeons by the library?

KENNETH

Yes, Mr. Tesla. I did indeed.

TESLA

And my envelope? Delivered?

Kenneth is a bit uncertain of how to proceed.

KENNETH

Well, you see, sir… Per​haps you gave me the wrong address.

TESLA

Wrong address? Nonsense.

KENNETH

There’s nothing but shops where you sent me.

TESLA

Don’t be silly, Kenneth. I know he lives somewhere in that neighbor​hood. All you had to do was ask around.

KENNETH

But, sir. I did ask. No one had ever heard of a Mr. Clemens.

TESLA

Kenneth, you amaze me. Everyone knows Samuel Clemens: Mark Twain—our great American writer. What do they teach in school these days?

KENNETH

We read Mark Twain, sir but…

TESLA

No “buts” Kenneth. It’s extremely urgent that Mr. Clemens get this envelope. He’s in great financial difficulty and…

KENNETH

Mr. Tesla, sir. Mark Twain’s been dead for—for many, many years.

A long silence as the words seem to cut through Tesla’s en​feebled mind.

TESLA

Dead, Kenneth? Not possible. (Annoyed.) I spoke to him just yesterday. He sat right here…

Tesla moves to a chair, standing behind it.

TESLA

…in this chair. Know what he told me?

KENNETH

(Reluctantly playing along.)

No, sir. What did he tell you?

TESLA

The new linotype machine he and Paine are working on is… 

(Tesla holds hand with

thumb and fore​finger

together to show Kenneth)

…this far from being perfected. Paine just needs a little more time to work out the bugs. Clemens has poured his life sav​ings into it—that’s how much he believes in Paine’s vision. This envelope con​tains money. Money old Samuel Clemens can use to realize his dream of automatic type​setting. Now aren’t you ashamed of making fun of me, Kenneth?

KENNETH

I’m not making fun of you, Mr. Tesla. Not at all. But you know what I think?

TESLA

What? Tell me what you think, Kenneth.

KENNETH

I think you should hold on to your money. You need every penny Mr. Tesla… (sensing he’s gone too far)…for your own inventions. Why, just the other day—you were tell​ing me about… I forget the name… but it was a very original idea, Mr. Tesla.

TESLA

You’re right Kenneth! A revolu​tionary idea. In fact, I’ve writ​ten a letter that should get great corporate backing for Factor Auc​tus. Here—come listen to my let​ter. Come…

KENNETH

It’s getting late. I’ve got home​work and basketball prac​tice. Per​haps tomorrow.

TESLA

Your mind’s of too high a caliber to spend so many hours bouncing a ball up and down. You should be cramming your mind full while you’re young—so when it’s your turn…

KENNETH

I promise, first thing when I come tomorrow, you’ll read me your letter.

TESLA

Perhaps that’s better. By tomor​row—I may have a reply. Be sure to feed the pigeons at the park on your way home.

KENNETH

Good evening, Mr. Tesla. I’ll see you tomorrow.

TESLA

But what about my envelope for Samuel Clemens?

Kenneth hurriedly starts out the doorway as we see Kenneth’s feet bound down the stairs.

KENNETH

(Shouting back to Tesla.)

Sleep well tonight, sir.

Tesla yells after him.

TESLA

Don’t forget, Kenneth—Mr. Edison. Mr. Edison cannot be trusted!

KENNETH

(Yelling back.)

Right! Thomas Edison is not to be trusted.

Alone again, Tesla shuffles about the room, feeding pigeons and mumbling to himself.

TESLA

Can’t even locate Samuel Clemens. Says no one’s ever heard of him. (To birds.) Here my little pigeons… dinner’s here… that’s it my lovelies… That boy’s mind is addled! Addled? Hmm, Addled. What a strange word to remember. Haven’t heard that word since…

Tesla turns toward the chair that he had pointed out to Kenneth. There, to his amazement, sits Thomas Edison. Unlike Tesla, Edison has not aged since we saw him last. However, he is dressed in a white suit, reminiscent of Mark Twain. A faint, ghostly glow surrounds him. 

TESLA

Samuel! Oh, I’m so glad to see you. I sent my boy, Kenneth out to find you today and…

Then Tesla realizes it is Edison, not Mark Twain. In his surprise and confusion, Tesla drops the feedbag as birdseed falls around him. He emits a frightened gasp, then jumps back.

TESLA

Good, God! What are you doing here?

EDISON

Why, Tesla, you’ve been wanting to see me, haven’t you? Waiting for me to come?

Tesla is still physically frightened of him. 

TESLA

Well, yes. But I thought you were someone else. I don’t know what to say.

EDISON

My God, Tesla. You’ve had half a century to rehearse this meeting in your head. That fantastic mind’s not lettin’ ya down is it? (Looking around.) When did you be​come such an avid pigeon-keeper?

TESLA

I’ve always been fond of pigeons. They make splendid company.

EDISON

Pigeon keeping? A trifle incon​gru​ous for your technological bent. But when Nikola Tesla puts his mind to something, he goes whole hog, doesn’t he?

TESLA

I’ve always been totally dedicated to my work—you know that.

EDISON

And you regard this as your work, now?

TESLA

To a degree, yes.

EDISON

A retired inventor, eh?

TESLA

Hardly. I’ve been leading a secluded life of continuous thought and deep meditation. I have accumulated a great number of ideas. The question is whether my physical powers will be adequate to working them out and giving them to the world…

EDISON

“Giving then to the world.” (Sharply.) That’s the part you’ve always had trouble with, isn’t it Nikola?

TESLA

I seemed to do just fine on your dynamos!

Edison looks about the room, surveying the mess.

EDISON

How do you stand the stench? Look at you. This place. You hardly look the winner of the Great War of the Currents. What went wrong Nikola?

TESLA

Wrong? I beg your pardon. Just listen, Thomas. (Gloating.) All around I seem to hear the sweet hum of sixty cycle alternating current. HUMMM!

EDISON

Fortunately, I remain hard of hearing.

TESLA

Everywhere you go in America. HUMMM!

Tesla marches right up to his good ear and taunts him, nastily.

TESLA

Down there—all of Times Square illuminated by alternating cur​rent. HUMMM! Sixty cycles…

Edison places his hands over his ears. Tesla persists, still taunting. He points toward the window.

TESLA

Every single in-can-des-cent light bulb in America: lit by 60-cycle alternating current. HUMMM! HUMMM! HUMMM! 

He finally breaks into a slightly mad, diabolical laugh.

EDISON

All right—all right! I—was—wrong! (A beat.) Those the words you’re longing to hear?

TESLA

A fundamental acknowledgement of the truth’s a refreshing start.

EDISON

Fine. Then, I admit—my under​esti​mation of alternating current was the single biggest technologi​cal blunder of my long, distin​guished career.

TESLA

Why wouldn’t you just listen to me?

EDISON

Don’t know, Tesla. Maybe I was too far down the road with direct cur​rent. Can’t change horses in mid-stream, ya know.

TESLA

“Horses in mid-stream”—forever spouting those Americanisms.

Tesla moves toward the wall and takes down a small, framed object, showing it to Edison.

TESLA

So look Edison. I raised my hand and took the oath of citizen​ship. I’m as American as you.

EDISON

Aw, Tesla. You never did learn to think like an American.

TESLA

In what way?

EDISON

Look at me. I lose the War of the Currents—I keep right on going—just as though I’d been the win​ner! That’s the American in me Tesla. Your dreams tumble over Niagara Falls, ya pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and get back up on the horse.

TESLA

Sometimes, I think you spout all those Americanisms because you have nothing original to say.

EDISON

See all them movie theaters down on Times Square? Who do you think made that possible? (Beat.) Bright as you are—you never did catch on to what the game was all about.

TESLA

What do you mean? “What the game was all about?” Stop talking in riddles.

EDISON

You never caught on that it’s just not enough to have machines run​ning in your head! Ya gotta give something to the world. And to do that—ya gotta make things happen! You just couldn’t make things hap​pen, Tesla. Where would you have been without Westinghouse?

TESLA

What does Westinghouse have to do with any of this?

EDISON

(Impassioned.) What else did you give the world aside from your polyphase motors that Westinghouse made commercially successful?

TESLA

I’ve done very advanced work in wireless. I just needed…

EDISON

Doesn’t matter how advanced your work was! Marconi beat ya to the punch!

TESLA

Marconi’s an imposter! I’ve sued Marconi for patent infringement.

EDISON

The person who does something practical with it—that’s who the common man remembers. Not you ivory tower boys.

TESLA

All right. I’ll give you something practical and commercially feasi​ble. Can I trust you? I’ve moved into a whole new area.

EDISON

Aw. I tried that, too. Mining iron ore with gargantuan electromagnets in the boonies of New Jersey! Then the price of iron ore plum​mets. We inventors—always at the mercy of those holding the purse strings. That’s how it is with your—Factor Auctus.

Tesla reacts as though shot by a bullet.

TESLA

How do you know about Factor Auctus?

EDISON

Has a nice lilt to it. Sort of like Latin with a mathematical flavor.

TESLA

You know what it means?

EDISON

I was never your match at formal language, Nikola. Tell me—what does Factor Auctus mean?

TESLA

You won’t scurry off to the patent office?

EDISON

I kicked the bucket in 1931, for God’s sake!

TESLA

I’ve written a caveat…

EDISON

That’s good. Caveats are good. But you need the actual patent, my boy. Tell me, what the hell is Factor Auctus, anyway?

TESLA

Factor Auctus: “Creator of Growth”.

EDISON

“Creator of Growth?” (Mulls it over a moment.) What kinda machine’s runnin’ in that crazy head now?

Tesla begins reciting, almost as though in a court of law.

TESLA

Factor Auctus: a technique for artificially raising chickens using a special growth feed of my own proprietary development! No soul on this planet can lay claim to Factor Auctus. I have a witness ready and willing to testify in court.

Edison smiles knowingly and shakes his head.

EDISON

Nikola, Nikola. You poor deluded old fool.

TESLA

I sent a proposal to the Board of Directors of the Westinghouse Company…

Tesla begins to look frantically about the room, opening saltine tins and spilling papers kept inside all about the room.

EDISON

Tesla, the Board of Directors at the Westinghouse Company are hard-nosed businessmen.

Tesla finds the paper he’s looking for and begins reading aloud to Edison.

TESLA

But I appealed to their business sense. Here it is, damn you. Right here: “You will be grateful to me when you get the delicious eggs and meat obtained by this revolu​tionary feed process…”

EDISON

“Delicious eggs and meat”?! “Revo​lutionary feed process”?

Edison begins laughing.

EDISON

By God, you’ve proven me right, Tesla. You are mad! Mad as a rabid dog. The Westinghouse Company’s in the electric business—supporting the war effort!

TESLA

The name of Nikola Tesla is well revered at the Westinghouse Company.

EDISON

Westinghouse died in 1912. You’re nothing but an eighty year-old crackpot to the Westinghouse board of directors.

TESLA

If you were such a damn good busi​nessman, why’d you lose control of your own company? It’s been Gen​eral Electric for years. Not Edi​son General Electric.

EDISON

When you look out your window on Broadway—is sixty cycles all you see or hear? Ya ever hear of the Edison Phonograph Company? The Edison Laboratories? The Black Maria—the world’s first movie studio?

TESLA

(No longer angry,

but genuinely baffled.)

But I won the War of the Currents! Why don’t people remember that? You electrocuted cats and dogs. Yet you’re a secular saint.

EDISON

You got that right—patron saint of the practical! A genu-ine folk hero. And oh, how Americans love the practical, pragmatic man. You, on the other hand? Among electri​cal engineers, you were considered a poet, Nikola. But you know how it is with poets—always go un​appreciated in their own lifetime. Didn’t your mother teach you that, Nikola?

Tesla begins to withdraw into the only world he is comfort​able in—the world of his own mind…

TESLA

“The glow retreats, done is the day of toil;

It yonder hastes, new fields of life exploring;

Ah, that no wing can lift me from the soil,

Upon its track to follow, follow soaring…”

EDISON

As little boys, we wanted so des​perately to soar above the rest.

TESLA

(With genuine warmth.)

Little boys—chopping up worms and feeding them to the local choir​girl.

EDISON

You remember that story?

TESLA

The curse of a photographic mem​ory. Oh, I remember so much, Thomas. I remember Professor Poeschl telling me alternating current was impossible as though it were yesterday. And now…

EDISON

(Sensing where this

is going.)

I know—and now—everywhere you turn: sixty cycle A.C. current. HUMM!

TESLA

I did the impossible. Why don’t they remember? What can I do to make them remember?

EDISON

(Nonplussed.)

Nikola! Do you realize that’s the first time you ever asked for my advice? But—you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. Good-bye, Nikola…

Edison strides toward the door. As he does so, his image begins to fade, as though dissolving into thin air. Tesla starts to rummage through his papers…

TESLA

Don’t leave. I’m not finished. I want to show you how wasteful your revered trial and error method was. Trial and error may produce results—but generally, not optimal results. You see…

Edison is only a faint image. Toward the end, he dis​appears, his voice trailing off…

EDISON

I’m not up to scholarly debate, Nikola. Even with all this time on my hands. (Beat.) Oh, and Nikola—I wouldn’t pin your hopes on this Factor Auctus either…

Edison is no more, but Tesla yells after him…

TESLA

They’ll remember me for Factor Auctus! You’ll see. And alternat​ing current. 

Suddenly, Kenneth enters the room carrying groceries. He looks about, surveying the mess of saltine tins and papers strewn everywhere. Tesla is oblivious to his presence. Ken​neth looks on as Tesla continues babbling to himself…

TESLA

Alternating current’s the wave of the future, Edison. It’s not im​possible anymore. I’ve had this vision… walking in the park at Budapest… or, was it Prague?

KENNETH

Mr. Tesla, are you all right?

TESLA

Kenneth, I’ve had this wonderful vision. I now know exactly how to make an alternating current dynamo!

KENNETH

You’re terribly worked up. What happened here last night?

TESLA

Edison. Edison came and we… (A slow realization sinks in.) Oh, Kenneth. I made a grave error! I told Edison about my alternating current dynamo! Why that shark’s probably on his way to the patent office right now.

KENNETH

Mr. Tesla—Edison can do you no harm. He’s dead.

TESLA

No. He was just here, Kenneth. Spouting his aphorisms—P.T. Barnum of the scientific community.

KENNETH

You imagined you saw him, Mr. Tesla. A bad dream.

TESLA

(Proudly.)

Well I did my work without ever compromising, Kenneth. Never ever. I was my own man. A loner—but always true to science…

Kenneth goes to help Tesla up off the floor.

KENNETH

Come—get up and go to your chair.

Kenneth helps Tesla to his feet and gets him sitting in his chair. Then Kenneth looks about the room again.

KENNETH

Why are all these papers strewn about? What happened?

TESLA

I was searching for something…

Kenneth goes down on his knees and starts picking up all the various papers, placing them on a table.

TESLA

Kenneth—don’t bother with those. (Beat.) I want you to read some​thing important to me. Go to tin number eleven.

KENNETH

What have you been looking for, Mr. Tesla?

TESLA

Do as I instruct, young man. Tin eleven. Be quick!

Kenneth carries out the instruction, somewhat warily.

KENNETH

Here—tin eleven, sir. Shall I bring it to you?

TESLA

No. Just open it, Kenneth.

Kenneth slowly opens the tin. There is one single, small piece of paper inside.

KENNETH

Yes, sir.

TESLA

You should find a single piece of paper…

KENNETH

Right…

TESLA

Open it, boy. Open it—and read me what it says.

Kenneth slowly unfolds the paper and looks at it. He pauses…

TESLA

Well? Read, boy. Read what it says.

Kenneth finally does as instructed.

KENNETH

“I know of two great men and you are one of them; the other is this young man.”

Kenneth turns slowly to look at Tesla. The old man’s eyes are closed and he breathes slowly, falling fast asleep.

FADE TO BLACK

