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OVER BLACK  
 
We hear the opening ARIA from Bach’s “GOLDBERG VARIATIONS.” 
 
FADE IN: 
 
A card reads: 
 

“...It may well be doubted whether 
human ingenuity can construct an enigma 
of the kind that human ingenuity may 
not, by proper application, resolve.” 
  — Edgar Allan Poe, The Gold Bug 

 
LONG FADE/DISSOLVE TO: 
 
INT. LIBRARY - REFERENCE DESK - DAY 
 
CLOSE on a rotating DNA double helix. 
 
The MUSIC FADES and we hear the SOUND of an electric 
typewriter. 
 

WOMAN’S VOICE (V.O.) 
My mother always insisted that I got 
what I had coming. 

 
As we PULL BACK, the DNA image is revealed as a screen 
saver on a small CRT monitor, circa 1990. 
 
Next to the monitor, JAN O’DEIGH, a pretty woman in her 
late 20s, finishes typing a 3 x 5 card. 
 
She removes the card from the typewriter and walks over to 
a large corkboard panel. A neatly lettered banner 
identifies it as the “QUESTION BOARD.” 
 
Next to it is another similar display titled “TODAY IN 
HISTORY.” 

 
JAN (V.O.) (CONT’D) 

After all the years I spent asking her 
“why,” she felt that it righted some 
sort of cosmic imbalance that I ended 
up answering other people’s questions 
for a living.  
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CLOSE on the card as she adds it to one of the neat rows 
already filling much of the space. It reads: 
 

Q: What was the first piece of 
computer-generated music? 
 K.G., 3/20/90 
 
A: The ILLIAC SUITE, created by Lejaren 
Hiller and Leonard Isaacson in 1957 at 
the University of Illinois, is 
generally considered to be the first 
work composed by a computer. 
 J. O’D., 3/22/90 
     

She walks back to the desk. 
 
MR. SCOTT, a colleague in his 70s, wearing a tie and 
jacket, passes her as he guides a young boy toward some 
shelves. 
 
Jan sits down at the computer. After a few moments, she 
sees something out of the corner of her eye, and looks up 
from the screen. 
 
FRANK TODD, a very good-looking young man in his early 
twenties, is standing at the desk watching her. 
 

FRANK 
Hi. 

 
JAN 

Can I help you? 
 

FRANK 
I hope so. I’m trying to identify 
someone. 
 

JAN 
O.K. 
 

FRANK 
Well, really find out who he is – or, 
actually, who he used to be. 
 

JAN 
Who he used to be? 
 

Frank nods.  
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JAN (CONT’D) 
I’m afraid we don't have access to 
information about past lives, sir. 

 
FRANK 

Oh no, it‘s nothing like that. 
(trying to explain) 

It’s just that he did something 
important once. Early in his career – 
or what used to be his career. At least 
I think he did. 
 

A beat. 
 

JAN 
This person – he has a name? 

 
Frank nods and hands her a slip of paper. 

 
JAN 

(shaking her head) 
“Stuart Ressler.” What was his line of 
work? 

 
FRANK 

(sheepishly) 
I don’t know. Something in the 
sciences, I’m almost certain. 

 
JAN 

You don’t know his field, but you’re 
sure he did something important. O.K., 
what were his dates? 

 
FRANK 

Oh, he’s still alive. In fact, I work 
with him. 

 
JAN 

You work with him. 
 

Frank nods. 
 

JAN (CONT’D)  
Did you ever consider asking him? 
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Frank smiles. 
 

FRANK 
He’s told me some things. But there’s 
some kind of...disconnect. Do you know 
what I mean? 
 

JAN 
No, I can’t say that I do. 
 

FRANK 
It’s just that there’s more to him than 
he lets on. It’s hard to explain. 
 

JAN 
Apparently. 

 
ANGLE on Jan and Frank, as they exchange a few more words. 
 

JAN (V.O.) 
In truth, his request wasn’t much 
crazier than a lot of the inquiries we 
received. 
 

Frank writes something on a slip of paper and hands it to 
her.    

 
JAN (V.O.) (CONT’D) 

And even if I felt that... 
(she looks at the paper) 

Franklin Todd might not be totally 
reliable, hunting down a phantom 
scientist would still be more 
interesting than looking up Madonna’s 
shoe size or tracing Bill Gates’ family 
tree.  

 
Frank shakes her hand and leaves. Jan watches him go. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



EXT. MIDWESTERN U.S. - DAY 
 
A 1950s-era Greyhound bus meanders through the flat fields 
of eastern Illinois. 
 
EXT. BUS STATION - A FEW MINUTES LATER 
 
The bus pulls into a small station. 
 
STUART RESSLER, 25, disembarks carrying a suitcase and a 
tote bag crammed with journals. 

 
EXT. UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS - A BIT LATER 
 
He walks through the campus toward the looming facade of 
Memorial Stadium.  
 
EXT. STADIUM TERRACE - A FEW MINUTES LATER 
 
A group of tarpaper triplexes lie in the shadow of the 
sports arena, their units demarcated by white stencil 
lettering. A number of lawn chairs sit outside. 
 
Stuart goes up to unit K-53-C and removes a note taped to 
the door. He reads it, grimaces, and glances at his watch. 
 
INT. UNIT K-53-C - CONTINUOUS 
 
The small, dusty apartment is furnished with a cot, a beat-
up dresser, a small table, a couple of chairs. 
 
After taking a perfunctory look around, Stuart pulls a few 
journals from the tote bag, flops on the bunk, and is 
instantly immersed. 
 
EXT. ULRICH RESIDENCE - NIGHT 
 
KARL ULRICH, sixtyish, robust and bearded, opens the door 
of a white frame house. The SOUNDS of a party in full swing 
are audible behind him. 
 
 

ULRICH 
Ah, Dr. Ressler! You made it! 
 
 
 

 



  

INT. ULRICH RESIDENCE - CONTINUOUS 
 
Stuart enters uncertainly, looking distinctly 
uncomfortable. Ulrich doesn‘t seem to notice. 
 

ULRICH (CONT’D) 
(cheerfully) 

Come in, come in. We’re all two or 
three drinks ahead of you. 

 
He ushers Stuart into the living room, where six or seven 
people are engaged in animated conversation. 
 
Off to one side, a fortyish MAN plays the piano with more 
enthusiasm than talent. 
 
An OLDER WOMAN stands nearby, looking pained. 
 

ULRICH (CONT’D) 
(to Stuart) 

What can I get you? 
 

STUART 
Anything without alcohol will be fine. 

 
ULRICH 

Trying to conserve neurons, eh? Not a 
bad idea. Well, make yourself at home. 

 
He goes off to the kitchen. 
 
Stuart stands there woodenly. After a few moments, the 
older woman comes over to him. 
 

OLDER WOMAN 
(with a strong Russian 
accent) 

It’s hard to believe that this is the 
same instrument on which Beethoven and 
Schubert composed their transcendent 
sonatas. 

 
Stuart nods, having only the vaguest idea what she’s 
talking about. 
 
She waits for him to say something.  
 



  

OLDER WOMAN (CONT’D) 
(helpfully) 

Perhaps you’re not a music lover? 
 
He’s saved by Ulrich, who returns with his drink. 
 

ULRICH 
(to the older woman) 

Ah, I see you’ve met our newest 
recruit. 

(then, handing Stuart 
the glass) 

So what’s Toveh been telling you? 
 

OLDER WOMAN 
We were just discussing the finer 
points of keyboard performance. 

(extending her hand to 
Stuart) 

Botkin. Toveh Botkin. 
 
JOE LOVERING, a thirtyish man with a crew cut and glasses, 
gets up shakily from the sofa behind them. 
 

MAN 
(loudly) 

I am not now nor have I ever been a 
member of this or any other party! 

 
A very attractive, thirtyish WOMAN sitting beside him 
smiles indulgently. 
 

ULRICH 
(to Stuart) 

Joe Lovering. One of our junior 
members. 

(then) 
Well, this is probably as good a time 
as any. 

 
He picks up a nearby utensil and clinks it against his 
glass. 
 
 
 
 
 



  

ULRICH (CONT’D) 
(addressing the room) 

Ladies and gentlemen, and I use the 
terms advisedly, this is Stuart 
Ressler, our new postdoc from the East.  
May he give our little group the 
critical mass we need. 

 
There is a general chorus of welcome and approval. Stuart 
smiles weakly.  

 
ULRICH (CONT’D) 

Well, I’ll leave you to get acquainted. 
 
Stuart nods as Ulrich walks off. The other guests return to 
their respective activities. 

 
ULRICH (O.S.) 

At the time Stuart Ressler joined our 
group, what we were doing was less like 
science and more like trying to solve a 
word puzzle. 
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