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FADE IN:

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - NIGHT

A one-horse coach rattles down a road, driven by a tiny 
pregnant woman, Buster Keaton's MOTHER. The horse sees a 
snake and rears. The woman falls from the seat. A man, Joe 
KEATON, emerges from the coach. It's 1895.

KEATON
You alright?

MOTHER
Just another twisted ankle. Damn 
snakes!

KEATON
The baby?

MOTHER
Kicking up a storm again. He's like 
a wild animal. 

KEATON
Alright, this is the last time you 
drive - 

MOTHER
We need to get to Ohio by morning, 
and you need your sleep. 

He touches her belly.

KEATON
I already slept. This rate, you're 
gonna give birth to an acrobat. 

MOTHER
Sure feels like it. Doesn't seem to 
mind getting thrown around. 

KEATON
Kisses. 

They kiss. 

MOTHER
See, that's how we got knocked up 
in the first place. 



INT. TINY HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Keaton, wife and new baby sit on a bed. 

MOTHER
You don't have to go, you know. We 
got some money. 

KEATON
How long is it gonna last? There's 
three of us now. 

MOTHER
How you gonna make any money?

KEATON
Little tyke was smart, born in 
October, harvests coming in. Those 
sodbusters over in Missouri got 
money, they want entertainment. 
I'll work the circuit around Kansas 
City. You got enough eating money?

MOTHER
Yeah, think so. 

KEATON
Kisses. 

MOTHER
Kisses. You remember where we are?

KEATON
Yeah. Of course. 

He leaves. She stands watching him for a long time. 

EXT. SMALL TOWN STREET - DAY

The mother, carrying the baby, struggles out of a store with 
bread and milk. She sits on a crate, gnaws a bit of bread, 
looks at the road out of town. 

INT. TINY HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Mother and child on the bed, child just falling asleep. 
Keaton enters. 

MOTHER
Joe.
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KEATON
Myra. 

MOTHER
Shh. He's just falling asleep. 

The baby, sensing a newcomer, begins wiggling and making 
cooing noises. 

KEATON
Can I pick him up?

MOTHER
What, you need permission? Please 
do, he's been getting heavy on me. 

He picks him up; the baby is happy but very wiggly. 

KEATON
Good Lord, he won't hold still.

MOTHER
Been like that for two weeks. 

She begins to cry but tries to hide it. 

KEATON
What in the world -

MOTHER
I'm just feeling all girly.

He looks at her. 

KEATON
You didn't think I was coming back. 

MOTHER
I didn't know. 

KEATON
Well, now you do. Dang, it's like 
hanging onto a sack of cats! 

(to the baby)
Hold still, I'm more pigheaded than 
you are. Listen up, Buster. I 
staked a claim in Oklahoma sitting 
on a stump, guarding my spot with a 
rifle and a side of bacon. I stick 
and I don't run. See, once upon a 
time I saw this little girl, barely 
17, hooting around in a medicine 
show. She's not really tall enough 
but I married her anyway. 

(MORE)
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We’re the company now. 
(to Myra)

Let me tell you, if I didn’t have 
trouble finding this damn hotel. We 
ain't doing this no more. 

MOTHER
Suits me. 

KEATON
Just have to take this critter on 
the road with us. 

EXT. STREET IN A SMALL TOWN - DAY

Mother admonishes a three-year-old child, who in time will 
become BUSTER Keaton. This scene plays out a bit like a 
silent movie. 

MOTHER
I need to go into town today, bail 
out Daddy again. Can you stay out 
of trouble?

BUSTER
Sure, Maw. 

She leaves. Buster toddles down the street and finds a 
neighbor woman doing laundry. He sticks his finger in a 
wringer, and his fingertip gets chopped off. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Son of a bitch!

NEIGHBOR
Watch your language, boy! And don't 
bleed on my bedsheets! Dang, lemme 
see. It's just your fingertip, I'll 
bind it up for you. 

She binds it and gives him a slug of bourbon. He shakes his 
hand. 

BUSTER
Son of a bitch!

NEIGHBOR
Hey, what'd I say? Here, go do 
something sensible. See if you can 
get an apple out of Wilson's tree 
fore he sets the dogs on you. 

KEATON (CONT'D)
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Buster toddles down the road with his bandaged finger. He 
sees apples dangling from a tree, and sees two hound dogs 
watching him. He picks up a couple of good rocks and throws. 
The second dislodges an apple which falls on his head, 
knocking him out. 

He wakes to find the two dogs licking his face ferociously. 
He sits up. 

BUSTER
Some watch dog you are. 

He toddles back home with his apple and disappears into a 
house. The winds whips up. He appears in a second story 
window. A gust of wind flips him out of the window and he 
lands on the grass below. He's knocked out. 

In a minute he comes to, and finds his parents standing over 
him. 

MOTHER
Get into any more scrapes today?

BUSTER
Just the same old stuff. Got me an 
apple. 

INT. CHURCH - NIGHT

Out on the American prairie in the year 1903, two 
vaudevillians are wowing the audience. Joe, now about 40, and 
Buster, now 7. 

KEATON
I warned ya. 

BUSTER
No, Paw!

KEATON
I warned ya and I warned ya!

BUSTER
No, Paw!

The father picks up the boy by a suitcase handle which has 
been sewn into the back of the boy's jacket, and throws the 
boy toward the canvas scenery. The boy lands on hand and foot 
and laughs. The father picks him up again and throws him all 
the way out into the audience. 

The boy's mother uses a saxophone to add comical sound 
effects. HOUDINI steps downstage. 

5.



HOUDINI
Thank you all for seeing our show, 
Kathleen Marownen, featuring The 
Three Keatons. Don't forget to line 
up stage right - that's left to you 
- for a bottle of patent medicine 
from the Mohawk Indian Medicine 
Company. Put hair on your chest! 

WOMAN IN THE AUDIENCE
Gracious!

HOUDINI
Not you, madam, I promise! I'm your 
host, Harry Houdini, and we've got 
two more nights here! 

Buster and his parents neatly cartwheel offstage. 

BUSTER
Mom, I think the handle's about to 
make an escape again.

He sheds his coat. 

KEATON
So, how were the laughs?

BUSTER
Well, they didn't like it quite as 
much the first time you chucked me. 

KEATON
It's because you laughed. What's 
the rule?

BUSTER
If we laugh, they don't. But Paw, 
it's too fun not to laugh. 

KEATON
Next time, you give me the deadpan. 
Try it now. 

The little boy looks at the camera with what is undoubtedly 
the first use of the classic Buster Keaton deadpan look. And 
then he smiles. 

BUSTER
Usually you get me out there a good 
twenty feet. You ain’t trying. 

A POLICEMAN, a minister and the minister's WIFE approach. 
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KEATON
Officer?

POLICEMAN
This can't be the first time you've 
had a complaint. 

KEATON
Complaint?

POLICEMAN
First out, there's a ban on child 
performers in this state. 

Keaton turns to the crowd. 

KEATON
What say you, you want to see the 
boy again tomorrow?

Cheers and roars. 

MINISTER’S WIFE
It's child abuse, that's what it 
is. 

They turn around and the boy is in his filthy drawers. 

BUSTER
See? Not a scratch on me. The trick 
is you land like a cat, all limp-
like. You push off with your hand 
or your foot, and roll. Otherwise 
you go squish. 

POLICEMAN
We don't let the entertainment take 
their clothes off either. A battle 
royal over that one. 

MINISTER’S WIFE
Get dressed, boy. 

POLICEMAN
If you're staying two days, that 
boy goes to our school both days. 
Understood?

KEATON
Yes, sir.
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HOUDINI
Come back tomorrow for The Roughest 
Act That Was Ever in the History of 
the Stage, starring The Little Boy 
Who Can't Be Hurt!

The intruders leave. 

HOUDINI (CONT’D)
What’s the two rules of vaudeville?

BUSTER
Always take care of the company.

HOUDINI
And?

BUSTER
And never whine. Nobody likes a 
whiner. 

KEATON
How long will it take you to get 
away from that school?

BUSTER
I got my lessons in escaping from 
Harry Houdini. Keep my lunch warm. 

MOTHER
Nah, get the free lunch off he 
bluenoses. Well, we can’t keep 
doing three shows a day, we’ll all 
end up crippled, specially the boy.  

BUSTER
I ain’t got a scratch on me. 

KEATON
Two shows a day, that’s it. 

MOTHER
So how long till we're out from 
under?

KEATON
Few months. That tour of England -

MOTHER
Told you. They invented music hall 
over there, we're amateurs. 

KEATON
Boy, did you hide your hand?
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BUSTER
Sure did. 

He holds up his hand; one finger has lost an inch. 

MOTHER
Teach you to play with a shirt 
wringer again. 

Houdini arrives with a straitjacket. 

HOUDINI
Here, boy, teach you how to get out 
of a straitjacket. 

The boy does the deadpan and figures out how to put the thing 
on. 

INT. MUSIC HALL - NIGHT

An entertainer, HOUDINI, confers with the general store owner 
who owns the music hall. 

STORE OWNER
Alright, if those Keaton folks keep 
their kid in the show, I'll tack on 
ten bucks more each week. 

HOUDINI
Ten.

STORE OWNER
The yokels love the kid, what can I 
say? And then the other thing. 

HOUDINI
You know, every show we do is 
different, we make it up as we go, 
we do what the audience wants - 

STORE OWNER
You run on so long, the monkey act 
goes on late, people miss the 
train. Cut eight minutes from the 
act. 

Keaton approaches. 

KEATON
We on yet?
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HOUDINI
Hell no. Get out front and sell the 
snake oil. Get the audience drunk. 

Shortly, Buster is watching Houdini doing a magic act through 
the scenery backstage.

BUSTER
How in blazes is he doing that?

KEATON
I never did figure out that stuff. 
He's really something. 

An alarm clock goes off. 

HOUDINI
Ladies and gentlemen, management 
has informed me that we must stop 
our act - 

AUDIENCE MEMBER 1
We want to see the end!

AUDIENCE MEMBER 2
Does the girl with the big lulus 
come back from the Great Beyond or 
not?

HOUDINI
Take it up with the management. 
That fella right there. Tomorrow 
the Keaton & Houdini Medicine Show 
Company will return, and if we run 
it fast enough, we'll see about the 
girl with the big lulus. 

Riot. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

The Keaton family stands before the GOVERNOR of New York, a 
policeman and an angry woman. Buster wears only his 
underpants. 

GOVERNOR
Listen, the Governor of New York 
isn't supposed to get involved in 
petty crime. 

ANGRY WOMAN
Nothing petty about it - 
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KEATON
Ain’t no crime, neither. 

The boy twirls. 

BUSTER
See, not a scratch, not a bruise. 

POLICEMAN
It's illegal to use a child as an 
acrobat. 

BUSTER
I ain't no acrobat. I was born 
right here in this country. 

KEATON
Good one!

BUSTER
I just land on my feet like a cat. 
Is there a law against falling 
down?

POLICEMAN
Watch your mouth, boy. 

KEATON
This here's his tutor. 

ANGRY WOMAN
The girl who plays the sax?

KEATON
She graduated with honors from the 
Conservatory of -

GOVERNOR
Please, spare me.

BUSTER
I been earning my own salary since 
I was four years old. 

KEATON
They even let us play in Boston, 
and they ban everything. 

BUSTER
Massachusetts thinks I'm a midget. 
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GOVERNOR
Well, maybe there oughta be a law 
against what they're doing, but it 
looks legal to me. You want to stop 
children from flying through the 
air like bats, take it up with the 
legislature. 

INT. MEETING HOUSE IN A COUNTRY TOWN - NIGHT

The Keatons are doing their act, Dad and Buster doing 
horseplay while Mama plays a bull fiddle. A drunk in the 
audience shouts out. 

DRUNK
So when do we see the nekkid women?

The horseplay continues but Dad has an eye on the drunk, in 
the second row. 

DRUNK (CONT’D)
I’m talking to you. That the wife? 
When does she take her knickers 
off?

Keaton Senior picks up Buster, throws him at the heckler, who 
goes down in a bloody heap. A few people run out. Senior 
holds up a bottle. 

KEATON
Well, I can sure see some of you 
have already had a go at the 
elixir, but for you folks got in 
late from the chores, this elixir 
contains the finest healing herbs 
from the furthest corners of Cathay 
in Asia. Infused with the essence 
of coca, the fruit of the poppy, 
the essence of hemp, and Jamaican 
ginger. It has been specially 
decocted, infused, macerated and 
percolated using electromagnetism. 

A brawny fella steps up, in a big coat, wearing a pistol. A 
sliver of metal peeks out of his coat - a badge. 

SHERIFF
How much alcohol does this elixir 
have?

KEATON
Is this a wet county or a dry 
county?
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SHERIFF
Wet.

Keaton Senior eyeballs the brawny man. This is a dry town. 

KEATON
Ain't got no alcohol. Like I said, 
an infusion of herbs from - 

SHERIFF
Alright, this is your last night in 
this town. And no more elixir 
either. 

The place clears out. Mama begins rolling a cigarette. A 
young lad arrives with a ventriloquist's dummy and a small 
movie projector. 

BUSTER
That new feller coming through, he 
showed me his ventriloquist 
routine, he's the real McCoy. 

VENTRILOQUIST
So how does this show of yours 
work?

BUSTER
Okay, the first thing you do, is 
start selling the medicine. 

KEATON
Once they get liquored up, you can 
get em to clap for anything. 

A muscleman approaches, flexes a bicep. 

BUSTER
Then you bring your muscleman.

MUSCLEMAN
Look how strong the medicine will 
make you! 

KEATON
Then the trick shot artist. Always 
a couple of idiots want to get 
drunk on a Saturday night and start 
a fight, steal our money.

BUSTER
This way they know there's guns 
back here. 
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He points to the newcomer's dummy. 

KEATON
Once they're good and drunk you can 
whip out the magician and the 
ventriloquist. 

BUSTER
Then the dirty jokes and the exotic 
dancers.

KEATON
Unless the law is there, or too 
many schoolteachers. Or Baptists.

Buster approaches his father. 

BUSTER
So what's in that medicine really?

KEATON
You eyeballing me?

BUSTER
No sir. 

KEATON
Well actually it's just your white 
whiskey and river water, some 
Indian grass for flavor. You mind 
your business. 

BUSTER
It is my business. When you get all 
elixired up, your throwing ain't so 
good. I gotta watch how I land. 

KEATON
You giving me sass about that 
drunk?

BUSTER
Hell no. Soon as he started talking 
about Mama's knickers, wanted to 
drop him myself.

KEATON
You’re getting big. Too big to 
throw. Pretty soon we can stop 
lying to the law about your age. 
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MOTHER
Well, we almost got shot by that 
drunk, arrested by that sheriff, 
and you almost threw Buster into 
the middle of Kansas. Let’s get out 
of this town, cross it off our 
list. 

VENTRILOQUIST
Begging your pardon, mister, I 
don't know how much longer you're 
gonna want the dummy in the act, 
but I got this contraption. My last 
show we used it as a chaser, empty 
out the tent at the end. 

He sets up a primitive film projector and shoots a short film 
against the wall. All three Keatons are stunned. 

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

Houdini introduces Keaton, now in his 20s, to ROSCOE 
ARBUCKLE, a fat actor of about 30. Keaton's voice is deep 
with a midwestern twang. 

BUSTER
So you don't like to be called 
Fatty?

ARBUCKLE
Roscoe Arbuckle, if you please. 

BUSTER
The posters call you Fatty, you're 
a big star. The Prince of Whales, 
the Balloonatic. 

ARBUCKLE
And I'm trying to get em to stop 
it. When I'm shooting, I don't use 
my weight for cheap laughs, either. 

BUSTER
So what is it that you eat?

ARBUCKLE
It's just me, kid. I was 13 pounds 
when I was born, almost killed my 
mother. 

(MORE)
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My father's skinny as a rail, said 
I wasn't his, tossed me out when I 
was 12....I've been teaching a 
young director, Charlie Chaplin, 
I'm gonna do the same for you. 
First stop is Alice, she invented 
pretty much everything. 

BUSTER
Alice?

ARBUCKLE
Alice Guy Blache. 

BUSTER
You're joking. 

ARBUCKLE
She's French. 

INT. MOVIE STUDIO - DAY

Roscoe and Keaton enter a very large, very busy movie studio. 
They meet ALICE Guy Blache, a pregnant Frenchwoman of about 
40. 

BUSTER
They let you work while you're 
pregnant?

ALICE
They who? I own the studio. I have 
another company to do my 
distributing, Metro. So, you're the 
silly boy from Kansas who doesn't 
like movies? The vaudeville boy?

BUSTER
Sorry, miss - 

ALICE
Turn out that light and watch this - 

He does and she turns on a projector. 

ALICE (CONT’D)
First we fade in to the image, it's 
a lot smoother than just letting 
the actors pop up. Then we move the 
camera in for a close up. Then, 
see? We masked the shot, a double 
exposure, we can have the same 
actor in there twice. 

ARBUCKLE (CONT'D)
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Buster is stunned. 

BUSTER
And now - how did you get them to 
move backwards like that?

ALICE
Just run the negative backwards. 

BUSTER
And how did you get those colors?

ALICE
Trial and error, mostly error. Next 
- watch the counting numbers - 

Numbers appear on screen as she drops a needle into a record. 
An out-of-synch dialogue scene ensues onscreen. 

ALICE (CONT’D)
Merde. The sound is a quarter 
second behind the image. We're 
going to figure out how to get the 
sound tracking right onto the film. 

ARBUCKLE
She's the first to do any of this 
stuff. 

ALICE
Well no, I got the camera bits from 
the Lumiere brothers. They're 
idiots, they wanted to use this for 
advertising. We can tell stories 
with this thing. We've made a 
comedy, a fantasy, a travel story, 
a dancing story, outdoor shoots -

ARBUCKLE
She did a movie with all Negroes, 
caused a riot in Baltimore. 

Buster points at the projector. 

BUSTER
So how does the film go through - 

She smacks his hand. 

ALICE
Touche pas! You taking this boy to 
Hollywood?
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ARBUCKLE
Yep, he just doesn't know it yet. 

INT. TRAIN - DAY

Buster and Arbuckle are traveling to California.

ARBUCKLE
If you don't like Los Angeles, you 
can come back and keep on with your 
vaudeville nonsense. 

BUSTER
So this Alice woman has her own 
company. 

ARBUCKLE
Actually a lot of women are in 
charge. There's this other girl, 
Mabel Normand - 

BUSTER
I've seen her stuff. 

ARBUCKLE
She has her company, she saved 
Charlie Chaplin's career, he was 
about to be fired. And next we're 
gonna meet Lois Weber. But brace 
yourself. She makes Alice look like 
mother's milk. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Buster and Arbuckle walk toward an office. 

BUSTER
Lois Weber. Another producer? Which 
office is hers?

ARBUCKLE
Just listen for the noise. 

They hear YELLING. A door opens and LOIS Weber emerges with a 
LAWYER. 

LOIS
Well what about free speech?
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LAWYER
You can have all the free speech 
you want, but if you keep brassing 
off the locals, the theaters won't 
play your stuff. 

LOIS
Simon - 

LAWYER
We never had censors trying to cut 
movies until you showed up. I mean, 
seriously, you had a girl naked, 
top to bottom, caused a riot in New 
York. 

LOIS
Hey, I have five million people a 
week watching my work.

LAWYER
Not for long. You did birth 
control, you did abortion, opium 
addiction, alcoholism, tried to 
stop hangings, prostitution. Could 
you save me a lot of pain, and just 
make a couple of romances next?

LOIS
Simon - 

LAWYER
When you're talking more to your 
lawyer than you're talking to your 
actors, you're in trouble. Fatty, 
talk to her. 

ARBUCKLE
Name's Roscoe. Come on, let's 
drink. 

LOIS
First sensible idea I've heard all 
day. 

INT. BAR - DAY

Buster, Arbuckle, Lois hit the sauce. 

LOIS
Okay, spit it out. Has Alice 
figured out how to put sound on the 
film?
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ARBUCKLE
No. How about you?

LOIS
No luck. 

BUSTER
What, is it a race?

LOIS
All of life is a race. 

ARBUCKLE
Take a deep breath. 

LOIS
Oh shut up. Name's Lois, hi. 

ARBUCKLE
She's like Alice with the nutty 
shooting, split screen, mirror 
shots - how do you shoot into a 
mirror without showing the camera?

LOIS
Usually I shut up and let my team 
invent things. 

ARBUCKLE
She had this fight with Chaplin - 

LOIS
He wants to control everything. He 
tells every actor exactly how to do 
every shot. I get my team into the 
studio and let them play. 

BUSTER
You just let them play?...Roscoe, 
do you have one of those cameras?

ARBUCKLE
Sure. 

KEATON
Let's go. You’re aces, lady. 

LOIS
Damn right. 

EXT. MOVIE SET - NIGHT

Buster chats with Fatty Arbuckle. His dad peruses the camera. 
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KEATON
Still looks like a flash in the pan 
to me. 

ARBUCKLE
Flash in the -

KEATON
A year from now these moving 
pictures will be at the city dump, 
everybody be back at the vaudeville 
again. The stage will always be 
there. 

BUSTER
You actually make money on all this 
nonsense?

ARBUCKLE
This here box is magic. 

BUSTER
Can I borrow it?

Arbuckle nervously hands it over. 

ARBUCKLE
Just don't break it. I barely know 
how to put it back together. 

INT. HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Buster methodically takes the camera apart. Then he puts it 
back together again. 

EXT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Buster returns the camera to Arbuckle. 

BUSTER
Hey, I've got it now. Can I direct 
your next picture?

ARBUCKLE
Well, I should smile. You don't 
know how any of this works. 

BUSTER
I sure do, I took it apart and put 
it back together. 
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ARBUCKLE
You did what? I thought you were 
just gonna do a little shooting.

BUSTER
Took it apart. Light goes in there, 
film goes in there.

ARBUCKLE
And you put it back together. 

BUSTER
Well, I have a couple of parts left 
over. 

He hands them over. Deadpan look. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
So you cut the film into strips, 
somehow - 

ARBUCKLE
In a cutting room. Good guess. Then 
every edit we make, we have to do 
with glue. 

BUSTER
Glue?...And then you shoot the 
light through it on some kind of -

ARBUCKLE
Projector. 

BUSTER
And that's your picture.

ARBUCKLE
And you figured all that out last 
night. 

BUSTER
Well, Jeepers, how hard can it be?

Now it's Arbuckle doing the deadpan. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
What’s this business in the corner 
of the box -- morphine. 

ARBUCKLE
Just a little pick-me-up. Like 
whisky but the bluenoses can’t nail 
you for it. 
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EXT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Buster is shooting. Arbuckle is pretending to direct, but 
Buster is in charge. 

ARBUCKLE
Hey, Buster, do that car ornament 
thing again. 

BUSTER
What?

ARBUCKLE
You sort of lean forward, like an 
ornament on the hood of a Ford, and 
put that tragic look on your face. 

Buster does. Arbuckle cracks up. 

ARBUCKLE (CONT’D)
Perfect. Now move that camera - 

BUSTER
No! You roll into my face, it's 
like your filming Hamlet! Close ups 
are for tragedy, long shot is for 
slapstick! 

He points to a confused actress. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
You, girl! If you want to be funny, 
think slow, then act fast. Don't do 
funny things, do things funny. 

ARBUCKLE
Ready?

BUSTER
Roll that thing!

They shoot the end of a chase scene, which culminates in a 
car crashing into a wall, which collapses. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
And, stop!

ARBUCKLE
You know, Buster, you wrecked the 
car and the wall both, we need a 
few minutes - 
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BUSTER
Okay, everybody gather round. You, 
girl, you wanted to be an actor?

GIRL
Yes sir. 

BUSTER
Are you a good baseball player?

GIRL
I beg your - 

BUSTER
You're hired. You get out there, 
centerfield. Let's play some ball 
while we're waiting. I'm third 
base!

ARBUCKLE
You're always third base. Never 
miss a chance to get your head 
knocked off. 

A producer arrives, SCHENCK. 

BUSTER
Okay, Fatty, you can play third 
base now. 

SCHENCK
I need him too. Buster, after 
today, I'm pulling you out. You're 
going to run your own production 
unit. 

BUSTER
Buster Keaton Productions?

SCHENCK
Call it whatever the hell you want. 

ARBUCKLE
But you can't!

SCHENCK
You run your unit, he runs his, 
twice as many pictures, twice as 
much money. 
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ARBUCKLE
But he's my second director, he 
comes up with all my gags, he 
writes whole scenes on the fly, 
whole acts! 

SCHENCK
If I don't steal Buster, somebody 
else will. It may come to nothing 
anyway. Buster? I heard from the 
state capitol. You're going in the 
Army. 

BUSTER
I'm going to France. 

ARBUCKLE
You keep saying it's impossible to 
hurt you. 

BUSTER
I guess now we'll find out. 

ARBUCKLE
Write some good stuff while you're 
over there. 

INT. CHURCH - DAY

Buster is marrying a girl named NATALIE; the first row of the 
bride's side is loaded with actors who look irritated. 

FIRST TALMADGE
We're one of the most famous 
families in the theater, and this 
circus clown thinks he's just going 
to waltz in and grab a slice for 
himself.

SECOND TALMADGE
Natalie's a clever girl. 

FIRST TALMADGE
That's what I thought until she 
dragged him in. 

SECOND TALMADGE
A century from now, the Talmadge 
family will still be the gold 
standard in acting, and nobody will 
know who Buster Keaton is. 
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FIRST TALMADGE
What kind of name is Buster, 
anyway?

They look suspiciously at Fatty and the motley crew of movie 
people on the groom's side. 

EXT. SMALL TOWN STREET - DAY

Keaton, Arbuckle, cast and crew shoot on a film set. A 
custard pie fight is underway. Keaton throws a pie 27 feet 
and nails a girl in the head. 

BUSTER
Okay that's it! Print it! 

Actors are wiping off all the goo. This is a good place to 
point out that Keaton in real life was not the King of 
Deadpan: he smiles and laughs a lot. And he loves to shoot: 
he loves being with the crew and the cast.

ACTRESS
Okay, tell me we're using the first 
take. 

BUSTER
It was a pie fight, you think I'm 
going to nitpick your performances?

ACTRESS
Chaplin made us do everything over 
and over, he's insane. 

BUSTER
Every day somebody’s comparing me 
to Chaplin. Usually it’s the box 
office, his movies make twice what 
mine do. But who’s having more fun?

He holds up two pies, a pale lemony one and a dark berry pie. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Alright, you want me to nitpick? If 
you're throwing a custard pie at a 
brunette, use lemon meringue. If 
she's a blonde, go blueberry. You 
want a total mess. 

The actors begin changing their clothes. 
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BUSTER (CONT’D)
I know, I was just showing off. 
Hey, the girls are changing their 
shirts, give em a break -

ACTRESS
I'm from vaudeville, every actor in 
the country has seen me in my 
underwear. 

He crosses to her. 

BUSTER
Go change in the shed if you want. 
This isn't going to be that kind of 
studio. Actresses are important to 
the story, it's not like they're 
disposable. 

ACTRESS
Is this some fancy way to get in my 
pants?

BUSTER
No, I'm warning you - I'm gonna 
hire the big-name actresses. The 
competition's gonna be tough. 

ACTRESS
Wait. All this time in the acting 
business, never met a director who 
was shy with women.

BUSTER
Keep it under your hat. 

ACTRESS
You were over in the great war?

BUSTER
Entertaining the troops.

ACTRESS
You saw the front?

BUSTER
Well, I heard the guns, I didn't 
actually see em. 

He crosses to the rest of the pie-streaked crowd. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Once we’re done here, I'm keeping 
the crew on salary all year. 

(MORE)
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Guys can take days off when they 
need it. Most of you idiots are 
married like me. 

ACTRESS
You're kidding. 

ACTOR
So we don't have scripts? I'm an 
old Shakespeare guy, I don't know 
what to do if I'm not memorizing. 

BUSTER
When I come to the set I have about 
half an idea for a story, simple 
story, just a couple of characters. 

ACTOR
Where do you get your ideas?

BUSTER
In the bathroom, mostly. Then you 
guys go wild out there, come up 
with gags, we can be flexible. 

ACTOR
What about rehearsing?

BUSTER
When you rehearse, you move around 
like it's a ballet, it looks fake. 
If you guys rehearse too much, you 
over-act, I'm gonna unrehearse you. 
And we always use the first take 
unless it's a disaster. 

ACTOR
Wow, no wonder you work so fast. 

EXT. FIELD - DAY

Arbuckle is directing Keaton who is dressed as a Native 
American. An older woman walks up, Buster's mother Myra. 

ARBUCKLE
Who are you? Okay, crank it, get 
running!

Buster runs across the field; a soldier shoots him and he 
does a magnificent spin in the air, landing on the ground 
with a thud. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
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ARBUCKLE (CONT’D)
And cut. 

MOTHER
Buster. Got to be. Buster!

KEATON
Maw?

MOTHER
Get your butt over here!

ARBUCKLE
Who are you?

MOTHER
Buster's Maw.

ARBUCKLE
How'd you know it was him?

MOTHER
Ain't nobody but Buster could do 
that stunt and not break all his 
damn ribs. 

Buster crosses to them.

BUSTER
First take?

ARBUCKLE
Sure, fine. 

Myra hugs Buster. 

BUSTER
What are you doing here?

MOTHER
Your Paw's looking for work, in one 
of his sober days. 

BUSTER
This here's my best friend next to 
you, Roscoe. 

MOTHER
You sure like em big. Name's Myra. 
What's wrong?

BUSTER
He's like me, he's shy around 
women. 
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MOTHER
Some actor you are. 

INT. HOTEL BALLROOM - NIGHT

Buster, Roscoe and a mob of cast and crew are celebrating. 

BUSTER
What's the matter with you, you're 
the man of the hour! We're working 
too hard, making too much money, 
liquor's the cure for everything. 

ARBUCKLE
Never been a party man, really. 

In the crowd there's one girl who is more drunk than the 
rest, VIRGINIA Rappe. 

ARBUCKLE (CONT’D)
Some of these girls need a buddy to 
watch out for em. 

GIRL
That’s Ginny Rappe, never met a 
bottle she didn’t like. 

INT. HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Virginia is lying on the ground, holding her stomach, 
moaning. Roscoe enters. 

ARBUCKLE
I could hear you right down the 
hall. 

VIRGINIA
It's my gut. 

ARBUCKLE
Appendix?

VIRGINIA
Ain't got no appendix. It's like 
I'm burning up. 

ARBUCKLE
You got ice?

VIRGINIA
Loads. 
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He disappears and returns with a chunk of ice. He holds it to 
her stomach.

VIRGINIA (CONT’D)
Geez, that's cold!

ARBUCKLE
Does it help?

VIRGINIA
A little. Thanks, I'll be okay. 

ARBUCKLE
Ain't never been alone in a girl's 
hotel room before. Just looking for 
trouble. 

VIRGINIA
It's okay. See you round, Fatty. 

INT. JAIL CELL - DAY

Roscoe is sitting with a lawyer. 

ARBUCKLE
I still don't understand. 

LAWYER
That girl with the stomach. 

ARBUCKLE
I gave her ice. 

LAWYER
She died a couple days after the 
party. 

ARBUCKLE
Yeah, she had an appendix or 
something.

LAWYER
Ruptured bladder. Her friends say 
you raped her. 

EXT. IN FRONT OF COURTHOUSE - DAY

Buster talks to the lawyer. 

BUSTER
How do we get him out of this?
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LAWYER
The DA wants to be governor, he's 
fighting dirty. He already got 
caught pushing two witnesses to 
lie, he threatened em. And the 
girl's friend, the one who accused 
you, she came to me, demanding 
money. Everybody knows it's 
bullshit, the first two cases were 
mistrials. Even his wife is 
sticking with him, there she is -

A woman approaches the lawyer. A shot rings out. People 
scream. The woman hits the deck. Buster rushes to her. 

BUSTER
You okay?

ARBUCKLE’S WIFE
I'm fine. 

BUSTER
You’re Roscoe’s wife. What the hell 
kind of trial is this?

ARBUCKLE’S WIFE
They were aiming for me. Because 
they couldn't get at Roscoe. 

Schenck pulls Buster aside. 

SCHENCK
I tried to warn you. Keep quiet 
about Fatty. Nobody, not in any of 
the studios, nobody's allowed to 
stand up for Fatty. 

BUSTER
His name's Roscoe. 

SCHENCK
You know how many people went to 
bat for him, in all of Hollywood? 
You. You're it. 

BUSTER
If I'm the only one, that's all the 
more reason. Working all those 
years in the Midwest, I have a 
special dislike for lynch mobs. 

SCHENCK
Well, I warned you, and now the 
corporation wants to spank you. 
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BUSTER
So you guys are gonna fire Arbuckle 
and then fire me? Who the hell is 
gonna make your pictures? You're 
supposed to be a leader, go lead. 

INT. BAR - DAY

Roscoe and Buster. 

BUSTER
I've never seen that before. The 
jury says not guilty, and then they 
apologized to you. 

ARBUCKLE
Lot of good it does me. I owe seven 
hundred grand in legal fees. My 
wife stuck with me through the 
trial, and then she walked out. 

BUSTER
Well, people were shooting at her. 

ARBUCKLE
My movies were banned, they won't 
let me shoot any more. Well, nobody 
likes a whiner. 

BUSTER
Listen, my company was yours before 
it was mine. I'll cut you a slice 
of it. 

ARBUCKLE
Don't want charity. 

BUSTER
You want to eat?

ARBUCKLE
I want to work!

BUSTER
I'll get you some writing work. 
We'll give you a new name, Will B. 
Good. 

ARBUCKLE
Let's not push it. I'll be William 
Goodrich. 
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BUSTER
You gotta lay off the sauce. 

ARBUCKLE
Look in the mirror, Buster. 

BUSTER
I got a job. But I always take care 
of the company. 

A bunch of young swells comes in. 

SWELL 1
Hey, it's Fatty Arbuckle. 

SWELL 2
You been in the paper a lot, pal. 

Roscoe stands, and so does Buster. 

ARBUCKLE
I've got a name, you know. 

SWELL 2
Do you now?

ARBUCKLE
It's Roscoe. 

The swells look at him. 

SWELL 2
Fair enough. Let's get this fat boy 
a couple of pints. He's having 
himself a Monday. 

INT. PARLOR - DAY

Natalie is bracketed by the two Talmadge women on a couch. 

FIRST TALMADGE
Well, I warned you this Keaton 
fella was running with bad company.

SECOND TALMADGE
You’ve given that man two children, 
it’s time you sent him off to his 
own room. 

FIRST TALMADGE
Stop all that bedtime foolishness. 
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SECOND TALMADGE
It’s wanton, that’s what it is. 

NATALIE
You mean kick him out of my bed?

SECOND TALMADGE
It’s about that time. You have your 
children, anything beyond that is 
just fornication. 

INT. MOVIE SET - NIGHT

Buster, subdued, rounds up his actors. 

BUSTER
Okay listen up. One of our pals got 
his ass handed to him. You may be 
in a mood to turn tail, but I'm 
not. I think it's time we go big. 

ACTOR
Big how?

BUSTER
We've been making these silly 
little two-reelers, we got one 
stupid gag that goes on for half an 
hour, the custard pie fights.

ACTOR
So we gonna do Shakespeare now?

BUSTER
Don't be a sap, we're not gonna 
overdo it. But we are gonna do full-
length features. The audience has 
to believe our stories, we can't 
have the kind of stupid gags you'd 
get from cartoons. We gotta slow 
down, a little romance, a little 
drama. 

ACTOR
How the hell do we do that?

BUSTER
Well, we can't just shove a gag in, 
if it doesn't fit the story. First 
we figure out where the story's 
gonna end, what’s the hero trying 
to do? 

(MORE)
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Then we work back to the middle, is 
there a gag that can get our guy to 
the finish line so he gets to marry 
his girl? We can't be stupid just 
for the sake of stupid.

ACTOR
But we do stupid so well. 

EXT. SHORE OF LAKE TAHOE - DAY

An actress, Kathryn MCGUIRE, shivers in a blanket with 
Roscoe. A cameraman is working nearby. 

MCGUIRE
I still can’t believe we’re doing 
camera work underwater. 

CAMERAMAN
The boat isn't sinking fast enough, 
I need to under-crank it, to speed 
it up.

MCGUIRE
If you under-crank it, the water 
will look like it's boiling. 

CAMERAMAN
So what the heck did Buster do this 
time?

MCGUIRE
Actually it’s a beautiful story. A 
boy and a girl are stranded on an 
empty ship out at sea, the ship is 
so big that they can't find each 
other, it’s sweet. 

CAMERAMAN
I don't see much opportunity for 
the gags. 

MCGUIRE
We had to take the gags out. 

CAMERAMAN
Take em out?

MCGUIRE
It's a romance. A frozen romance. 
Christ I'm cold. 

BUSTER (CONT'D)
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Buster emerges from the lake in a diving suit which he 
removes. Kathryn rushes to him with a blanket and rubs him 
vigorously. 

BUSTER
There are body parts that I have, 
that you don't, that are frozen 
solid. 

MCGUIRE
Oh, sweetie.

She looks nervously at his groin. 

MCGUIRE (CONT’D)
Wait, why are you coming to me? I’m 
not warming up your parts. 

BUSTER
Run to the shed and get me the 
bourbon. 

MCGUIRE
Oh thank God. 

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - DAY

Buster is rehearsing with a motorcycle. 

For shot after shot, Buster takes a spill on the bike. Once 
he is flung onto the hood of a parked car. 

He hops on the handlebars.

ACTRESS
But you can't pedal. 

BUSTER
Don't need to. The throttle is on 
this handle, and I use the bars to 
steer. 

He does this and crashes two more times. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Buster fractures his ankle slipping on an escalator. 
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EXT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Buster is riding on the handlebars of the motorcycle. 
Alternating shots show that he is also the driver of the 
motorcycle. 

Buster is also seen still riding on the handlebars of the now-
pilotless cycle. He rolls off-screen. CRASHING noises. 

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

Buster is chased by cops; he uses the lid of a skylight as a 
springboard to jump to the next roof, but he misses and hits 
a wall. Actors lay him on a plank to rest, bloody. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Roscoe and Buster are watching footage of the famous jump-in-
the-suitcase trick from Sherlock Junior. 

ARBUCKLE
This is a good picture, but we're 
pulling in extra this time.

BUSTER
Why?

ARBUCKLE
Everybody in Hollywood is watching 
this thing three, four times, to 
figure out how you do the suitcase 
trick. 

They watch it again.

Actress enters, crying, with a telegram. 

ACTRESS
Sorry, Buster. 

He reads. 

BUSTER
Harry Houdini died. His appendix. 
Funeral's in New York. 

ARBUCKLE
You're leaving?

BUSTER
Houdini was the company before you 
were the company. 
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INT. LION CAGE - DAY

Buster is in a circular cage sixty feet across with two 
lions. All lines are in whispers. 

DIRECTOR
Remember, don't run and don't get 
backed into a corner. Nine times 
out of ten the lions don’t move. 

BUSTER
Swell, you directed me, who directs 
the lions?

DIRECTOR
Nobody directs lions. Remember, we 
shoot it twice, once for the 
American negative, once for Europe. 

Buster slowly crosses the cage. He looks around and both of 
the lions are following him curiously. 

DIRECTOR (CONT’D)
And, cut! Okay, Buster, go back to 
position 1, we do it again for the 
European cut. 

BUSTER
Europe ain't gonna see this scene! 
Get me out of here!

EXT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Railroad yard. Buster is hanging from the pipe which connects 
to a water basin. Water rushes out of he pipe and knocks him 
onto the track, where he bangs his head. 

EXT. HILLSIDE - DAY

Buster is running downhill when he trips over two slowly 
rolling rocks. The crew laughs.  

BUSTER
Oh, you think that’s funny?

ACTOR
Are you kidding? We’re supposed to 
laugh when you fall down!
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BUSTER
That was an accident. Okay you 
clowns, get me a whole stack of 
newspapers and some glue. 

Shortly, he strolls over to tables where the whole crew is 
making 1500 boulders out of papier mache, a number of them 5 
to 8 feet across.

Next the crew are precariously setting up dozens of boulders 
to chase Buster downhill. The biggest weighs 400 pounds. And 
the chase is on. This is Seven Chances. 

INT. HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Actors in their underwear relax and drink. A girl is 
massaging Buster's bruised body. 

BUSTER
All you clowns are still 
overacting. You’re not onstage 
anymore. You need to under-act. 

ACTRESS
Buster, it's bad enough when you do 
your own stunts. Are you really 
going to continue doing stunts for 
Fatty's movies too? 

ACTOR
You'll be old before your time. 

BUSTER
We need more tall guys and fat guys 
for the chase scene.

ACTRESS
Another chase scene?

BUSTER
I always need to be the little guy 
being run down by elephants. 

Buster gets up and begins mangling a hat. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Can’t just buy a pork pie hat. Take 
a big old Stetson and cut it, make 
it nice and stiff with sugar water. 

ACTRESS
More hats. 
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BUSTER
Well, we destroy a half dozen on 
every movie.

ACTRESS
What do you mean, we?

ACTOR
So, is your wife coming to town? 

Buster looks at the actress. 

BUSTER
Not hardly. 

EXT. A FIELD - DAY

Buster and his crew are shooting a scene with a cow. 

BUSTER
Yesterday that cow was so smart she 
could make change of a dollar, I 
had her trained perfect. Today it's 
like somebody stunned her with a 
hammer. 

CAMERAMAN
You're not farm kin, are you?

BUSTER
What?

CAMERAMAN
Cow's in heat. You best get her up 
the road to a bull, or she's gonna 
go simple-minded on you. 

BUSTER
The cow needs romancing?

CAMERAMAN
I seen my wife with that look. We 
need to cooperate with the 
inevitable.

EXT. COUNTRY ROAD - DAY

Buster and a cameraman lead the cow down a road. They see a 
bull behind a rickety fence. The bull and cow are both alert. 
The cow trots out of shot. 
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BUSTER
Is this where they said to go?

CAMERAMAN
Is it that barn over there?

BUSTER
Wow, I didn't know bulls could move 
that fast.

CAMERAMAN
That's the power of romance.

BUSTER
That little wood fence ain't gonna - 

CRUNCHING sound. 

CAMERAMAN
Dang, here he comes. Run!

Buster and his pal hide behind a tree. 

BUSTER
He'll see us!

CAMERAMAN
All he sees is that cow. 

They watch the romance unfold. Mooing. 

BUSTER
Wow!

CAMERAMAN
I didn't even know that was 
possible. 

BUSTER
I sure ain't gonna try that at 
home. 

CAMERAMAN
She seems to approve. 

BUSTER
Where's the camera?

CAMERAMAN
Oh stop. Put this in the movie, we 
get arrested. 

BUSTER
Show it to the girls.
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CAMERAMAN
We'll get slapped. 

BUSTER
Are they finished already?

CAMERAMAN
Yeah, she's in a much better mood 
now. 

Moo. The cow saunters over, smug. 

BUSTER
That feller didn't bring you candy 
or flowers or nothing. 

CAMERAMAN
You gonna get a reputation. 

EXT. RAIL YARD - DAY

Ancient trains are being moved up and down the track by 
profane workmen who have no idea what they're doing. Buster 
and Schenck watch nervously.    

SCHENCK
Okay, so this is a story about a 
train. 

BUSTER
True story. Civil War. Bunch of 
Union raiders steal a Confederate 
train, run it back north, tearing 
up track and bridges behind them. 
Rebels chase em down and hang em. 

SCHENCK
So, a comedy then. 

BUSTER
Yeah, that's the problem. We were 
gonna use the real train, they even 
had track for us down Tennessee, 
but they found out it was a comedy.

SCHENCK
Southern folks don't have much of a 
sense of humor about…

BUSTER
The War of the Lincoln Aggression. 
I even made the rebels the heroes. 

(MORE)
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You can’t make the southerners the 
bad guys or they'll burn down the 
theater. They're nuts down there. 

SCHENCK
Did it work?

BUSTER
Nope.

SCHENCK
So that's why we're in Oregon. 

BUSTER
They got the old-fashioned track 
and the old-fashioned trains. I 
bought one train outright, so I can 
wreck it. 

SCHENCK
With my money. And you hired the 
state National Guard to play the 
Union and the rebel armies. 

BUSTER
Dress em in blue, march em one way, 
dress em in gray, send em right 
back. 

SCHENCK
And you're gonna produce and direct 
and edit this.

BUSTER
Yep.

SCHENCK
And write it.

BUSTER
Yep.

SCHENCK
And you're the star. 

BUSTER
Of course. I'm the rebel who steals 
the train back. 

Buster’s father approaches. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
So, you’re sober?

BUSTER (CONT'D)
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KEATON
It’s eight in the morning. You 
never saw me drunk when it’s time 
to work. 

BUSTER
Well, got a surprise for you. Don’t 
know whether you’ll like it. 

Buster’s mother arrives carrying a camera.

MOTHER
So you have motorized cameras now. 
Jeepers!

KEATON
Myra. 

She hugs him and kisses him. 

MOTHER
So, sober this time?

KEATON
Why do they keep asking that?

MOTHER
You look good. 

KEATON
Buster here promoted me to a Union 
general. 

MOTHER
I’ll get you a couple of beers 
tonight. No more bourbon for you. 

She takes his hand. 

EXT. TRAIN TRACKS - DAY

Series of scenes in which cast and crew shoot dangerous 
scenes on the two trains.

A train begins rolling unexpectedly forward. A crewman hops 
out of the way but his toes have been crushed.

Buster chases a train on foot. 

Buster chases the train on a bone-shaker bicycle. 

Buster chases the train by handcar. 
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Aboard a train, Buster points a gun at a Union soldier, but 
in a surprisingly subtle way, barely waving it at his prey. 

Buster jumping from one train car to the next. 

Union soldiers disconnect the rear car of their train, and 
drop railroad ties on the tracks. 

Buster rides a cow-catcher in front of an engine. He sees a 
rail tie stuck in the track, and another laying across the 
track. He picks up the first and throws it to dislodge the 
second. A horrified crewman and an actress named MARION 
watch. 

MARION
What if he'd missed?

CREWMAN
We'd have to hire Chaplin to finish 
the shoot. 

EXT. FIELD - NIGHT

Cast, crew and townspeople at a dance. 

EXT. WOODS - DAY

Buster and Marion watch a train go by, camera rolling nearby. 
Buster is in his underwear. 

MARION
Buster, why did you put the camera 
here?

BUSTER
You watch, the train is going to go 
through this curve, and the cannon 
at the rear is going to shoot a 
cannonball over the front of the 
train. 

MARION
And if you're wrong…

BUSTER
The whole train blows up. But it's 
my train, bought and paid for!

Buster's shot goes just as predicted. 

A crewman approaches. 
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BUSTER (CONT’D)
See? Stop your whining.

CREWMAN
We set fire to the woods again, all 
these cannonballs. 

BUSTER
Rocket's red glare.

CREWMAN
It's not funny. Those farmers are 
charging us twenty five bucks for 
every haystack that goes up. It's 
bone dry out there.

The entire cast and crew are seen battling a forest fire. 
Buster is still in his underwear. 

CREWMAN (CONT’D)
We're gonna have to stop production 
for a few weeks until all the smoke 
clears. 

EXT. MOVIE SET, SMALL TOWN - DAY

More dangerous shooting scenes. 

Keaton is sitting on the coupling rods of an engine just the 
engine begins to move. He and the train roll out, camera 
rolling. 

CREWMAN
If that train hits a bump, he's 
gonna be walking on pegs for life. 

Buster being knocked unconscious by a swinging sign.

Marion fills the water reservoir of a train and gets soaked. 
She didn't expect the water and she's irritated.

A crewman is shot in the face with a blank. 

BUSTER
It was a blank!

CREWMAN
WHAT?

A cannon fires with massive force, rattling the whole set. 
Buster is next scene counting the grains of gunpowder into 
the firing pan. 
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BUSTER
Damn gunpowder. One grain more and 
it blows the engine off the tracks. 

EXT. TRAIN BRIDGE - DAY

A massive crowd of 3000 watches a bridge. 

CREWMAN
This shot is gonna cost Schenck 
forty thousand dollars.

BUSTER
If we get it right.

CREWMAN
If we don't set the woods on fire 
again. 

MARIAN
And all those people don't know 
what's gonna happen?

BUSTER
Nope.

MARIAN
And they don't know that the dead 
engineer is just a dummy?

BUSTER
Why spoil the surprise?

MARIAN
Good Lordy. 

BUSTER
Alright, are all six cameras 
rolling?

CREWMAN
Six for six. 

BUSTER
Cue the blue coats. 

500 Union soldiers charge down the river bank.

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Now the rebels. 

500 Confederates run the other way. 
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BUSTER (CONT’D)
Now set the bridge on fire. 

The bridge is set ablaze. A few screams. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Now the train. 

A train comes onto the bridge. The bridge begins to collapse. 
A lot more screams. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
And the engineer. 

The "engineer" is flung from the train to his "death". Even 
more wails from the crowd. 

The train completes its plunge into the river. Some in the 
crowd back up nervously; others run away entirely. The 
hardiest souls look in awe at the hissing, smoking wreck. 

MARIAN
What happens to that train?

BUSTER
I dunno.

MARIAN
Not to be a spoilsport, but how do 
we get to the other side of the 
river now? 

He looks at the remains of the bridge. 

BUSTER
All 3000 of us? Well that's a good 
question.

EXT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Two crewmen hustle around the corner of a large building. 

CREWMAN
I can't believe they let him start 
another picture after he wrecked 
that train.

SECOND CREWMAN
He knows he's gonna get benched. 
They’re gonna shut down his studio. 

CREWMAN
How can you tell?
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SECOND CREWMAN
Because he's trying to commit 
suicide.

CREWMAN
What?

They round a corner and see Buster standing in front of a 
large house façade with a window cut out. 

SECOND CREWMAN
Buster's going to stand right there 
while that wall falls on him. 

CREWMAN
What??

SECOND CREWMAN
That window is supposed to come 
right down where he is. 

CREWMAN
How does he know he's standing in 
the right place?

SECOND CREWMAN
Arithmetic. 

CREWMAN
You know the arithmetic I'm doing 
right now?

SECOND CREWMAN
How many tons of wood gonna land on 
his head?

CREWMAN
Can we try to talk to -

BUSTER
Roll camera! And…pull the ropes!

The wall falls perfectly and Buster is fine. Schenck steps 
out of a doorway. 

SCHENCK
Keaton.

SECOND CREWMAN
Well, been nice working with you. 

Schenck sits on a pile of lumber and gestures for Keaton to 
sit next to him. 
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BUSTER
See, the shot worked. 

SCHENCK
Well, I'm here about that train.

BUSTER
Isn't fantastic? Made a million at 
the box office. 

SCHENCK
And it cost that much to make. The 
wildfires, the lawsuits, that train 
is still in that river. And you 
didn't make what I told you to 
make. 

BUSTER
It was a great romance, an 
adventure!

SCHENCK
People come to your movies to see 
slapstick. You gave em a Civil War 
picture and scared em to death. 
Scared a bunch of kids. 

BUSTER
This new one isn't so bad.

SCHENCK
The distributor pushed back on me. 
Listen, I’m taking over as 
president of United Artists. We’re 
shutting down your operations here. 

BUSTER
Shutting me down?

SCHENCK
You got an offer to go to MGM. 

EXT. CITY STREET - DAY

Buster and the gang are shooting one more shot. Buster is 
aiming a cream pie at a girl 30 feet away. Throughout the 
scene, the cast and crew are making a massive racket, which 
will provide a huge contrast to the next shooting scene we 
see. 

ACTOR
Come on, Buster!
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ACTRESS
You keep saying it!

CAMERAMAN
Do everything in one take!

BUSTER
She's awfully far away. 

CAMERAMAN
Let er fly, Buster!

He nails the girl in the face with the pie, perfectly. 
Cheers. Even the victim is jumping up and down. She runs to 
Buster and gives him a disgusting whipped-cream kiss. He 
smiles. 

Joe Schenck approaches, begins wiping the girl off. 

ACTOR
Who's the dude with the towel?

BUSTER
That's Joe. 

ACTOR
Joe who?

BUSTER
He runs the whole company. 

ACTOR
Dang. Sorry sir!

SCHENCK
Don't sweat it. Just get me another 
towel, this kid can't breathe. 

He begins wiping the girl’s face. 

BUSTER
So, this is the last day. Monday 
morning I report to MGM. 

SCHENCK
Yep. 

BUSTER
But all these guys get to come too, 
right?
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EXT. PARKING LOT - DAY

Monday morning. Buster rockets up to a little gatehouse in 
front of a parking lot. A barrier slams down. An armed GUARD 
steps out. 

GUARD
Name?

BUSTER
Huh? Keaton. 

Pregnant pause and staring. 

GUARD
You slow down or I'm gonna send you 
right back out on the boulevard. 

BUSTER
Make it snappy, I want to see this 
Mayer guy. 

GUARD
You mean Mister Mayer, vice 
president and head of studio 
operations? You want to meet him in 
person?

BUSTER
Is there any other way to meet a 
guy?

The guard produces a clipboard. 

GUARD
Step out of the car, please. What's 
your name again?

BUSTER
You don't know who I am?

INT. SOUND STAGE - DAY

The guard escorts Keaton onto a sound stage. It is deathly 
quiet for their entire journey across the sound stage. A 
small crew, a director and two actors are seen in the 
distance, in front of a small living room scene. Keaton has 
never experienced anything like it before. 

BUSTER
Are you sure you took me to the 
right place? Looks like an empty 
warehouse. 
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DIRECTOR
Dammit! Cut!

The guard grabs Buster's shoulder. 

GUARD
You see the red light? It means no 
talking. You ever worked on a movie 
set before?

BUSTER
Once or twice. 

DIRECTOR
Everybody take five. 

GUARD
This Keaton guy, the front office 
said to take him to Weingarten. 

An official steps out of the shadows. WEINGARTEN. 

BUSTER
Why is the camera in that cage? 

WEINGARTEN
The cameras have motors now, so we 
have to keep it in the big box, so 
the microphones don't pick up the 
sound of the motor. 

BUSTER
But that means your camera can't 
move. You just point at the set 
like it's a stage play. 

WEINGARTEN
My name's Weingarten. Mayer told me 
to take care of you.

BUSTER
You’re one of the executives. 

WEINGARTEN
No, I just fix problems. 

BUSTER
Am I a problem?

WEINGARTEN
You saw the contract?
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BUSTER
It's very generous. Hundred fifty 
grand a year. 

WEINGARTEN
Did you read all the way to the 
bottom? The producer gets the final 
word on the story, the direction, 
and the script. 

BUSTER
That's okay, I never use a script 
anyway. 

WEINGARTEN
Well, that's gonna change. Blame Al 
Jolson.

BUSTER
What did he do?

WEINGARTEN
With talkies, the theater chains 
and studios need to spend millions 
of dollars to rewire every theater 
in America. 

BUSTER
We're all going bankrupt then. 

WEINGARTEN
The only people with enough money 
to fix it is Wall Street. Wall 
Street doesn't like independent 
producers making things up on the 
fly. They want corporations and 
written scripts and budgets and 
meetings. These guys grew up 
financing railroads, there's a 
blueprint for everything. 

BUSTER
I love railroads. I just destroyed 
one in Oregon. 

WEINGARTEN
Yeah, they noticed that, Buster. 

INT. BEDROOM - NIGHT

Buster and Natalie sit on the bed. 
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NATALIE
Do we need to have the same fight 
again? 

BUSTER
Fight?

NATALIE
You doing the actresses two at a 
time, or are you treating them with 
more respect than you treat me?

BUSTER
Are you going to let me back in 
your bed?

NATALIE
No more children. Told you. 

BUSTER
Takes up too much time from your 
clothes shopping. I had trouble 
making the rent. 

NATALIE
Joseph. I'm taking the boys. I'm 
changing their name. You do not 
want to see me in a courtroom. 

BUSTER
My boy is Buster Talmadge?

NATALIE
Joseph Talmadge. Buster is a name 
for a clown. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Buster, Natalie, and two lawyers. 

BUSTER
So she gets my kids. 

NATALIE
My kids. I don’t want alimony - 

LAWYER   
That’s a pack of money you’re 
leaving on the table -

NATALIE
I’m not gonna kick him when he’s 
down. Okay?
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BUSTER
Kick me when I’m down?

NATALIE
Joe, there’s only one person in 
Hollywood who doesn’t know the 
studio is going to cut you loose. I 
really am trying to help you.  

BUSTER
When do I get to talk to the kids?

A pregnant silence. Natalie slides a document over to him and 
walks off. He signs. She gestures, they step into a corner. 

NATALIE
Hey. You think I ever stopped 
loving you, for one stinking 
minute? 

She touches his cheek.

NATALIE (CONT’D)
Just so you know. Divorce or no 
divorce, try not to hit the sauce 
too hard, it's poison for actors. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Lois, Buster and a company lawyer argue. 

BUSTER
You ran off the women. Mabel 
Normand had her studio and mentored 
Chaplin. Mary Pickford formed 
United Artists. Alice Guy Blache 
invented everything. 

LOIS
I invented everything. 

BUSTER
The shop Alice set up to distribute 
movies, you may have heard of it, 
Metro, it's called MGM now. 

LAWYER
You forgot about Goldwyn and Mayer. 

BUSTER
You are feeding off of women like 
sucking on a teat. 

(MORE)
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The only reason Paramount is in 
business is Gloria Swanson. Irene 
Dunne saved RKO. Eleanor Powell 
saved MGM. 

LAWYER    
She did no such thing.

BUSTER
Rita Hayworth saved Columbia. Fox 
is still around because of Shirley 
Temple. Warner's dining out on 
Bette Davis. Even Disney hit the 
big time because of Snow White. 

LAWYER
Lois, you can direct anytime. 

LOIS
But I can't pick the story, the 
actors, the edits, lawyers control 
my time and my money. And I keep 
getting fired. 

LAWYER
You had a girl swimming naked.

LOIS
Uncle Tom's Cabin? You want to make 
it a comedy, the script you sent 
was racist. And you replaced me - 
Uncle Tom with D.W. Griffith? 

A man from the Hays office enters. 

BUSTER
The censorship office is here. 

HAYS MAN
You have no one but yourselves to 
blame. This Arbuckle, rape case - 

BUSTER
A load of bull. Hearst whipped up a 
lynch mob to sell papers. 

HAYS MAN
Studio boys came to me because you 
had an image problem. This town was 
Sodom and Gomorrah. The girl Hedy 
Lamarr made that film, had a sexual 
climax right on camera. 

BUSTER (CONT'D)
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BUSTER
Wow. Must have missed that one. 

HAYS MAN
White girls having sex with black 
men. Adultery, prostitution, 
abortion, homosexuality. 

The Hays man opens a briefcase and pulls out a folder. 

LOIS
So, the Hays Office, new rules. 

HAYS MAN 
No sex, childbirth. No kisses 
longer than three seconds. 
Authority figures are always right, 
no politics, no social issues, 
lynching, profanity. 

LOIS
For Christ sake. 

HAYS MAN
No wedding-nights, men and women in 
a bedroom, women wearing pants, no 
challenges to traditional marriage. 
No nudity even in silhouette. 

LOIS
What was the matter with Joan 
Blondell? She wasn't even onscreen!

HAYS MAN
She was nude offscreen, audience 
was imagining her naked. 

LOIS
God forbid the audience uses its 
imagination. Betty Boop had to put 
on a skirt. A cartoon character!

HAYS MAN
She's erotic. This is what the 
studios wanted. 

LOIS
Least we're not at Columbia. Harry 
Cohn with his rape couch. Directors 
running around with riding crops, 
screaming at the actresses. 
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EXT. TRAIN YARD - DAY

Buster, in a workman's costume, argues with a director. 

BUSTER
Let me know when you need me to go 
through the window.   

DIRECTOR
We can't risk our leading man, the 
insurance underwriter said you 
can't do stunts. We got a stunt 
guy.   

BUSTER
You hired a stunt guy? You know who 
the best stunt guy in Hollywood is?  

DIRECTOR
Who?  

BUSTER
Me!  

DIRECTOR
Not on my set, you're not. We need 
to work fast today. We're shooting 
the bedroom scene three times, in 
English, Spanish and German.  

BUSTER
We shoot three lousy movies for the 
price of one. I hate this shit!

DIRECTOR
Buster, did you notice, your movies 
are making more money than ever? 
Maybe you should try things our way 
for once. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Buster meets the suits again. 

WEINGARTEN
Requisitions must be in triplicate. 
I'm responsible for all the money. 

BUSTER
What about my shoes?
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WEINGARTEN
You went off script again. You 
insisted that we throw you in that 
river twelve times, you ruined the 
shoes. 

BUSTER
Wait, I'm paying for the shoes?

WEINGARTEN
Reimbursement not authorized. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Buster, in a sailor’s costume, enters a room full of 
executives and lawyers. 

BUSTER
Let me guess. Have any of you guys 
ever acted in your life?

WEINGARTEN
We've had complaints from the 
director and the producer now. You 
refuse to follow the script. 

BUSTER
I'm fine with the talkies but I 
don't need the script.  I like to 
write on the fly, right on set. 

WEINGARTEN
We have a system, like Ford makes 
cars. You think they improvise when 
they build a car or a radio? We do 
every movie the same way. All the 
technicians do things the same way. 
We have writers for the dialogue. 

BUSTER
I'm not a technician.

WEINGARTEN
You're an employee. For now. 

BUSTER
Corporation controls everything. I 
want to add an insert of a hand 
picking up a book, it costs eight 
grand. The only time I get anything 
done is when I shoot on location 
where your suits can't find me.   
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WEINGARTEN
And running up a lot of expenses 
when you do.  

BUSTER
You ever notice, you keep shoving 
stuff into my stories that don't 
work, and the stuff I improvise is 
what gets all the laughs?

WEINGARTEN
What's your point? 

BUSTER
Talk isn't funny. You bring in 
radio guys, Jimmy Durante, all they 
want is talk, stupid puns, jokes 
that go back to the Civil War. 

WEINGARTEN
You had five minutes with no sound 
at all, the front office hated it. 
We brought in some guys to improve 
the story.  

BUSTER
And that's what killed it. The 
thing died of improvement. Never in 
history was there a piece of art 
that was created by a committee. 

WEINGARTEN
Things change. 

Buster looks at a script. 

BUSTER
Stand around, have conversations? 
Geez, how am I supposed to remember 
all these lines? 

WEINGARTEN
We can hire stage actors if you're 
no longer up to the job.  

A glare.   

WEINGARTEN (CONT’D)
We saw your script, Spite Marriage, 
it's not really what we do here. 
You can do that other piece, the 
Cameraman… But Ed Sedgwick will be 
directing.  
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BUSTER
I direct all my stories… Wait. I'm 
just an actor now, is that it? 

INT. SMALL HOME - NIGHT

This is Buster's bungalow, where all the best whiskey and 
prettiest girls on the studio lot all congregate at the end 
of the day. Lois and a few friends are already drinking. 

Buster enters, carrying his ruined shoes. He drops them on 
the floor. He disappears into a back room and emerges with a 
baseball bat. He proceeds to smash all the glass windows in 
the bookcases that ring the room; there are a lot of them to 
smash. Everyone looks at him in terror. 

He pours a drink. He notices that a tiny shard has cut Lois's 
face. He crosses to her and wipes her face with a napkin. 

BUSTER
You know Buster. Safety first. 

Lois hugs him. She begins to cry. 

INT. BAR - NIGHT

Arbuckle and Buster, overjoyed, surrounded by actors and 
Arbuckle’s new wife. 

BUSTER
Well, it only took ten years. 

ARBUCKLE
Like a punishment out of the Bible. 

BUSTER
Brand new contract for Roscoe with 
Warner, they're the best right now. 
Maybe we invite that schmuck from 
the Hays office, get him drunk. 

ARBUCKLE
And the first anniversary with the 
new wife. 

BUSTER
They still won't show your movies 
in England, but they're selling 
like cold beer here in the States. 

ARBUCKLE
This is the best day of my life!
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INT. FUNERAL HOME - DAY

Arbuckle is in a casket. His new wife curls up against 
Buster, crying. 

BUSTER
The new Mrs. Arbuckle....He got to 
be happy for a whole day.

WIFE
One goddamn day. 

BUSTER
Heart gave out?

WIFE
Heart completely gave out. 

BUSTER
Just remember. He was part of the 
company, the family. So are you. 

WIFE
Thanks.

BUSTER
Don't thank me, we're a rough 
bunch. 

EXT. SMALL HOME, POOLSIDE - NIGHT

Weingarten arrives at Buster's infamous bungalow and finds 
Buster collapsed in a pool chair. 

WEINGARTEN
Buster, wake up. Another blackout?

BUSTER
What day is it?

WEINGARTEN
Back in the day this shack had the 
best bathtub gin and the prettiest 
actresses getting shacked up. 

BUSTER
Well, my wife is gone, don't think 
anybody cares about the girls. 

WEINGARTEN
Mayer cares, he wanted to burn the 
place down. Make an example of you. 
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BUSTER
My wife is gone. And the kids. 

WEINGARTEN
I talked Mayer into extending your 
contract. 

BUSTER
What? I’m still employed?

WEINGARTEN
But we're deducting a chunk of 
money out every week until you pay 
off the thirty three grand.

BUSTER
Thirty three grand. 

WEINGARTEN
You went on so many benders, you 
cost me thirty three grand on your 
last picture. You're just another 
actor, you take the roles we give 
you, and you say a big thank you. 
And one more thing…

BUSTER
If they sent you up here to talk to 
me about the drinking, you can 
stop. I know what I'm doing. The 
only one who can fix me is me.

EXT. SMALL TOWN MAIN STREET - NIGHT

Two A.M. in the Arizona desert. Buster brings his Cadillac to 
a diagonal stop and lurches out of the car. 

BUSTER
Come on, they said there was a 
gambling joint out here. Where's 
the party? Las Vegas Nevada!

He staggers up to a newspaper office and slowly reads a sign: 
La Paz, Arizona. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Arizona. Come on, the whole town 
can't be asleep!

He pulls out a revolver and fires off a few rounds. Echoes 
and silence.
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EXT. DESERT ROAD - NIGHT

Buster has pulled over and fallen asleep. A police car 
arrives. The cop looks into the car, sees the revolver, 
removes it and dumps out the bullets. And walks away. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Buster is filming pratfalls in a fight scene in a bar. 

BUSTER
Wait, lemme do one more take. 

EXECUTIVE
He's drunk, how long do we let him 
risk his neck on these stunts?

SECOND EXECUTIVE
Even drunk, he's doing those moves 
like Nijinsky. 

EXECUTIVE
After this shoot, fire him.

SECOND EXECUTIVE
This thing is gonna be a huge hit.

EXECUTIVE
So he goes out on a high note. 

Buster trips and falls into a corner. They all look at him. 
He looks up at them, and then at a wall. 

EXT. HOLLYWOOD STREET - DAY

Keaton is being loaded into an ambulance. 

INT. SANITARIUM - DAY

Keaton is in a straitjacket. A doctor and a nurse named MAE 
tend to him. Mae begins to feed him. 

BUSTER
We're doing pork chops, Mae.

MAE
Don't want another repeat of the 
soup disaster.
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BUSTER
Sorry about your uniform. You look 
great in a skirt. 

MAE
Well, your mood is bouncing back. 

BUSTER
No wine list?

MAE
You had wine for the last time. We 
take care of the toilet later. 

BUSTER
Looking forward to it. 

INT. SANITARIUM - DAY

Mae enters. Buster, standing upright like Hannibal Lecter in 
his first scene from Silence of the Lambs, hands her the 
straitjacket and then he pees into a bedpan.

MAE
Who let you out of the 
straitjacket?

BUSTER
You ever met my vaudeville partner? 
Guy named Houdini. You may have 
heard of him. 

INT. HOTEL ROOM - NIGHT

Mae and Buster in bed. 

BUSTER
The hangover, that I recognize. But 
the rest. 

MAE
It's after noon. You've been here 
three days. 

BUSTER
I remember nothing. 

MAE
You bought me a ring. 
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BUSTER
You married me in my condition? 
That’s half a step away from 
necrophilia.  

MAE
You were pretty insistent. 

BUSTER
I don't even think my divorce is 
final. How did we end up in bed?

MAE
Studio was right, you can still do 
your stunts even when you're drunk. 

BUSTER
Wow. I mean, sorry. 

MAE
We're married. Possibly. You should 
probably tell me your real name.

BUSTER
Joseph.

He fumbles for his wallet. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
My son. He’s Joseph, after me. 
Whatever that kid chooses to do, 
he’s gonna be his own boss. No 
lawyers, no corporations, just Joe 
Keaton. And what do you do again?

MAE
I’m a nurse. I handle alcoholic 
patients. 

BUSTER
Well if this ain’t your lucky day. 

INT. DOCTOR'S OFFICE - DAY

Buster, in his under-shirt, talks to a doctor.

DOCTOR
So you didn't know you were walking 
around with a broken neck?

BUSTER
Nope.
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DOCTOR
And then you did ten years of 
stunts with a broken neck?

BUSTER
Fraid so. 

DOCTOR
You know, you give a good hard 
sneeze right now, you could die?

BUSTER
Well, that would be bad. 

DOCTOR
When I tell you to take care of 
yourself, you're going to do that?

BUSTER
Of course. 

Mae enters. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Didn’t expect to see you here. 

MAE
So this isn’t the liquor, is it?

DOCTOR
He had a broken bone in his neck. 

MAE
Come on, I’ll take you home. 

BUSTER
But you dumped me. 

MAE
I’m trying to keep you alive. How 
far down the hole did you go?

BUSTER
Oh, you know, DTs, blackouts, I see 
bugs and rats that ain’t there. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Louis B. Mayer meets the Hays man. 

HAYS MAN
So you fire Keaton?
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MAYER
Yep. Let him dry out somewhere. 

HAYS MAN
Mister Mayer, it has come to our 
attention that MGM is getting into 
politics, badmouthing the Germans. 
Three Comrades, Mortal Storm, 
Escape. I want to see the scripts. 

MAYER
I've had enough. Answer's no. 

HAYS MAN
These movies criticize the German 
nation and people and is certain to 
be violently resented by Herr 
Hitler.

MAYER
If Hitler isn't pissed off by these 
movies, I didn't shoot em right. 

HAYS MAN
And what's this I hear about Gloria 
Swanson? 

MAYER
She's helping Jewish scientists to 
get out of Europe so they don't get 
their heads blown off. I'm gonna 
help, and it doesn't have a goddamn 
thing to do with the movies. 

HAYS MAN
Now wait a minute. 

MAYER
Keep in mind, you have no legal 
authority. You work for us, the 
studio guys. Don't push. 

INT. OFFICE - DAY

Buster interviewed by an EXECUTIVE. 

COLUMBIA EXECUTIVE
So, you got fired from MGM, and now 
you want to come to Columbia. 
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BUSTER
I got two ex-wives, I think, I'm 
not even sure, but I know they 
cleaned me out. 

COLUMBIA EXECUTIVE
We roll out some quick comedies, 
recycle your old routines.

BUSTER
I got a million. 

COLUMBIA EXECUTIVE
We can use help in the writing 
department, sometimes even the Marx 
Brothers hit a dry spell. 

BUSTER
Just cranking out junk, like the 
Three Stooges. 

COLUMBIA EXECUTIVE
The junk sells like crazy. It's 
raining money, get yourself a 
bucket. You are a comedian, aren't 
you?

INT. APARTMENT - DAY

Buster is playing solitaire when the door opens. Weingarten.

WEINGARTEN
Mayer wants you to come back. As a 
gag doctor, fix their scripts. 

BUSTER
Ten years, they finally figure out 
their writers stink. 

WEINGARTEN
If you hustle you pull down fifteen 
grand a year. 

BUSTER
Hey, even when you fired me, I made 
eight grand doing vaudeville, forty 
grand doing the cheap two-reelers. 

WEINGARTEN
The two-reelers were crap. You want 
to come back to the big leagues? 
Same rules as before. 
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BUSTER
Tell Mayer to go to hell. 

WEINGARTEN
Yeah, I'm gonna go do that right 
now. 

BUSTER
I got steamrolled. Run over, by 
words. Groucho, Nick and Nora, 
Tracy and Hepburn, this screwball 
stuff. A lousy joke isn't so bad if 
you run through ten of em in a 
minute.

WEINGARTEN
The words you're looking for are 
"Thank you".  

BUSTER
I don’t know if I can do it. 

INT. BAR - NIGHT

Buster is nursing a scotch when a woman of 20, ELEANOR, walks 
in. 

BARTENDER
Lucky kid, caught him early. Don’t 
know if he’s in the mood for 
autographs.

ELEANOR
Shush. 

BARTENDER
She's been looking for you. 

BUSTER
Got a fan club after all this time?

ELEANOR
Seen almost all your pictures, even 
the stupid ones. 

BARTENDER
She's not just a fan, she dances, 
she does comedy - 

ELEANOR
I watch your movies so I can steal 
your moves - 
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BUSTER
Like what? 

She flips his hat in the air so that it lands on her head. 

ELEANOR
Name's Ellie. 

BUSTER
Are you old enough to be in here?

ELEANOR
Watch. Johnny, gimme a Schlitz. 

A beer appears.

ELEANOR (CONT’D)
Now give me that scotch. 

He does. She drinks it. She takes his shoulder firmly. 

ELEANOR (CONT’D)
From now on, you're a Schlitz guy. 

BUSTER
Says who?

ELEANOR
You switch from the hard stuff to 
beer. We do some movies together, 
nothing big. Work the clubs, get 
your moves back. 

BUSTER
Somebody should have warned me. 
What do you do, you get to the top 
of the mountain when you’re 30, and 
there’s no place to go but down?

ELEANOR
You mean like every actress in 
Hollywood? For a girl, 30 is dead. 
There’s always some teenager 
shoving her out of the way.

He looks at her. 

ELEANOR (CONT’D)
I’m serious, count your blessings. 
You never missed a meal in your 
life. Happiness is a choice. 
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BUSTER
In other words, nobody likes a 
whiner?

INT. COURTROOM - DAY

Ellie and Buster get married. Ellie’s mom is in attendance. 
The JUDGE is about 25; the female CLERK is about 70. 

JUDGE
Sorry, folks, bear with me. I’ve 
never actually done this before. 

CLERK
Page 32, like I told you. All you 
gotta do is read. 

JUDGE
Miss Morris - 

CLERK
That’s not the bride. 

JUDGE
What?

CLERK
That’s the mother of the bride. You 
got em all in the wrong places.

JUDGE
Sorry, could you just - 

Ellie pushes closer to Buster. 

CLERK
And her name is Norris.

JUDGE
It’s not Morris?

Outside, a fire station comes to life: one after another, 
fire engines light off sirens and rush out to an emergency.

JUDGE (CONT’D)
(shouting)

Dearly beloved, we are gathered -

Another siren. 

JUDGE (CONT’D)
We are gathered here in the sight 
of God - 
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Another. 

JUDGE (CONT’D)
In the sight of God, to join these 
two people - 

Another. 

JUDGE (CONT’D)
To join these two people - 

Another.

JUDGE (CONT’D)
Criminy, is the whole town on fire?

BUSTER
Boy do I wish I had my camera right 
now. 

ELEANOR
Shut up. This is our special day - 

Another siren.

ELEANOR (CONT’D)
THIS IS OUR SPECIAL DAY. OH FOR 
CHRIST SAKE. 

INT. CLUB - NIGHT

Buster and Ellie bask in applause onstage. 

ELEANOR
Thanks kids, we're here all week!

BUSTER
I missed something in the little 
skit in the park. 

ELEANOR
You forgot the hat.

They sit in a corner, each turning a Stetson into one of his 
pork pie hats, with scissors. A blonde girl, LUCILLE BALL, is 
playing solitaire. 

BUSTER
How can you remember all this? You 
weren't even born when we made that 
movie. 

75.



ELEANOR
There are some TV guys who want you 
to bring back your old skits.

BUSTER
If I can remember em. 

ELEANOR
Getting some calls, some directors 
want you to play some small roles, 
nothing to wear you out. 

BUSTER
I'm 50, not 90. 

ELEANOR
Don't I know it. You gonna help 
that girl? I am not jealous in the 
least. She's not your type.

BUSTER
Lucille Ball? She's a comedian's 
dream.

ELEANOR
You think?

BUSTER
She's got it, she just doesn't know 
it. MGM says she’s washed up, so 
you know she’s heading for the top. 

LUCILLE
I think you’re both nuts. 

ELEANOR
There they are. 

Two teenage boys arrive. Buster's sons. Buster is shocked. 

ELEANOR (CONT’D)
I finally got Natalie to back down. 

BUSTER
Buster. 

JOE
Joe.

BUSTER
Joe.

The lads smile. 
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JOE
It's okay. 

BUSTER
Hey kid. 

JOE
Who's the girl?

BUSTER
Hands off. 

JOE
Hey, you don't marry her, I will. 
As soon as I got my license, I 
started to track you down. 

BUSTER
So, how's your mother?

JOE
Drinks like a fish, hates your 
guts. 

BUSTER
Long time to hold a grudge. You 
know I tried to get custody. 

JOE
Oh yeah, I never heard the end of 
it from Mom. 

ELEANOR
Name's Eleanor. Welcome mat's out, 
if things get strange at home.

JOE
We're kinda past the strange part. 
Your act is pretty good. You seem a 
little tired. 

BUSTER
Little bit. 

He looks at Eleanor. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Holy cow. Thanks, kid.

INT. RECEPTION ROOM - NIGHT

Oscar night, 1948. Buster is having a pint with Charlie 
CHAPLIN. They are being stalked by Hedda HOPPER. 
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HOPPER
Chaplin! 

CHAPLIN
Hedda Hopper. It must be driving 
you mad, all the Brits running away 
with the awards, Hamlet. 

HOPPER
I nailed you once, don't make me do 
it again. You had it all, a studio 
where you had control. You made a 
million in 1917, people were buying 
little Tramp hats. 

BUSTER
So you're opposed to success? 
Sounds kinda socialist to me. 

HOPPER
You wouldn't learn your lesson. 
Middle America tried to get you 
banned before I came along, all 
your sleeping around, those stories 
about immigrants. 

BUSTER
How many of your producer pals 
sleep around? You been celibate 
since 1922? 

HOPPER
You wanted a second front to help 
Russia in the war, like all the 
communists. Modern Times, Monsieur 
Verdoux, you were criticizing 
capitalism. The Great Dictator? 

CHAPLIN
I'm anti-Hitler. You pro-Hitler?

HOPPER
You didn't fight for us, didn't 
become a citizen. I got Hoover to 
go after you. I got that girl to 
sue for paternity. I did that. 

CHAPLIN
Judge went after my money because I 
have tons of it. I was raised in a 
pauper's workhouse, like a Dickens 
novel. I was standing up to bigger 
bullies than you when I was seven. 
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BUSTER
Me and Charlie are going to the 
men's room. You gonna follow us all 
the way in? You're like a mosquito. 

Hopper gives up and moves off. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
She's going to try again?

CHAPLIN
Her and Hoover. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

A cameraman, irritated, stands near a massive camera. 

CREWMAN
We got Red Skelton, pretty girl, we 
can't miss. 

DIRECTOR
Still got a problem with the dog. 

CREWMAN
Hey, there he is, Buster!

Buster crosses to the cameraman. Ellie behind him. 

CREWMAN (CONT’D)
We need a gag. 

BUSTER
I got one or two.

CREWMAN
This guy, he has to get out of the 
house, but the dog is gonna tear 
his head off. 

Buster looks at the set. The dog BARKS. 

BUSTER
Take the door off the hinges and 
run the scene.

CREWMAN
You sure?

Buster points. Brief sound of HINGES being pulled out of a 
door. 
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DIRECTOR
Action!

COMMOTION. BANGING. BARKING. Cameraman smiles. And so does 
Buster. 

DIRECTOR (CONT’D)
And cut!

Crew cheers. 

CREWMAN
You did that in a couple of 
minutes. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

Cameraman at his post, Buster at his side. Ellie behind. 

DIRECTOR
So you think this will work? I 
mean, it's Judy Garland. 

BUSTER
Yep, next you mess up her hair, and 
- yes! - you tear her dress. 

Cameraman laughs. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Sorry, kid, you need to rethink 
your choice of underwear. 

DIRECTOR
Perfect, we run it like that when 
we roll. What about the other 
thing?

BUSTER
The violin?

DIRECTOR
We need to break the violin, but it 
needs to be funny. 

BUSTER
Don't give me the violin, gimme 
that script there.

Buster leaves the camera. We hear a couple of THUDS. 
Cameraman laughs. 
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DIRECTOR
Well, there's one problem.

BUSTER
What's that?

DIRECTOR
There's only one guy who can pull 
of that stunt, and it's you. 

BUSTER
What?

DIRECTOR
You're hired.

BUSTER
You guys banned me from the 
soundstage fifteen years ago.

DIRECTOR
You sober now?

BUSTER
Mostly.

DIRECTOR
Let's roll em. 

Ellie beams. 

INT. SOUND STAGE - DAY

An irritated cast and crew shoot an edgy noir with beatnik 
criminals. An ACTOR has cornered an ACTRESS at a tiny desk 
near a kitchen. A DIRECTOR barks orders in the background. 

ACTOR
I told you you should smile more. 
You didn't get that bottle of wine?

ACTRESS
I said no four times. This is my 
favorite place to read scripts, you 
gonna chase me all over town? That 
thing is pointed the wrong way. 

DIRECTOR
Quiet!

She walks to a camera and moves it. Director throws a script. 
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DIRECTOR (CONT’D)
What the hell are you doing?

ACTRESS
You didn't have enough cameramen 
today, I was helping em out. 

DIRECTOR
Go to that trailer and don't move 
until I say so! 

She crosses straight to him. 

ACTRESS
Couldn't hear you, you had that 
gangster fire a round in my ear. 

DIRECTOR
What did you just say to me?

ACTRESS
(quietly, to him)

Yes, you're an auteur. Treat people 
with respect and get out of the way 
so the actors can tell a story. 
It’s take 37 and I'm taking a leak. 
...And never embarrass someone in 
front of other people. 

She walks out with her script, he glares. 

DIRECTOR
Okay, tracking shot, runs from one 
end of the street to the other, the 
next guy to miss his cue is gone! 
And fix that camera!

CAMERAMAN
Nothing to fix, she did it perfect.  

INT. BROWN DERBY RESTAURANT - DAY

The actress enters and rams right into Orson WELLES. 

ACTRESS
Sorry. 

WELLES
You're supposed to be across the 
street, that gangster nonsense. 

They cross to a table where Keaton is sitting with a beer. 

82.



WELLES (CONT’D)
Girl's playing hooky, get her a 
lemon Coke. Are you at MGM?

BUSTER
I'm writing gags for Red Skelton. 

WELLES
It's poetic, you fell out of favor, 
then MGM did. MGM reigned supreme. 
Harlow, Spencer, Gable, Garbo, 
Crawford. An assembly line, Andy 
Hardy, Fred Astaire, the Thin Man, 
Laurel and Hardy, Tarzan, Marx 
Brothers. They stopped taking 
chances and they sank. Imagine 
Mayer getting fired. 

ACTRESS
Mister Welles, Kane was a great 
movie, but it was a Murnau movie. 

WELLES
The little minx knows Murnau. 

ACTRESS
Stole it all from the Europeans. 
The Germans were first, low angles, 
chiaroscuro, jump cuts. You stole 
the montage from the Russians, deep 
focus from the French, you stole 
flashbacks from Homer, the Odyssey.  

WELLES
I'm deeply ashamed. 

ACTRESS
Breakfast scene, Thornton Wilder.  

WELLES
That wasn't theft, it was a 
declaration of war.

ACTRESS
On Hearst?

WELLES
No, on Hollywood! I showed them the 
things Europe was doing, while our 
studios were handcuffed, nothing to 
upset the farmers in Nebraska. 

ACTRESS
And how did that turn out for you?
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WELLES
I can outperform Hollywood. They 
put Brando and Cagney in musicals. 
Giant loses the Oscar to Phineas 
Fogg. Double Indemnity and 
Streetcar lose to musicals.  
Maltese Falcon loses to How Green 
Was My Valley.

ACTRESS
They chased the smart people away. 
Especially after McCarthy. 

WELLES
Imagine what I could make with the 
actors they threw away. Kim Hunter, 
Burgess Meredith, Edward G. 
Robinson, José Ferrer. 

KEATON
And you direct?

WELLES
Chaplin. Or you maybe. 

KEATON
I wasn't blacklisted. 

WELLES
Weren't you?

Orson waves at the dining crowd. 

WELLES (CONT’D)
So, playing hooky. See this? The 
actress's graveyard. One mistake 
and you’re thrown off the train. 

ACTRESS
Yeah, I figured that out. 

WELLES
Hepburn was rude. Veronica was a 
drunk. Rogers, Fontaine got old. 
Jennifer Jones and Norma Shearer 
slept with the boss, Ingrid. 
Crawford making absurd demands for 
wardrobe. Bette and de Havilland 
fought the contracts. Marilyn never 
shows up, can't learn lines. 

ACTRESS
What if the director yells at me 
all day and the actor grabs my ass?
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WELLES
Would it be better anywhere else? 
Go back to Iowa, be a secretary, 
make babies with some farmer? 

KEATON
This is where the magic happens. 
Disney was right about one thing, 
magic is dangerous. 

WELLES
The game is rigged. Play anyway. 
Those aren’t farmer’s hands. 

INT. TELEVISION STUDIO - DAY

Buster is being interviewed. Ellie offstage. 

INTERVIEWER
So you're back on the set?

BUSTER
Doing my thing again.

He props a foot on a table, tries to swing his other leg up 
next to it, and pratfalls his way out of it.

INTERVIEWER
You're 55 and you're still doing 
that on set? How on earth do you -

Buster takes off his shirt. He’s covered in bruises. 

INTERVIEWER (CONT’D)
Got the Hays Office on Line 1, 2 
and 3.

BUSTER
This is how I do it. I get hurt. 
Back in the day, I wouldn’t have a 
scratch, but after all these years, 
the dings and dents add up. 

INTERVIEWER
So you’re high mileage. 

BUSTER
You have to care enough to not 
care. I gotta say, I’m impressed 
with you TV boys. Great stuff comes 
right in the house, I watch it all 
day. 
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INTERVIEWER
We miss your TV show. Orson said 
you're a genius, said the General 
may be the greatest film ever.

BUSTER
No man can be a genius in slapshoes 
and a flat hat.

INT. TELEVISION STUDIO - DAY

Keaton is onstage for the Ed Sullivan show. He does the 
Sherlock Junior suitcase trick. The stunned audience is 
silent for a few seconds and then goes wild. SULLIVAN watches 
from the wings. 

CAMERAMAN
And, commercial. 

Sullivan approaches Buster. 

BUSTER
Mister Sullivan. 

SULLIVAN
Okay, just so I can sleep at night. 
How the hell did you do that?

BUSTER
Nice try, Mac. 

SULLIVAN
Well, you got the magic back. 

BUSTER
I never lost it.

INT. RECEPTION ROOM - NIGHT

1954 Oscars. Hedda Hopper is hounding Buster Keaton. She’s 
surrounded by pals including John WAYNE who towers over 
Buster. 

HOPPER
I just know Dalton Trumbo wrote 
that thing, Roman Holiday. 

BUSTER
Better hurry, McCarthy's going 
down. Made a fool of himself. 

86.



WAYNE
He's an American hero. 

BUSTER
Your blacklist is backfiring. 

HOPPER
Think you can get your pal back in 
this country? Orwell accused 
Chaplin of being a communist.

BUSTER
George Orwell peddling accusations 
of political crimes, do you have 
any sense of irony?

HOPPER
That movie Limelight, got that one 
under boycott. King In New York, I 
hear Chaplin made fun of the 
blacklist, did he mention my name?

BUSTER
King In New York, he was flipping 
his finger at the whole country, 
really at you. He banned American 
reporters from the premiere - 

HOPPER
He still has to release it in 
America, and then I've got him.

BUSTER
He's not releasing it here. You'll 
never even get to see it. Nice try.

HOPPER
At least I kicked him out of the 
country, me and Hoover. 

BUSTER
No, you didn't. State said all he 
had to do was apply for reentry and 
he'd get right back in. He didn't 
want to bother. He has a castle 
entirely furnished with money. A 
mountain of cash from your friends 
in middle America. 

HOPPER
He can't just walk away. 
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BUSTER
He's never coming back, his wife 
gave up her passport, he sold his 
shares in the studio. He doesn't 
need your approval. Everything you 
built, hunting enemies, it's a sand 
castle, tide's coming in. ...All 
bullies are cowards, Johnny. 

WAYNE
You calling me a coward?

Buster turns his back and walks away. 

EXT. OUTDOOR CAFÉ - DAY

Autumn 1965, Keaton shoots in Spain. “A Funny Thing Happened 
On The Way To The Forum”. He takes a break, drinks coffee, 
when he gets a visit from Charlie CHAPLIN. An astonished 
waiter rushes coffee over for the new arrival. 

BUSTER
Charlie? Charlie Chaplin? 

CHAPLIN
Shooting the Forum piece?

BUSTER
It's fun, like the old days. 

CHAPLIN
They were talking to me about 
directing it, if I'd only known. 
I'm here for the Museum. Check on 
the painters, Dali, Goya, Picasso. 

BUSTER
Came to see Guernica, the bombing? 

CHAPLIN
Picasso ordered it kept in New York 
until the fascists were chased out. 

BUSTER
Producers said not to talk about 
it. Get arrested. So Picasso's 
painting is in exile, like you are.  

They look up and the waiter has come closer, listening. A COP 
has wandered over. 
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CHAPLIN
Exile? 35 acre estate overlooking 
Lake Geneva. Success, the best 
revenge. Like a good capitalist. 

He glares at the cop. More cops arrive in the square. 

BUSTER
Your films are playing, your book 
is selling, the Times invited you - 

CHAPLIN
They said America would not be in 
danger if I were allowed to return. 
I am jumping for joy at being 
forgiven by the Times. 

BUSTER
There's talk of an honorary Oscar. 

CHAPLIN
They lowered itself to forgive me, 
for the crime of telling the world 
we must fight Hitler, the crime of 
marrying my wife of twenty years. 

CHAPLIN (CONT’D)
Hitler, your general’s friend.

Another glare at the cop. He finishes his coffee and signals 
for another. The waiter looks nervously at the cop. 

BUSTER
It's an award, it's a good thing. 
You won't come home?

CHAPLIN
I am home. I was planning to leave 
America in the Thirties. 

BUSTER
So, not even for a visit?

CHAPLIN
America is not the center of the 
universe. Won’t have fascists from 
that backwater judge what I think 
or believe. 

Now the cop is glaring at him. 

CHAPLIN (CONT’D)
Hollywood. Back in the day it was 
farms, lemons and oranges. 

(MORE)
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The town banned movie theaters and 
liquor, can you believe it?  

BUSTER
J. Edgar Hoover's gotta die soon. 

CHAPLIN
That I'd go back for. Good to see 
you drink coffee instead of the 
hard stuff. I heard stories. Come, 
Sancho, let’s find a windmill to 
conquer. 

He leaves and the cop follows. He strolls through a gaggle of 
policemen. 

INT. MOVIE SET - DAY

The Forum shoot. Buster and other actors in togas. Buster 
does a masterful pratfall, running into a tree. 

DIRECTOR
And cut!

A couple of actors applaud. 

BUSTER
I have an embarrassing question. 

DIRECTOR
No worries. 

BUSTER
I need a stunt double.

DIRECTOR
You? The suicide king? You hit the 
tree perfectly, we're going to 
print it. 

BUSTER
The running scene. I got 
bronchitis. Too many Lucky Strikes. 

Ellie crosses to him, brushes his hair back, and takes a long 
look at his face.

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Hair is supposed to be like that. 

ELEANOR
No running?

CHAPLIN (CONT’D)
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BUSTER
No running. 

EXT. OUTDOOR CAFÉ - DAY

Chaplin and Keaton and coffee. Chaplin points at one of the 
policemen. 

CHAPLIN
Come sit. You watching him or me?

COP
Both. Actually I'm a fan. We almost 
never get your movies here. 

CHAPLIN
Imagine my surprise.

COP
What’s your favorite silent?

BUSTER
Sunrise. Dark piece, two people 
saving their marriage, murder plot. 

CHAPLIN
The moon and fog, the carnival, 
faces in the window, the baby 
consoling his mother, the insane 
dog and the drinking pig, the storm 
on the lake and the burning boat. 

BUSTER
Almost no words on the title cards. 

CHAPLIN
Dr. Caligari. A zombie in a town 
with no right angles. Wings, they 
put cameras into planes to shoot 
World War One dogfights. Clara Bow 
stole every scene she was in, even 
when she wasn't naked. 

BUSTER
Safety Last, guy climbs up a 
skyscraper on the outside. 

CHAPLIN
See The General, not for Buster, 
the train....Watch his stunts in 
Sherlock Junior, Seven Chances with 
the boulders. 
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BUSTER
And The Kid. Not for Chaplin, for 
the little boy, heartrending. 

CHAPLIN
Ben Hur, the original. Thief of 
Baghdad had staggering effects, 
Fairbanks is this insane acrobat. 

KEATON
Janet Gaynor could make romance 
with anybody, and that girl who 
played Joan of Arc. Had mental 
problems, did the film anyway. Now 
you just have to find someone is 
Spain to show them.

COP
I'm the secret police, I can get 
anything. You best get back to 
Switzerland. 

EXT. BUILDING SITE - DAY

Buster and Ellie walk away from a film crew. She's laughing. 

BUSTER
Hey, a job is a job. 

ELEANOR
The Construction Safety 
Association. 

BUSTER
They're Canadian. Came all this way 
to work with me. 

ELEANOR
They want you to make a safety 
film?

BUSTER
Money's money.

ELEANOR
You should have sent them a copy of 
the General. 

BUSTER
Yeah, I burned down the state of 
Oregon. 
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ELEANOR
Mister Safety. Back to the Roman 
Empire? I told you, no more stunts. 

He begins getting into his toga. 

EXT. OUTDOOR CAFÉ - DAY

Chaplin, Keaton, cop, coffee. A very attractive woman of 
about 50 approaches. Hedy LAMARR. 

COP
You’re still here. Just remember, I 
warned you. 

BUSTER
That can't be Hedy Lamarr. 

She sits and another coffee appears. 

CHAPLIN
This lad here is a spy for Franco. 

LAMARR
Screw Franco, kissed Hitler's ass. 
You know how I got to Hollywood? My 
husband invited Hitler to the house 
so he could sell weapons. Good time 
for a Jewish girl to get out of 
Europe. Put on my jewelry, walked 
out the door, kept going til I hit 
Sunset Boulevard. 

CHAPLIN
Think I saw you round the Forties. 

LAMARR
You saw one of the fakes. Actress 
walks into the surgeon's office and 
says "give me Hedy Lamarr's face". 

CHAPLIN
You can't copyright your face. 

LAMARR
The scripts in town got sillier and 
sillier so I turned to inventing.

BUSTER
What?
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LAMARR
Taught Howard Hughes to stop making 
boxy airplanes and use curves. Navy 
had a bad torpedoes, I invented 
frequency-hopping to fix it. 

BUSTER
No more acting?

LAMARR
Everybody in town is yammering 
about this Method stuff. Crying is 
acting. I signed for this horror 
thing, "Picture Mommy Dead", for 
laughs, remind em I'm still 
breathing. Don't need money, six 
husbands, got more money than God. 

CHAPLIN
Women built the business, got 
chased out of town. Alice let her 
husband run the studio, bankrupt. 

BUSTER
Lois and Mabel Normand shut down. 
Lillian Gish. Good time to retire. 

LAMARR
Jump before they push you. 

BUSTER
You still look like a million 
bucks. 

LAMARR
Still. That terrible word. That's 
how an actress knows she's being 
shown the door. Picture Mommy Dead. 

INT. BUNGALOW - DAY

Buster opens his front door and finds a bunch of neighborhood 
kids.

KID
Can Buster come out to play?

He laughs. He laughs a lot, as always. The kids enter and 
find a Saint Bernard puppy. Chaos ensues. Eleanor is fixing 
lemonade. A miniature train brings plates from the pool to 
the kitchen. 
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BUSTER
Come in, you can teach my grandkids 
some manners, all they do is wreck 
the joint. Thank God it's a rental. 

A mom enters.

MOM
You got my kids? Cute little house. 

BUSTER
How the mighty have fallen. Every 
year my house gets smaller, and 
further away from town. 

ELEANOR
Hey, Buster -

BUSTER
I know. I have no complaints. I 
never asked the audience to feel 
sorry for me, like Chaplin. God 
hates a whiner. Want a drink?

MOM
Whatever you got.

BUSTER
Ellie will crack my skull open if I 
buy any bourbon. I have a cough 
mixture for my lungs, then a chaser 
- this wonderful stuff, Michelob, I 
buy it by the keg. Ice cold. 

MOM
So I heard about your lungs.

BUSTER
My esophagus, all the whisky ate it 
away. All those years jumping off 
cliffs, I was afraid to get a chest 
X-ray. Turns out I was right to be 
afraid. I'm Buster to the end. 

MOM
Did Houdini really give you your 
nickname when you fell down the 
stairs?

BUSTER
I've been telling the story so 
long, I forgot whether it's true or 
not. I'm a storyteller. 

(MORE)

95.



You’re new to the neighborhood, I 
got venison for later. 

MOM
Great!

BUSTER
My son has a hunting lodge up 
Tahoe, got me a buck. Usually I do 
the mutton chops and Chinese spare 
ribs on the grill. 

ELEANOR
So you and the kids are okay now.

BUSTER
Time can fix almost anything.

MOM
Just before it kills you. 

BUSTER
Sounds like you need the drink more 
than me. 

He points to the television, which is running a talk show. 

BUSTER (CONT’D)
You know who I have respect for? 
Those TV comedy guys. I made eight 
2-reelers a year; half an hour 
long. On TV they want 39 of those a 
year. Good way to go insane. 

MOM
What about the movies?

BUSTER
The business is dead. You can't 
make a small movie, everything has 
to bring in millions. The janitors 
have agents. We got guards keeping 
people out. This actress said she 
didn't want to go to the wrap party 
if the crew was gonna be there. 

MOM
Like royalty. 

BUSTER
My actors had to improvise a story 
every day. Think Marilyn could do 
that? Brando, can't remember lines. 
Hollywood needs a revolution. 

BUSTER (CONT'D)

96.



Buster’s son Joe arrives. 

JOE
Have they destroyed the place yet?

BUSTER
No, but the day is young.

JOE
Apple doesn’t fall far from the 
tree, you know. 

BUSTER
Buying beer by the keg now. 

JOE
Ellie’s gonna kill you. 

INT. RECEPTION ROOM - NIGHT

1965 Oscars. Buster sits with LIZ Taylor and other stars. 
Hedda appears at their table with her posse. Nobody gets up. 

HOPPER
Is this the local Socialist 
meeting?...No no, nobody get up. 

She pulls out a cigarette, expecting someone to get up and 
light it. Finally she fumbles for a match. 

HOPPER (CONT’D)
Buster, be careful of the company 
you keep. 

BUSTER
That's why I asked to sit with Liz 
and not with you. 

HOPPER
Buster, in my day I pulled down two 
hundred fifty grand a year, that 
mansion in Beverly Hills, that's 
the house that fear built. 

BUSTER
In your day. The boy who cried 
wolf. You been doing this 30 years, 
you went after FDR's son, are you 
nuts? The blacklist, suicides, 
divorces. 

HOPPER
And proud of it. 
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BUSTER
The actor who stayed on stage too 
long. McCarthy's dead. Michael 
Wilding nailed you for libel, Joan 
Bennett sent you a skunk. Joseph 
Cotton knocked you on your ass and 
everybody sent him flowers the next 
day.

LIZ
I took my gossip to Louella Parsons 
just to drive you up a wall. 

HOPPER
I got Ingrid thrown out of town, I 
can do the same for you. 

LIZ
Then do it. You came after me over 
Cleopatra, big romance with Dick, 
everybody ignored you, we were 
number one at the box office. 

HOPPER
You were sleeping around!

LIZ
You tried again on Sandpiper, we 
brought Dalton Trumbo back just to 
wind you up, sold like gangbusters. 
You were right, Trumbo wrote Roman 
Holiday, right under your nose. 
Next year I go for the Oscar again, 
just try and stop me.

HOPPER
Another movie with Dick?

LIZ
Just to wind you up. What happens 
to a bully when she doesn't have 
the muscle to kick people in the 
balls anymore? Why don't you just 
shut the fuck up?

She looks around. 

LIZ (CONT’D)
And take your posse with you. 

INT. HOSPITAL - DAY

Buster and Ellie play cards. 
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BUSTER
I cut back on the smoking, why do I 
still have bronchitis? 

ELEANOR
You've been coughing for weeks.

BUSTER
When do I go home?

He's pacing around the room, looking out the window. Three 
old movie crewmen come to visit.

BUSTER (CONT’D)
Old guys from the studio, been like 
his all week. You get laid off?

Ellie sees a face in the hall and exits. 

INT. HALLWAY - DAY

Ellie meets some old actors. 

ACTOR
So he doesn't know he has cancer?

ELEANOR
The doctor thinks it would kill him 
if he knew.

ACTOR
Doctor's a quack. We dropped a 
house on this guy twice, didn't 
kill him. 

INT. HOSPITAL ROOM - DAY

Ellie reenters. 

BUSTER
So they let all the blacklisted 
people back. 

CREWMAN
Is Hollywood the meanest city in 
the world? 

BUSTER
New York can be like that. You can 
be a Broadway star one night, 
something happens, and you're out - 
nobody knows you on the street. 

(MORE)
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They forget you ever lived. It 
happens in Hollywood, too.

CREWMAN
But the highs outrun the lows?

BUSTER
A friend asked me what was the 
greatest pleasure I got from 
acting. There have been so many 
moments I had to think about that. 

CREWMAN
Is that what got you through the 
lean years?

BUSTER
I’m not overlooking the rough 
years. But I was not brought up 
thinking life would be easy. I 
always expected to work hard and to 
get nothing I did not earn. 

CREWMAN
You went into a tailspin, there. 

BUSTER
The bad years were so few that only 
a grouch would complain. Even when 
they fired me, the Depression, I 
always had cash. The money I make 
on TV, commercials, the goofy beach 
movies, girls in the bikinis, I’m 
swimming in it. I tell you, I got 
myself through, but Ellie got me 
out. She can get me out of 
anything. Almost. 

INT. BALLROOM - NIGHT

Eleanor and Buster stand backstage; someone is giving a 
speech praising Buster’s work. Small crowd of executives. 

ELEANOR
It’s an award. Be nice.

KEATON
I’ll be civil. They’re executives. 

He enters to a standing ovation. He crosses to a podium and 
speaks at length, but never does he yell. 

BUSTER (CONT'D)
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KEATON (CONT’D)
Roomful of lawyers, don’t know how 
I got in here without an MBA. You 
people look like you lost your way. 
There’s a reason for that.

ELEANOR
Oh good Lord. 

KEATON
Hire the Hays people, moral code. 
Water down the rape in Streetcar, 
the killing in Rebecca, the sex in 
Casablanca. Homosexuality was 
whitewashed. Gigi and Holly 
Golightly were prostitutes. All 
that got erased. Vanilla story 
telling. 

Dead silence in the room.

BUSTER
Any woman doesn't take the straight 
and narrow path to the gilded cage 
gets destroyed. Scarlett loses her 
man; Jezebel, Mildred Pierce. 

ELEANOR
Buster, sweetie - 

KEATON
Every time you had to defend your 
right to create, you ran and hid. 
All the Kansas farm wives who were 
offended by Jean Harlow’s knees, 
McCarthy and Hedda, you didn’t just 
run and hide, you helped them 
destroy art, destroy people. 

A man in the audience steps forward. 

MAN
Mister Keaton, we’re your fans -

KEATON
You're under attack now, European 
new wave, the Japanese, TV, Method 
actors, angry young men who don't 
like the junk you make. So you go 
back to spectacles, musicals, 
westerns. Cleopatra almost killed 
Fox. You chased the artists out and 
handed everything to the investors. 
That’s why you’re under attack. 
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He points to a chair. 

KEATON (CONT’D)
Harry Cohn’s chair. Remember it. 
Remember you start lecturing people 
on morals, actors cheat on their 
wives, do drugs. Jimmy Stewart was 
a racist. John Wayne used anti-
Communist hysteria to destroy 
people. Bing abused his children, 
Joan Crawford. Tracy and Hepburn 
commit adultery for 25 years while 
Spence was drinking himself to 
death, we punished them by giving 
them Oscars. 

He points at the chair again.

KEATON (CONT’D)
Directors scream at actors. Jack 
Warner was a rapist. Harry Cohn, 
went after Rita, Joan, Jean Arthur. 
These are the guys told us Roscoe 
Arbuckle was immoral. Chaplin, 
threw him out because he romanced 
an actress, wow, never seen that 
before. He’s in Europe. Least you 
can do is bring him back. Thank you 
for the dinner. 

EXT. STUDIO LOT - DAY

Buster’s son looks at the scramble of activity on the lot, 
and then at the camera. 

JOE
He was right, it took a revolution. 
After he died, artists made art, 
the young Turks. They got Bonnie 
and Clyde on screen, 1967, the 
Graduate, In the Heat of the Night, 
Cool Hand Luke. Ten years of art. 
Easy Rider, Midnight Cowboy, Five 
Easy Pieces, MASH, Clockwork 
Orange, Cabaret, Deliverance, 
Sounder. They kept coming. The 
Exorcist, Last Tango, Serpico, 
Chinatown, Lenny, Cuckoo's Nest, 
Nashville, Network, Dog Day 
Afternoon, Taxi Driver. 

He pops open a soda. 
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JOE (CONT’D)
Then the corporations killed the 
revolution. Summer blockbusters, 
big money. A shark and two robots 
from a galaxy far, far away. But it 
was fun while it lasted. I wish 
Buster had been around to see it. 

He drinks. 

JOE (CONT’D)
Chaplin relented, went back, 
standing ovation at the Oscars. And 
Hedy Lamarr, that frequency hopping 
thing? You call it the internet. 
Wifi, Bluetooth, GPS. No Hedy, no 
cellphones. But someone else got 
the credit. That’s Hollywood for 
you. 

FADE OUT.

THE END. 
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