“Nearing Grace,” Evolving the Teen Film Concept?
By Paul Bachleitner

“Nearing Grace” is not your typical coming-of-age teen film. But it’s not atypical, either.

Its set up parallels that of the hit WB Network TV series, “Everwood.” Both feature families torn apart by a mother’s death, a father whose sanity buckles with grief, and a teenage son struggling to pick up the pieces.

Both also feature Canadian-born actor, Greg Smith, as the sorrowful teenage son. When I caught up with him during a recent PR trip to Minneapolis, he acknowledged the similarities to his “Everwood” role. But “Nearing Grace” offered a unique appeal.

“This is the role I’ll compare all my other roles to. I straight up loved the script because it resonated so much with my real life.”

Smith is 23 years old and has been an actor for 17 years, since the age of six. He’s worked opposite the likes of Richard Dreyfuss, John Hurt, Colin Farrell, and Mel Gibson. It sounds like a charmed life, or at least a busy one.
Smith filmed “Nearing Grace” in his summer hiatus from “Everwood.” But shooting extended longer than planned. He had to commute between the film’s Portland, OR location and the series’ Salt Lake City base three times in one week.

At one point he was up for 72 hours straight and couldn’t sit down or he’d fall asleep.

“Sort of like a shark. They die if they stop swimming.”

Smith appears in nearly every scene as the Nearing family’s youngest son, Henry. The film opens with a candid scene of the family spreading his mother’s funeral ashes from a plane, and then picks up the aftermath six months later.

Henry passes his days chasing after Grace, a high school coquette whose allure is an escape from the grief that has steered Henry’s father to emotional collapse and his elder brother to one great big acid trip.

The film’s slogan describes it, “What if the one thing you want is the last thing you need?” There’s a not-quite-as-trite play on words in the film’s title, “Nearing Grace,” referring to the names, Nearing and Grace, Henry’s pursuit of Grace, and the sanctimonious effort to reach a state of grace.

It’s enough to give two strikes against the film before the title credits finish rolling. Fortunately the marketing people weren’t in touch with the casting agents.
If this were a $30-million Hollywood vehicle, Smith wouldn’t have been the lead. He doesn’t yet have the marquee value, and executives would’ve balked at the idea of his lanky form and laconic voice cajoling millions of teenage girls to swoon to the box office.

But Smith acquits himself well. Very well. He has the nervous energy to carry a scene with sheer angst, even as Henry drowns in his first kiss with Grace.

The dry wit in Smith’s voice-over summons the smoldered passion of David Duchovny, if Duchovny were perhaps playing a teen pursuing X files as Fox Mulder. But Smith’s edgy presence also conveys a vulnerability that makes Henry accessible.

Indeed director, Rick Rosenthal, compares Smith to a young Sean Penn, whom Rosenthal directed in the 1983 hit, “Bad Boys.”
“Smith fell into character so readily,” said Rosenthal, who accompanied Smith to town. “He was so dedicated to his performance and knew where to find Henry in each scene.”

Complicating issues is Henry’s relationship with his lifelong best friend, Myrna, who’s also smoldering with passion. His pursuit of Grace prompts Myrna to realize deeper desires for him that gradually come to a boil as the film progresses.
As played by co-star Ashley Johnson (“What Women Want” and TV’s “Growing Pains”), Myrna is the breath of fresh air and insight that keeps the film’s exploration of teen sorrow from becoming maudlin. Johnson’s clever line readings allow more complex emotions than mere scorn. Myrna is in love with Henry, yet still loves him as a friend and compassionately pulls her punches to comfort him at times.

“Myrna is the closest character I ever played to my own personality,” Johnson said, sitting alongside Smith during the interview.

Then she laughed. “I suppose that sounds conceited to say ‘she’s a great character and a lot like me,’ but the similarities really helped me feel comfortable playing her.”
The chemistry between Smith and Johnson provides distinctiveness to a film that might otherwise feel like an expanded episode of a handful of WB Network teen dramas. The two were friends before making the film and can observe quirky information about each other, such as Smith’s remarkably double-jointed fingers.

Their chemistry translates into scenes that feel lived in and real, as opposed to vehicles for fancy dialogue sound bites. The dialogue, actually, is so witty that it can feel too breezy to adequately address the characters’ several crises.

After viewing the film during the L.A. Film Festival Variety magazine’s Robert Koehler remarked that it seems “processed through TV’s feel-good filter.” Yet the vibrancy contrasts well against the otherwise dark setting.
The film is an adaptation of a 1979 novel by Scott Sommer, “Nearing’s Grace” (the novel’s apostrophe got in the way of an extra play on words). Director Rosenthal uses subtle queues to set the film in the same era, but maintain connection to the present. In fact if it weren’t for a graphic naming the year as 1978, viewers might need twenty minutes to catch on.
“If you took the music and the cars out,” Rosenthal said, “you might not notice any differences, so much of the fashion is back in style. But really it’s because the issues in this movie are as applicable today as they were then.”
The teen years resonate deeply with Rosenthal. In addition to “Bad Boys,” he’s directed trendier TV work such as “Life Goes On” and, more recently, episodes of “Smallville” and “Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

But Rosenthal is anything but trendy. His bushy salt-and-pepper beard and baseball cap reflect the kind of thoughtful independence that allowed him to persevere through the twenty years needed to bring the adaptation to screen.
“Studios make comedies and edgy dark films for teens, but very few that are quieter and not so loud. So, the challenge was first to find funding. The second challenge is to get the film seen.”
This second challenge is quite formidable. The film opens on October 13 in the Twin Cities against two other teen films from major studios: “The Grudge 2” and “Alex Rider: Operation Stormbreaker.”
But if the experience making the film counts for anything, it might stand a chance.
“All the stars seemed to align making this film,” Smith said. “I begged and pleaded for this role, and it’s found a sacred place in my heart.”
Or at least a step forward for teen films.
