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THE GOOD LIFE
Written and directed by Steve Berra and set in present day Nebraska, THE GOOD LIFE is a movie that cares deeply about the classic cinema that came before it and recognizes, as on some level we all must, that cinema as we once knew it is dying.  
As THE GOOD LIFE opens we learn that, in Nebraska, football means everything – and since our main character, Jason Prayer (Mark Webber), doesn’t play football, he might not mean, well, anything.  Jason works two jobs – at a gas station and, at night, at the once grand Capitol movie house, which is owned and barely operated by Gus (Harry Dean Stanton).  Jason’s life becomes extremely complicated as Gus teeters on the edge of dementia while Jason is tormented by speed freak ex-football star Tad (a nearly unrecognizable Chris Klein), tentatively courted by the beautiful and mysterious Frances (Zooey Deschanel) and awkwardly befriended by Robbie (Bill Paxton), a new guy in town who loves old movies.  
Steeping his film in the motifs of archetypal small town America, Berra demonstrates that he is a master of the unexpected, while Webber delivers a brave performance, the cumulative effect of which gives birth to new kind of heartland youth hero.  
LONG SYNOPSIS
THE GOOD LIFE is set in Lincoln, Nebraska, home of Nebraska Southern University.  The film opens on a televised press conference with the head coach of NSU (Bruce McGill) as he talks about his job, “to resurrect one of the most storied programs in the history of college football.  And I’m doing it.”  The camera is close on the coach, Frank Jones, and his determination, his command of the situation, is nearly surreal.

The next image we see is a young man carrying a pistol by his side. We are following the figure from behind as he walks towards a crowd of cheering fans.  

We hear the young man’s narration:

“The average length of a barrel of a .357 is 5 ½ inches.  This particular barrel is 3.  Oftentimes, when a gun of this power is fired from the inside of a mouth, the head will literally come apart.  This is caused by the expanding burning gases that escape from the muzzle when the gun is fired.  Its power is significantly increased when the barrel length is shorter.  In the event that one’s head does not come apart with the shot, they’ll likely be found with stretch marks and breaks in the skin, particularly around the mouth, like the elastic at the top of an old pair of socks.”

By now the young man with the gun has made his way into the crowd.  We hear the narrator say:  “If my life were a movie, this would be the end…”  We see the man’s arm lift the pistol and we hear a shot and the screen cuts to black.

But the narration continues.

“…and this would be the beginning of nothing that went right.”

Although THE GOOD LIFE’s narrative begins at night and under a cloud of our narrator’s implicit suicide, the film’s first daytime scenes take place in the harsh winter daylight by the gas pumps at Max’s, “the only full service station with self service prices,” where Jason, our hero, reluctantly pumps $4.00 worth of gas that a customer pays for with a bag full of pennies.

Jason works and laughs with his friend Andrew (Patrick Fugit), until badass Tad pulls up to the pumps in his black muscle car.  He’s got an axe to grind with Andrew, who has been talking romantically to Tad’s younger sister.  Tad pays Andrew for the gas and Andrew gets Tad’s change.

Leaning against his muscle car and dipping into his can of smokeless tobacco, Tad surmises that Jason is older than Tad is.  

“If we fought,” Tad suggests, “I’d kick your ass so easy.”  

When Fugit comes back with Tad’s change, Tad insists he’d given Andrew “a fifty.” 

“No, you gave me a twenty,” Andrew says.   By now we’ve moved into an extreme close up of Tad, whose wild eyes and ruptured skin suggest a nasty crank habit.  But it is his manic, spontaneous rap in Jason’s face that leaves little doubt of a mind on drugs:

See I know what I gave you

It ain’t gonna save you

You fuck with me

Your ass is history

Number one high school draft choice

To a college of my choice

Everybody wants a piece of my voice

Including all the women who get moist

When I get on the field, bitch

Klein gets behind the wheel of his muscle car but continues to rap as he throws money at Andrew:

I’ll be playing football next year

While you’ll still be pumping gas right here

So keep your motherfuckin’ change

You’re gonna need it for your momma who’s got mange!

After Tad peels out leaving an explosion of dust and gravel, the friends laugh at what they heard.  Andrew explains to Jason that Tad was in high school five years ago and has been saying he would play college ball since.  “Would you let that fuckin’ psycho on your football team?” he exclaims.    

Then the phone rings in the gas station’s small office.  Jason answers it, and we hold on his face as he learns that his father is dead.

“They say each suicide intimately affects six other people,” we hear Jason narrate over the images of his father’s funeral, “but they never say how.”  We also hear of Jason’s intent to leave town some day, and his mother (Deborah Rush) observe, “You kids never saw the real him.”

Later, as Jason and his mother clear out his father’s apartment, we learn that he killed himself in the bathtub; that Jason and his mother’s electric is about to be turned off and that his father has left behind a package wrapped in plain brown paper with Jason’s name scribbled on it.
Later, Jason shows up to work at his second job at the Capitol Theatre, an old-time movie palace downtown that shows classic Hollywood movies.  He rouses Gus (Harry Dean Stanton), owner of the Capitol, in Gus’s small apartment in the building.  Gus has forgotten to make the popcorn, it’s five minutes until show time and Jason tells Gus he will leave him notes reminding him when to make the popcorn, and will also leave him notes reminding him to look at the notes.

Downstairs, there is only one customer, Robbie (Bill Paxton), who has just moved to Lincoln from Omaha.  He buys a ticket to that night’s show, THE HARVEY GIRLS starring Judy Garland, and sings the lyrics to “On the Atchison, Topeka and the Santa Fe,” saying they are from another Judy Garland musical, EASTER PARADE.  But he is corrected by Frances (Zooey Deschanel), a beautiful young woman who has just entered the lobby and will be the only other customer for that night’s feature.  Of course Robbie knew that song was from THE HARVEY GIRLS; he was just testing Jason, he tells Frances.

As Robbie and Frances watch the film, Jason looks down at Frances from the projection booth.  At that moment she turns and nearly catches him watching her, but when he looks back down into the theatre her seat is empty.  Jason pursues her outside, but only sees a car across the street.  A drug deal is going down.

Jason goes back up to Gus’s place and talks to Gus about Gus getting his act together and remembering to pop the popcorn.  Gus asks why didn’t Catherine pop the popcorn, and Jason says because she died five years ago.  Gus says he remembers, but it is clear that he is losing his memory.  Jason tries to help Gus get ready for bed.

After closing up the theatre for the night, Jason sees Tad buying drugs across the street.  Tad starts to chase Jason, and when he catches him he threatens him.  “You didn’t see me,” Tad says.  Jason tries to explain that he doesn’t know Tad to begin with.  Tad flies into a rage and punches him in the nose.  Tad leaves the scene thrilled by the violence.  Then Frances drives up and offers to help Jason.

Inside the Capitol’s lobby, after Jason cleans up his face, Frances tells him about her own bloody nose, the one she got in the hospital after she refused to take her meds.  She tells of six guys pinning her down.  She tells Jason she used to sing in a theatre like the Capitol, when she was a childhood star.  She tells Jason he knows who she is, even though he doesn’t know he does.  

Frances takes Jason’s palm and starts telling him things about himself, including that something bad had recently happened to him, and that some of his aspirations are unrealistic considering he lives in Nebraska.

“You can tell all that by looking at my palm?” he asks.

“I can tell that by looking at your face,” she says, as she holds his face in her hands.

Frances gives Jason a ride home.  On the way Jason tells Frances about his father’s recent death, and they discuss the box that is the gift Jason’s dad left for him.  Frances asks why he hasn’t opened it and he explains that his dad gave his little sister an evil gift once, the gift of peanut butter when he knew she was allergic to peanut oil.  The sister started screaming, but the dad thought it was funny.

Jason is embarrassed to have Frances drop him off in front of his house, because his neighborhood isn’t the best, so she lets him off a bit away from his house.

At home, as Jason stands in front of his bathroom mirror, getting ready for bed, he takes his wig off, revealing a totally bald head, and we hear his voiceover:  “My dad used to tell me that the people I meet will never care more about who I am than they will about what I look like.  And because I look the way I do, people may never care about me at all.”  

Later, Jason sits on his porch and pours lighter fluid over a stack of Polaroid photos he found in his father’s apartment, then  burns them.  The photos we never see, and judging by Jason’s comment, “of all the things in this world to take pictures of… why these?” it’s probably better that we don’t.
The next morning Gus calls Jason to say that somebody has stolen his television.  Jason says he will come down right away and tells Gus to get ready for church, stressing that Gus should stay indoors.

This, as it turns out, is Gus’s weekly pattern - taking his TV to the pawn shop and convincing them to put it up for sale, and by Sunday morning he would forget, so Jason would go pick it up.  Jason picks up the television for Gus, but when he gets to the theatre Gus is not yet dressed for church.

We see Gus and Jason in a church pew, and then walking on the street.  They run into Frances in front of the theatre.  Gus and Jason explain to Frances that they don’t show movies on Sundays.  Gus explains that he started working at the theatre as an usher when he was 14.  Then he went away to the war and when he returned he resurrected the theatre with his own hands.  He is flirting with Frances in a way.  She falls for his kindnesses as he kisses her hand.

Frances and Jason are walking down the street after they successfully get Gus safely home.  Jason explains how he got involved with Gus and the theatre: he started working there in high school and it was supposed to be temporary, just until Gus’s wife, Catherine, got better, but she never got better.  Then Gus started losing his memory, so Jason kept on working there.  

Jason asks Frances what she’s doing there – why did she come?  She then apologizes to Jason for his palm reading, she gives the same palm reading to everyone – and she can’t get over how mean it was of her to lie to him and that he’s probably the nicest person she ever met, and she says, “You’re dying” and he says, “Wait a minute, wait a minute.”  He tells her he’s not dying and she says, “Then why don’t you have any hair?”  He explains it’s his immune system; something in it triggers his hair to fall out.  He explains there’s no cure, but that they say it can grow back at any time.

She tells him he’s the nicest person she ever met even if he’s not dying and she promises him that she’ll never lie to him again.  Jason’s bus arrives.

Later, at his day job, Jason rejects Andrew’s idea that they mess up Tad’s car in retaliation for Tad making Jason’s face look like “a jar of smashed assholes.”

When he gets home that night, Jason discovers that his electricity has been turned off.  He calls his sister Dana (Drea De Matteo) for a loan, but the call is intercepted by Dana’s husband Darryl (Donal Logue).  Dana suggests that Jason dip into his “moving away” fund, but Jason explains that’s already gone.

After the conversation, Jason’s mother comes home, wearing new boots that were a gift from her boyfriend.  Jason is angry at the gift, suggesting that if the boyfriend really wanted to give his mother a present, he should have helped pay the electric bill.  The next morning, we see Jason going through garbage pails, collecting aluminum cans. At his work, Jason pauses before putting cash from a customer into the register.  He calls the station’s owner, Max, and asks for a loan, but Max refuses to help.  Later, at the theatre, Jason peers out at the drug dealers across the street, surmising that they must make “$300 a night and I can’t even heat my house.”  The auditorium is fuller that night; we see Frances and Robbie in the audience, watching a Judy Garland movie.
Before Jason leaves the theatre, he puts Gus to bed.  Gus asks Jason if he’ll still work there once Catherine is better.  Jason doesn’t correct Gus, but tells him yes, he loves working there.

Frances and Jason are driving in Frances’ car.  They drive through an upscale neighborhood where all the houses are aglow with Christmas lights, and Frances comments on their beauty.  She pulls up in front of one particularly decorated house and tells Jason, as they look through the window at the family inside, “I would love to have a family like that.”  Jason recognizes NSU football coach Frank Jones.

 “I hate football,” Frances says. 

“I hate that I don’t love it,” Jason replies.  “It’s like being at a funeral for someone you don’t love.  You feel as if you’re supposed to be sad, but you just aren’t.  And that feels, in some way, wrong.”

“I don’t want to watch or talk about anyone else’s life,” Frances says.  “I just want to live ours.”

With that, Frances takes Jason to a dark building on the NSU campus, and shows him how to steal coins from soda pop vending machine, fifty cents at a time.  Jason wants to know how Frances learned the trick, and Frances explains her predicament.  She was married two years ago, for one year, to a homosexual whom, her therapist told her, she married because her father was one.  “When you’re famous, she continues, people try to take everything from you.  My husband took it all.”

Jason asks if she would go back to singing.

“Who I was then and who I am now are two totally different people,” she says.  “I’ll never sing again.  Maybe it was the Nembutal or the Seconal or the electroshock therapy.”

Then a security guard discovers them and they run, laughing, to the car.  Later, on a swing set, Frances and Jason talk.  We learn that Jason’s father was a cop.  Frances shares that she almost killed herself when she caught her husband in bed with another man.  Frances tells Jason that they are soul mates. Later, inside and surrounded by candles, Jason allows Frances to remove his wig after she puts his hands on her.  They make love.

It’s Christmas Day and Jason’s family is exchanging presents, exposing the siblings’ jealousy and competitive relationship.  Darryl is in a particularly foul mood after falling for a fake lottery ticket gag, when the phone rings.  It’s Frances, calling from her family’s house, on the verge of a breakdown. She must see Jason immediately.  They agree to meet at the Capitol.
At the theatre, Jason discovers Gus on the floor of his bedroom, thrashing about and hallucinating.  As he tries to calm Gus down, Frances arrives, and seems not to know how to help until she starts to sing “On the Sunny Side of the Street.”  This calms Gus and allows Jason to get him back into bed.

Jason and Frances talk outside the room.  Jason suggests that Frances should sing professionally again.  Frances admits that she is on hiatus from the hospital and she has to go back, to get a little bit better.  “I would rather kill myself than have you hate me,” Frances tells Jason.

That night, Christmas Night, IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE is playing at the Capitol and the place is packed.  Frances gives Jason a ride home and she tells him about how her mother used to give her pills, uppers in the morning and downers before bed.  By intimating suicide, Frances manipulates Jason into spending the night with her, on what is to be her last night in town before returning to the hospital, and then she takes him to a hugely popular gay bar.  This is clearly a new experience for Jason, who doesn’t quite understand why Frances knows about the place if she’s not gay.  She explains that the patrons all know who she is, but that they leave her alone.  They drink, and Jason seems mesmerized by a drag act punctuated by strobe lights.
Later, at Frances’ place, she asks Jason to help her take her clothes off and, drunk, tells him she hates him, because, “You’re never going to leave here even though you know you should.  You’re going to let everyone use you and suck you dry until you’re dead.”

The next morning Frances awakens Jason.  She is leaving, but before she gets into her car she explains she says things that she doesn’t mean when she is drunk.  She also tells Jason that he made her want to sing again.
Back at the theatre, Jason is encouraged by the fact that Gus had remembered to make the popcorn.  But at home, Jason is bothered by the fact that his mother and her boyfriend are getting closer.  At the gas station, Jason tells Andrew that he has resolved to leave Nebraska for good.  Andrew asks Jason what Gus will do without him.  “I don’t know,” Jason says.  “I gotta tell him.”

But that night, at the theatre, Jason discovers that Gus has died, in a seat in the auditorium while watching Chaplin’s THE GREAT DICTATOR.  It’s New Years Eve and Jason, once the cops leave him in front of the theatre, is totally alone.

Jason is at a payphone trying to reach someone from his family, when Robbie pulls up in a car.  He offers Jason a ride.  Once in the car, Robbie gets a phone call and tells Jason he needs to make a stop at his apartment.
At Robbie’s apartment, Jason sits on the sofa while Robbie pours a glass of wine.  Robbie talks about the music playing, that the1961 record won five Grammys and ranked #9 on the charts for the entire decade.  The record, Judy Garland, Live at Carnegie Hall, inspires Robbie to wax poetic on Garland, explaining that her mother gave her uppers in the morning and downers at night; that her father was homosexual and so she married one, the director Vincente Minnelli; how she came home to find her husband in bed with another man and then ran into the bathroom to try to commit suicide.  How she would tell her lovers that they were her soul mates, only to have affairs with her co-stars. 
As he hears all of this, Jason flashes on images of Frances, who had, over the last days, been giving Jason Judy Garland’s life history as if it were her own.  And the next thing we see is Jason bursting out the front doors of Robbie’s apartment building. 

The next morning we find Jason waking up inside the Capitol Theatre’s lobby hoping it was all a bad dream, but soon makes his way to Gus’s apartment above the theatre and sees that it sadly isn’t, that he’s alone, and that this part of his life, the movie theatre, is over.

Later, when he gets home, Jason finds his family celebrating after NSU has won a huge championship game, completing a perfect season.  As the broadcasters congratulate coach Frank Jones on his accomplishments, the camera pans on the coach’s family, and the broadcasters identify Jones’ wife, son and, as the camera lingers on Frances’ face, his daughter.

Unnoticed by his family who is in the throes of celebration, Jason runs upstairs to his room and starts to pack.  He finds the package his father left for him, and opens it.  He discovers a pistol and a single bullet with his name inscribed on it.  A note from his father, written on the back of a childhood portrait of Jason when he had hair, reads:

“Jason, The brain has enough oxygen to support a full awareness for ten to fifteen seconds after the heart is destroyed.  Go for the head. A lifetime full of pain, who needs ten to fifteen seconds more.”
Downstairs, a live news report from downtown Lincoln talks about a huge crowd gathered there.
Once again, we see the figure with a handgun, which we now know to be Jason, walking towards the crowd with a gun at his side.  Jason talks about bullet velocity, how the police use a large caliber bullet to stop dangerous people.  “What I think would be worse,” Jason narrates, “is being hit by a smaller caliber bullet over, and over, and over. A lifetime full of pain, who needs ten to fifteen seconds more?”
As the camera again cuts away, we see that Jason has in fact not committed suicide, but after a montage learn instead that he fired that single bullet into the air.  And after this montage we see Jason on a bus, leaving Nebraska and narrating that the road ahead and the road behind make up THE GOOD LIFE.    
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