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Introduction

I don’t know if I’d say I love writing movie reviews, but I do love watching movies, so, for me, to review them and get some writing done as a result just seems like a natural and valid excuse to keep watching them.  When I compiled my first Horror Movie Guide, I had a lot of DVD sets and films series I wanted to include, like the Boogeyman series, the Pulse series, Feast, Hellraiser, even the two Rest Stop movies.  But when I decided to start putting together a second volume, I realized I had a pretty long list of titles, but very series and of the DVD sets I’d reviewed, not all of them were complete sets.  For example, the set containing The Serpent and the Rainbow, Sssssss and The Funhouse also contains Phantasm 2, which I haven’t reviewed yet, because I’m waiting to get parts 3 and 4 and review them as a series.  But as such, I can’t count those other three movies as one DVD set because it’s not the complete set.  Another set contains Night of the Living Dead, which I already reviewed in my 50 Horror Classics collection, so, again, I can’t count that one as a complete set.

I also discovered I had a lot of standalone movies, most of them loaners from a co-worker who must have only recently discovered you could go to video stores and buy used movies really cheap, because he brought in a ton of them for me to watch.  And I watched them.

Another contributing factor to the list of movies in this collection would be Netflix.  See, Netflix likes to take movies off their instant streaming service, but they give you a week’s warning, just in case you want to watch it before it’s gone.  A good half dozen of these movies were as a result of Netflix taking them off their list and I had to watch them before they did so.

Some movies are random DVDs I had lying around that I slipped into my regular weekend slot after I’d gone through a whole collection, if it was a 5-Saturday month.  And finally there is one series included here, the Critters quartet.

I struggled with the order here, whether to try grouping the titles together, go alphabetical, or what.  In the end, the order is pretty random, as is the list of movies.  What this collection has over any of the previous three review collections is quantity.  75 movies are presented in this volume.  All of them horror, and all of varying qualities.  Some are remakes, some are super low budget, some are pretty popular theatrical releases.  A lot of them are likely movies you’ve never heard of, but sometimes you see those used DVDs on the shelf for $1 and you think, “I wonder if that’s any good.”  Hopefully this review guide will answer some of those questions for you.

Thanks for coming.

—CDM.

Trackman:

This’ll be simple enough.  Russian bank robbers hold up a bank in Moscow.  During the robbery, Russian police come in to use the bank, the bank robbers freak and shoot two of them, taking the third hostage, as well as two of the tellers.  There’s a junkyard nearby, which has an access panel to a series of abandoned Moscow subway tunnels, which they head into with the intention of throwing the police off their scent; they left a car outside the bank with its door open, hoping the police would assume they’d meant to use that as their getaway.  The brain trust behind the job was supposed to go into the tunnels previously and mark the escape route with paint, only he never made it out of there alive.  Seems these tunnels were used years and years ago to house refugees from the Chernobyl disaster and one of them is still here, defending his turf.

So we’ve got Russian bank robbers traversing the abandoned subway tunnels while a very moody mutant stalks the dark, making sure no outsiders encroach on his territory.  Naturally the six invaders are picked off one by one until there is no choice but to stage a last stand, winner take all.  To save you the time and effort I can tell you upfront the stuff in between the bank robbery and the last stand is all pretty much dullsville.  Come to think of it, the robbery wasn’t so hot, either.  And that climax, that was sort of lame, too.  So basically, all 80 minutes of this 2007 movie was one long Russian snooze fest.

What you’ve got here is your basic stalker movie, a la STAG NIGHT in which characters you wouldn’t normally care about anyway are forced into a situation in which no one leading anything resembling a slightly almost normal existence will ever find themselves.  I mean how many cities in the world even have a subway system, let alone an abandoned one?  Mine doesn’t.  Nor do any of the cities surrounding mine.  So I can say without a shadow of doubt that there is absolutely no chance I will ever find myself trying to get through an abandoned subway tunnel, remembering this movie, and wondering if the giant mutant killer is going to come and kill me, then extract my eyeballs and keep them in a jar.  Did I not mention the eye extractions?  Yeah, they’re not really shown, we just get a semi-decent look at the tool he uses, then at his jar of eyes back in his lair.  It’s all pretty ho-hum just like the rest of the movie.  As I was saying, there’s nothing in this movie’s situations that will ever in a million years relate back to my life, therefore there’s absolutely no terror to be found here, thus as a horror movie, TRACKMAN is a huge letdown.

Not only that, even if I thought there might be a chance, however slim, of ever being able to relate to the situation, good Lord, the movie itself was dull as p!ss.  I know the makers tried to inject some excitement with music and quick edits to give the illusion of action and tension, but it wasn’t fooling me at all.  No amount of loud music or choppy edits are going to fool me into thinking acting that bad is real

Then again maybe it wasn’t the movie, maybe it was the dubbing.

TRACKMAN doesn’t just take place in Russia, it was made there as well, with Russian actors uttering Russian dialogue.  The Ghost House Underground DVD version is dubbed in English, and there’s just something about the sound quality of the English voices, it sounds a little hollow.  I kept feeling like I was watching a RiffTrax or something, only not funny.  Seriously, during the first 15 minutes of the movie, I couldn’t reconcile the visuals with the sound quality of the audio.  And it wasn’t just that it was dubbed and the mouths didn’t match the dialogue; I’ve seen enough dubbed movies that doesn’t bother me.  It was the quality of the sound that did it.

On second thought, no, it wasn’t JUST the sound.  The movie was crap.  The acting was lazy, the pace was lethargic—even with the quick cuts and choppy editing—and the entire story was just too played out to even bother with.  Okay, it’s a 2007 movie, but even if I’d seen it then, well before I saw STAG NIGHT (which came out in 2008) , it would still be a worn out idea.

This is director Igor Shavlak’s 6th gig behind the camera, but I never would have guessed from the way this movie was shot and put together.  Most of the camera work was handheld and while not “NYPD Blue”-shaky, it got pretty distracting at times.  And in the spots where the editing wasn’t choppy, it was still very very sloppy, sometimes confusing me entirely as to what was going on, where was everyone in relation to one another—hell at one point I thought about going back a few scenes because it looked like the cop they’d taken hostage was gone and I wondered if I’d just missed his death scene or what.  I didn’t rewind, and he wasn’t dead, just apparently had been left out of that particular shot.

Once I read the DVD synopsis, I pretty much had the movie pegged for what it was, and I was 100% correct in my assumption as to everything in the plot.  I feel Shavlak was trying to make a visually interesting movie, with his quick cuts interspersed with a lot of slow motion shots as well, lots of dark shadows and bright reds, but at the end of the day it’s just another movie in which a bunch of people wind up in a place they don’t belong and end up getting killed one at a time.  Moviemakers can change the location, can think of the most original and exotic places they want to stage their slasher flick, but in the end it’s still just a slasher flick, and this one contained not one iota of originality.  Ho hum.

Black Dahlia:

I went into work one morning and found sitting on my desk a stack of 15 DVDs, most of them horror, from one of my co-workers.  Sorting through them, I already had one, and the rest I’d never heard of with two exceptions.  One was a loaner for my daughter, while the other familiar one was this movie, BLACK DAHLIA.  Or so I thought it was familiar.

Obviously, the movie I thought he’d loaded me was the 2006 Brian DePalma movie with Mia Kirshner in the title role.  What I got was not so much.  Instead, this was the 2006 direct to DVD version directed by Ulli Lommel.  That’s ok, I thought; it reads on the DVD cover, “From the director of The Boogeyman.”  Okay, well, BOOGEYMAN was, in my opinion, a failure, but it was a good looking movie, at least.

Again, not so much.  Whereas I thought the box was referring to the 2005 Stephen Kay movie with Barry Watson and Emily Deschanel, what it actually meant was the 1980 movie starring John Carradine and Suzanne Love.  So.

Lommel has been directing since 1974, so it should stand to reason BLACK DAHLIA should project some sense of a filmmaker who knows what he’s doing.  And that was my third strike.  Oh, if only that meant I was out and didn’t have to sit through this thing.

BLACK DAHLIA does not tell the story of the real “Black Dahlia” killing of Elizabeth Short in 1947.  Instead, this story is set in present day Los Angeles and follows a rookie cop as he tries to track down the culprit behind a series of copycat murders.

Meanwhile, in an abandoned jail, a casting call is being held for a movie called BLACK DAHLIA.  Only when the actresses show up, their audition is to be strapped to a table and murdered by an obviously insane woman in a school girl uniform and her two silent thugs, one a shirtless man in a stained butcher’s apron and a black leather mask, the other a man in a crude baseball uniform wearing a batter’s helmet with a football helmet faceguard over the front.  The fact these are the only three people at the audition and that they’re all covered in blood splatter doesn’t seem to faze or confuse any of the auditioning actresses.  Granted, I’ve never been to an audition, but I think three people in an abandoned jail all covered in blood would raise my suspicions.

While the rookie cop, Rick, finds himself becoming obsessed with the real Elizabeth Short, through a series of internet searches he finds a connection between a movie producer who was going to work with Short in 1947 and the casting call for the BLACK DAHLIA movie being made.  Well, it’s not really being made, it’s just a front for the murders, but you know what I mean.

While Rick’s partner is boozing it up at the bar, Rick goes to the jail and heads into the scene alone, without backup, by himself, and it’s not a good call.  Luckily his partner sobers up just long enough to answer Rick’s page and the cavalry swoops in just as Rick has been strapped to the kill table and his eyeball plucked out with a pair of tongs.

Yes, BLACK DAHLIA is a gory movie, very much so.  Lommel certainly didn’t shy away from showing the goods.  There is a ton of blood in this movie, as well as lots of severed body parts and half a dozen kill scenes.  In fact, the majority of the movie is taken up by these kill scenes and the case could be made for this movie only existing so Ulli Lommel had a reason to film as much gratuitous gore as he could cram into one film.  I mean it certainly wasn’t an intense character piece, and it wasn’t in an effort to answer once and for all what really happened to Elizabeth Short—although both of things did come across in this movie, as we see Rick’s character development and a fictionalized resolution to Short’s case does indeed come about.  But those weren’t the reasons Lommel made this movie.

Considering some of his other movies around this same time were ZODIAC KILLER (2005), B.T.K. KILLER (2005), GREEN RIVER KILLER (2005), followed by SON OF SAM (2008) and D.C. SNIPER (2010), it becomes apparent Lommel isn’t in the business of making art (funny thing, considering he worked with Andy Warhol on COCAINE COWBOYS in 1979), and instead is just sensationalizing America’s fascination with serial killings (granted, the Black Dahlia case wasn’t a serial killing, but it is the most famous unsolved murder in American history).  Or rather, he would be sensationalizing them, if they didn’t look like utter crap.  Admittedly, I’m working strictly from the example of BLACK DAHLIA as I’ve not seen any of Lommel’s other movies, but if this is the quality of his work 32 years in, then someone needs to have a talk with him about goals, standards, or maybe a new line of work.

In the acting department, this was only the second movie for both principles, Elissa Dowling (Kate, the schoolgirl-clad ringleader) and Sutton Christopher (Det. Rick—also his last movie), and it shows.  I wouldn’t be surprised to discover this was the only movie for a lot of the actors, and rightfully so.  Please please, everyone, go back to your shift at Denny’s, someone’s Moons over My Hammy are getting cold.  I will have to give Dowling credit, though, for living the dream.  Since starring in this movie in 2006 (her 2nd movie, remember), she’s racked up a total of 57 movies in 6 years, some of them even decent movies like the 2009 After Dark Horrorfest movie DREAD.  That same year she was also in VAGINAL HOLOCAUST and then in 2010’s DAHMER VS. GACY, so, you know, take from that what you will.  Myself, I’m just surprised I found a valid a reason to use the words VAGINAL HOLOCAUST in a sentence.

The effects here consist mostly of tons of blood and a small number of rubber severed body parts, like a leg, half a foot, a hand.  They were nothing special, used strictly for shock value.

The third biggest problem I had with this movie, and the one I think is really going to turn off the most viewers, was the editing.  Aside from the acting, aside from the cheap video quality of the film, the editing by Christian Behm (credited a Xgen, and also starring in the movie as Det. Christian), was a disgrace.  Someone was having way too much fun with all the fancy buttons on their editing machine.  We’ve got slow motion, we’ve got black and white, we’ve got a few instances of reversed footage, we’ve got several shots that just repeat 3 or 4 times, as well as too many shots to count of footage just repeating on top of itself, so we’re watching the same scene play out in layers, all simultaneously.  It’s headache inducing and is the true downfall of an already bad movie.  My advice, when your movie sucks, don’t assume fancy editing is going to make it better.  Just let it suck and try to do better next time.  I mean, the dude’s been making movies almost as long as I’ve been alive, he should not be turning out work this cheap.

Ulle Lommel’s BLACK DAHLIA is a train wreck from the first frame to the last.  You can watch this movie, but you won’t be doing yourself any favors.  It’s not even cheesy fun, not really.  I’d put this movie only a cut or two above a piece of crap like Carlos Batts’s AMERICAN GOTHIC, and only because this movie has a mostly-coherent story.  But it’s not a good time.  So do yourself and your DVD player a favor and steer clear of this one.

The Shortcut:

All small towns have their spooky legends, especially in movies and books.  In this town, the legend says don’t use the shortcut from the school through the woods.  If you do, “the old man” will get you.

This legend dates back to the 1940s when a young couple are leaving a high school dance, and the boy suggests they cut through the woods to get home quicker.  While walking through the woods, the boy tries to rape the girl, but she fights him off and he leaves.  As she’s lying on the ground, bloody and frightened, a little boy appears.  She asks him for help, but he just hits her with a rock before continuing the assault with his slingshot.  Turns out 11-year-old Benjamin Hartley (of the town’s famous Hartleys) is a psychopathic killer, murdering anyone who dares the shortcut through the woods on his family’s property.  To prevent any more killings, Benjamin’s family eventually chains him up in the basement on an extra long chain that enables him to reach a rock at the rear of his backyard where he sits contemplating whatever young psychopaths contemplate.

Cut to 2009 and Derek (Drew Seely, ANOTHER CINDARELLA STORY) and his family have just moved to town two months ago following the death of Derek’s father.  He and his mother and brother now live with Derek’s grandmother as they put their life back together.  Derek’s got a fast food job and two good friends, Lisa (Shannon Woodward, “Raising Hope”) and Mark (Dave Franco, “Scrubs”).  One day some kids from the elementary school dare Dereks’ brother Tobey to cut through the woods, which he does, finding a dead dog on the way before being frightened away by an old man with a shovel who tells Tobey next time it’ll be HIS blood.

Terrified, Tobey tells Derek, who tells Mark, who tells everyone in school, which leads to fellow student Taylor (John Emerson, JENNIFER’S BODY) asking Derek what kind of dig his brother found; Taylor’s dog Tammy has been missing for a few days.  Taylor and Derek decide to go through the woods and see if they can find it, which leads to them winding up at the Hartley place where Old Man Hartley (Raymond Barry, “Justified”) is working in his barn.  When he leaves, the two sneak in and find a coffee can full of old dog tags.  Convinced something sinister is afoot, they decide to come back one night when Old Man Hartley is at the VFW and see what else they can dig up.

Also in on Operation: Old Man are Lisa and Mark, and Derek gets his crush Christy (Katrina Bowden, “ 30 Rock”) in on the action as well.  While Derek and Christy stake out the VFW, Taylor, Lisa and Mark enter the Hartley home and see what they can see.  What they see is another old man chained up in the basement with a shackle around his neck.  He asks them to help him get away before the old man comes back.

Bad move.

THE SHORTCUT is a 2009 Direct-to-DVD movie produced by Adam Sandler’s Happy Madison Productions through its Scary Madison subsidiary and, personally, other than the twist at the end, which if you’ve been paying attention at all during the movie isn’t a twist at all (no, I don’t mean that the old man chained in the basement is the real killer, that’s not a surprise at all; the actual twist isn’t a bad one, just sort of typical and meh), I didn’t see much reason for this movie to exist at all.  In fact, in the end it felt, to me, like the entire preceding 85 minutes was ALL just build up to this one moment at the end of the movie, and that feels like a huge letdown.

There is little to no tension.  Hell it’s not until well over an hour into the movie before there’s even a hint of danger for our main characters.  The use of the 1940s flashbacks, sprinkled throughout the narrative, was supposed to imply the threat, but all it does is give our killer a backstory and make him, in the viewers’ eyes, more human.  Granted, he’s still a psychopathic killer, but throughout acts one and two, the inference is that Old Man Hartley is the little killer kid all grown up, but then we see him driving his truck, working in his barn, ordering a hot dog from the fast food joint where Derek works, and we say these aren’t the actions of an unstoppable killer.  He had some problems growing up, sure, but he’s still able to function in society, just don’t use the shortcut on his property, that seems reasonable.  I wouldn’t want a bunch of people cutting through my yard, either.

And the main characters were annoying anyway.  Follow the cause and effect.  Derek wants to get back at Old Man Hartley for scaring his little brother.  Hey, his little brother was trespassing; the sign at the edge of the woods clearly reads No Trespassing, but Tobey went through there anyway.  And it’s not like he CHASED Tobey with the shovel, he just warned him next time it’d be HIS blood instead of a dog’s.  That’s a little harsh, sure, but Tobey was still trespassing, so I can see wanting to scare him off.  So where does Derek get off thinking because Old Man Hartley scared his little brother that then gives HIM the right to cut through the woods?  Jeez, people, just stay off the guy’s property and there’s no problem at all.  It’s a shortcut, sure, but there are also a ton of yards I could cut through on my way to work to get there a little quicker, but I don’t do it.

I can understand Taylor’s motivation, wanting to find out what happened to his dog.  But as far as I’m concerned, Taylor’s the only one of the group who has any right to be involved.  Mark and Lisa are just troublemakers looking for a small town thrill, while Derek’s only motivation is to get Christy involved so they can stake out the VFW together and he can, hopefully, get lucky.  He’s basically Ren McCormack, only the law in this town doesn’t prohibit dancing, it prohibits trespassing.  And dmmit, Derek’s just gotta go where he doesn’t belong, even if it means people get killed.  Soon he’ll be standing up at the town hall meeting and quoting Bible verses about trespassing and organizing trespassing parties in the neighboring towns.  He’ll walk into the party and whoop “LET’S TRESPASS!”

The story was written by Dan Hannon and Scott Sandler (Adam’s brother.  That explains it), and directed by Nicholaus Goossen (GRANDMA’S BOY...no, I didn’t see that one, either), so we’ve got two writers who’ve never written a movie before, one of whom grew up with the owner of the production company, and a director whose only other notable credit was for a movie that didn’t even look good for a Happy Madison production.  That’s got success written all over it.

If this is the type of “horror” movie the horror division of Happy Madison is going to be producing, I’d like to save them millions of dollars right now.  While being geared toward an obviously teen demographic, I think even they’re going to be uninterested in movies like this.  Horror movies need to threaten the audience, not warn them off.  When horny teens went to Camp Crystal Lake, Jason massacred every one of them.  When horny teens snuck into the Meyer house on Halloween, Michael Meyers slaughtered them.  And in both cases, the killer was portrayed as an unstoppable machine, hellbent on death and destruction while defending their property against trespassers.  In THE SHORTCUT, the “killer” is an old man who drives a beatup pickup and likes mustard and onions on his hot dog.  Sure, he’ll kill you a little bit, but not til after Final Jeopardy, and if you need him on Friday night, he’ll be at the VFW, presumably complaining about these damn kids always cutting through his yard!

Skinned Deep:

After experiencing the wonder that was LEPRECHAUN 4: IN SPACE, there is very little Warwick Davis could star in that would surprise me.  That’s not to say there’s little that wouldn’t disappoint me.  And that’s coming from a horror fan who loves the low budget trash.  But a man’s gotta draw the line somewhere, or else stuff like this gets through.

SKINNED DEEP is the story of Tina Rockwell and her family, Dad, Mom and brother Matt.  They’re vacationing in an undisclosed location, driving down some unnamed highway when their minivan has a blowout after running over a nail-studded club lying in the middle of the road.  Dad hikes back for help and finds a general store/diner where the owner tells him “You won’t find a garage open at this time of day”—it looks to be about 1 in the afternoon—“but if you bring your family to my house across the street, my sons can help you with your car.  Meet you there in five minutes.”

So Dad goes back and gets the wife and kids and takes them to the old woman’s house where they’re greeted by the “family” and taken to the table for dinner.  There’s the Surgeon General (a mechanized killing machine with goggles for eyes and a mouth like Trap-Jaw from the Masters of the Universe toy line), Plates (a plate-slinging dwarf, played by Warwick Davis), and Brain (an overall-clad man with a gigantic brain that he usually keeps covered with a sheet of burlap).  Brain serves the family dinner, raw meat on a piece of cardboard, but before anyone can dig in, The Surgeon General jumps up on the table and slices Mom’s throat open.  While Tina smashes a window and escapes with her brother, Dad gets it too, then the family gives chase.

Brain convinces Granny to let him keep Tina, but brother Matt is sliced in half by the Surgeon General.  Later, Tina wakes up back at the house, in a room decorated completely in newspaper.

She discovers a secret passage under her room, but escape proves futile and Brain and the others tell her she’s going to be a part of their family now.  They force her into a wedding dress, then chain her to the hood of their truck while they go out on a killing run, taking out a truck full of rednecks.  This is to be Tina’s initiation into the family, but she’s not interested.

Back at the house, Tina plots her escape again, while outside a gang of geriatric bikers called The Ancient Ones has converged on the scene, intent on meeting out justice to the family for taking out one of their members earlier.  While the battle rages outside, Tina gets out of her room and explores the house, determined to take out everyone in the family and make her final escape.  While searching, she finally comes face to torso with The Creator, a headless muscle-man who speaks with Sean Connery’s accent.

A climactic battle ensues and Tina fights with all her might to finally make her grand escape.

SKINNED DEEP was a total WTF movie from beginning to end.  I don’t know what the hell writer/director/producer Gabriel Bartalos was thinking, but SERIOUSLY?  This movie was so demented even David Lynch would say “WHAT?” after finishing it.  Unfortunately I don’t mean it was demented in a good way.  Don’t misunderstand, SKINNED DEEP is not a good movie.  The quality of the filmmaking was atrocious, with a badly dubbed vocal track and a script written by an 8th grade girl with a penchant for dramatics.  And apparently the people in the movie were, quote/unquote, actors, but I didn’t see any signs of that, either.

The only thing this movie had going for it was the level of grotesqueness.  Given Bartalos got his start as a special effects man (I am assuming it was his work on LEPRECHAUN that landed him Warwick Davis), that’s understandable.  However, there’s a reason most special effects men are special effects men and NOT writer/directors, and SKINNED DEEP is the primer for why that is.  For all its grand staging and gore, the writing, direction and acting in this movie made whatever budget it had look like a whole lot less—and that’s quite a feat.

The killer characters were typical TEXAS CHAINSAW MASSACRE parody rip-offs, while Tina was nothing more than a standard survivor girl stereotype with zero personality of her own—that may also be because Karoline Brandt was a really terrible actress (she’s starred in nothing before or since, so there’s no way to judge her progress or see how bad she was without watching this movie).  And what started off as a totally insane and ridiculous movie, only devolved into an even more ridiculous third act.  But by that time I’d stopped even hoping for some quality and was just riding it out until it was over.

I have a deep and lasting love of all things horror, and even all things cheap cheesy horror.  But sometimes in life you just gotta say enough, it’s all I can stand, I can’t stands no more.  And SKINNED DEEP definitely veers very very close to that line.  It’s not even the kind of bad where I feel I can properly mock it, because it looks like Bartalo really did want to make a good movie.  He just didn’t.

And it’s sad.

Harm’s Way:

When Darlene (Ingrid Kavelaars, DREAMCATHER) and her daughter Victoria (Hannah Lochner, DAWN OF THE DEAD) find themselves on the run from an abusive relationship, a case worker puts them in touch with a safe house where there are no questions asked and guests are welcome to stay as long as needed.  It’s quite a drive, but that’s ok, Darlene says, the further the better.

They find themselves on a remote farm owned by Bea (Kathleen Quinlin, BREAKDOWN), a woman who doesn’t need to know their names, doesn’t need to know their story, who just wants them to feel safe and help them get back on their feet.  She only has a few rules.  Guests are confined to the farm, as much for their safety and for Bea’s, as there are folks in town curious about her business and it’s none of their concern.  Guests are also not allowed any controlled substances, not even cigarettes.  And they’re expected to help out with the day to days of running Bea’s goat farm.  Then Bea asks for Darlene’s keys, which she’ll keep locked up for Darlene because there are always new guests coming and going and she wouldn’t want anyone to walk off with her car keys.

Darlene doesn’t see a problem with this and all is fine for a day until Bea adds a fourth rule: tell your daughter the barn is off limits.  Bea cites wood rot and termites as her reason, but by now Darlene’s wondering if new rules are going to be added every day.  Everything is calming down for Darlene and Victoria, life is looking like a pretty good gig again, until one day a man shows up at the farm.  One of Bea’s rules is no men on the farm.  This guy’s not happy to be here, but he’s looking for Mattie, his girlfriend who had been staying on the farm, but who said she was going back to him.  She never showed up.  I wonder what it is Bea keeps in that barn.

Darlene finds out when she sneaks in there while Bea is busy painting with Victoria upstairs.  Mattie isn’t looking too good, chained to the wall and covered in blood.  But she’s alive.  Before Darlene and get her daughter and leave, however, the police show up.  Bea tells them to hide in the closet and don’t make a sound, which they do, even though you’d think WTH??, but considering Darlene’s on the run herself, she really doesn’t want to have to deal with the police right now.  The cop is there on a routine visit as it seems women from Bea’s farm tend to come up missing pretty regularly, but Bea is sworn to confidentiality and refuses to confirm or deny any of the missing women have ever been there.  Included in the cop’s pack of missing women photos are Darlene and Victoria.

The cop leaves and everyone breathes a sigh of relief until Bea discovers Darlene has cigarettes and booze in her suitcase.  She knows the rules.  Her punishment is to be locked in her room until tomorrow.  It’s at this point some truth begins to come through; when Victoria comes to Darlene’s locked door, she thinks nothing of the fact her mother is locked in.  In fact, her only question is “What did you do now?”  And Darlene’s reply is to tell her daughter just do whatever Bea tells you.

The next morning, after Bea lets Darlene out, Bea heads to the studio with Victoria for some more painting and Darlene, after checking on Mattie in the barn, takes off running for town.  She doesn’t get far before Bea runs her down, tosses her in the trunk, and she winds up in Mattie’s spot—Mattie has by now been disposed of.

Bea tells Victoria her mother abandoned her, and at first she believes it, until she spots the blood on the bumper of their car.  And while Victoria isn’t about to let Bea hurt her mother, she also has no sympathy for the woman whom she sees as weak and, basically, always “asking for it.”  Even their current predicament, Victoria believes, is because her mother is unable to protect either of them and Victoria had to take charge.

While pretty much every shot of HARM’S WAY is predictable from the moment the movie begins, there were several things I found very effective about it, especially concerning the characterizations of Darlene and Victoria.  Writer William Bell (this is his only screenwriting credit) has played with the format just enough to get us to believe a set of things about Darlene and the extent she’s willing to go to protect her daughter and be a good parent, and the few small but very significant revelations in the end tell us we really knew nothing all along.  Well played.

My problem with the movie was that, up until those moments, the plot fell into its pre-determined slots at the pre-determined times.  We don’t believe for a second that Darlene and her daughter are safe when they get to Bea’s farm.  Why would we when we’ve seen this movie in various incarnations a dozen times—at least—already?  In fact, we wonder why Darlene doesn’t just leave sooner, since she obviously wasn’t comfortable with things as soon as Bea laid down the rules of the farm.  As soon as Bea said you’re not allowed to leave the property and I’ll be taking your keys, I’da been gone.

Darlene’s few feeble attempts, and then failure, at stepping up and protecting her daughter seem like plot holes at first, but in the end make some kind of sense and add to her characterization and attempted growth.  It doesn’t work out like she’d hoped, but she gave it a shot, and these are the areas where Bell’s script work the best—which is surprising because, in those moments, they seem like the weakest parts.

He also plays well with Victoria and how abuse can affect the child stuck in that situation.  She sleeps with a knife under her mattress, and another under her pillow.  They make her feel safe, she tells Bea. But in the end, this might not be the whole truth.  Victoria is a quiet girl, and we feel that most of what she thinks and feels goes unexpressed, and Bell plays this up well in developing her character, and in his third act revelations.

Melanie Orr’s direction was nothing special.  The movie was watchable, without being flashy or boring, just . . . there.  She’s certainly not setting any newer higher standards, but I’ve seen much worse.  There’s simply little to be said for it in this case.

HARM’S WAY isn’t my normal weekend thing, but a guy at work loaned it to me so I figured I’d give it a shot.  It wasn’t bad.  I mean, it wasn’t spectacular, but it was pretty good, considering it came and went with almost no ounce of originality until those final few moments in the barn.  That certainly wasn’t the way I’d expected it to end, but everything else up to that point was pretty well by the numbers.  Quinlin, Kavelaars and Lochner play their parts well but there were no standouts and in a couple of weeks I probably won’t remember but a few things about this movie, mainly that I saw it and that I liked the ending.  In this case, that’s good enough.

Carnivore:

Those wacky kids are never going to learn.  You don’t just break into abandoned houses, hoping to party with your buddies, and expect to get out of there alive.  It’s just not the way it works.  That old house everyone says is cursed?  It is.  The stories folks tell about something evil living in the house?  It does.  The rumors of teens going into the house and never making it back out?  They’re true.  So when your brilliant idea is to get your friend, his girlfriend and his girlfriend’s sister, along with a case of beer your brother bought for you, and go spend the night in the old Romero house, you can’t be surprised when one or two of you gets their guts splattered all over the wall.

In this particular case, the house in question is owned by the US Department of Intelligence, which is using it as a secret lab where they’re working on a top secret project to create the ultimate killing machine.  The problems only start when the secret project kills its creator and gets loose in the house.  Agent in charge Dana Anderson is dispatched from Washington DC along with two incompetent field agents to contain the situation and deal with the Carnivore.  But before they can get there, Scott and his buddy Marc, Marc’s girlfriend Dee, and Dee’s sister Bobbi are going to hang out and get drunk in what, on the surface, appears to be just another empty Illinois house.  Granted, if they’d stumbled upon the hidden lab beneath the house . . . no, it wouldn’t have matter; these four were way too stupid already and would have stayed and wound up dead anyway.

See, the Carnivore won’t kill unless it’s threatened, but its creator, Dr. Westmont, was in the process of helping the creature with its pheromone imbalance: seems the creature can’t tell the difference between fear and arousal.  So when Marc and Bobbi sneak off to spend some horizontal time alone, the creature, mistaking Marc’s turned-onness for fear, attacks.

The other three make their escape, but not before the cops show up.  Sheriff Holt orders Deputy Bryant to check out the dead body, which leads Deputy Bryant to having his face chewed off.  Sheriff Holt makes his escape, but not before Dana Anderson shows up with her DIA field agents, Liddy and North.  Anderson and Liddy go inside to check out the situation and, hopefully, contain the Carnivore with a tranquilizer dart.  At least, that’s the plan, but Liddy desperately wants to use his Uzi, so we’ll see how that goes.

In the end, after 80 minutes of this nonsense, I have to say that whatever grand scheme writer/director/producer/executive producer/production designer/editor/set constructionist/camera operator/cinematographer/etc Kenneth Mader had in mind for his big debut, CARNIVORE must surely have fallen far short of that mark.  At least, I hope so, because if this is the movie he INTENDED to make . . . he’s drawing inspiration from the totally wrong influences.

I get that CARNIVORE qualifies as a micro-budget movie and was probably made for a couple thousand bucks, but there’s nothing wrong with hiding that fact and trying to make your movie look like you put some effort into it.  I’m sure creature effects are expensive, I get that.  Then you know what, don’t rely so much on showing the creature.  There are ways to work around that, to shoot the monster in a way that doesn’t reveal just how goofy the cheap costume looks.

Also, this is a horror movie, ease up on the comedy relief.  In fact, with as little tension and suspense as this movie has, there’s very little need for any kind of relief in the first place.  But if you insist, then do so in moderation.  As it is, Mader’s got three small plots all coming together to form the greater whole.  There’s the teens in the house plot, the agents in transit plot, and the cops on duty plot.  And every single time we switch scenes, one of these characters is cracking wise.  Marc in the house thinks he’s hilarious.  Agent Liddy is just smarmy and arrogant but dumb as a post, which comes across as silly.  And Randy Craig, who plays Sheriff Holt, obviously thinks he’s Kevin Pollack.

As for the acting, I’m going to go out on a limb and say Mader hired either his friends or a bunch of locals.  Considering none of the principles have gone on to star in anything else, I’m opting for the former.  And trust me when I tell you, Mader, despite being a “filmmaker”, is not friends with any actors.  At least he wasn’t when he was making CARNIVORE.  They gave it a shot, but they obviously knew they were making a cheap, crappy horror movie, and they each set their skill level to accommodate.

I’m all for the DIY approach.  It would be the way I’d want to do things if I made movies.  Quality control and all that.  But jeez, dude, there has to be some quality to control.  CARNIVORE was just a cheap, silly movie that doesn’t even succeed on a cheesy level.
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