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By: Jackie Saunders
The Daily Orange

Issue date: 2/3/06 Section: Pulp
[image: image1.png]


"When a Stranger Calls"

Directed By: Simon West

Starring: Camilla Belle, Tommy Flanagan

2 out of 5 stars

Every urban legend begins with a big bowl of popcorn, a circle of sleeping bags, a flashlight and a mass of giggling girls shaking and shivering under the covers while the narrator recites horrific parables from generations past. 

Especially chilling is the tale of the baby sitter who receives threatening phone calls from an eerie voice, only to discover the stranger is in the house and has already brutally murdered the two innocent sleeping children upstairs. Director West's ("Con Air") remake of the 1979 horror flick "When a Stranger Calls" does the myth no justice and only serves as a cruel joke to the countless hours spent by adolescents regaling one another with the baby sitter's nightmare.

Belle, who we all know as the adorable young Sandra Bullock in "Practical Magic," should probably reconsider growing up. Cute and endearing as a child, Belle has difficulty transforming to the character Jill Johnson, an everyday teenager who has to worry about the usual things, like her boyfriend cheating on her and being plagued by incessant phone calls and heavy breathing.

The film opens with a five-minute flashback to a scene of the baby sitter's plight, where we see only see the flashing lights of a neighborhood carnival. Who doesn't experience a little boot quaking at the thought of clowns and rusty rides creaking with every spin? Nevertheless, the film then forfeits to the mold of typical horror flick clones, drooling and dragging their feet through the box office.

The days of "Halloween" and inventive slasher flicks with a killer we can truly be fascinated by and loathe simultaneously are obviously long gone. Is it an outrageous request to see a scary movie that doesn't fall into the evil trap of predictability? Jill, all I ask is when you narrowly escape the clutches of the evil stranger, don't run all the way up the stairs to the third floor to the bathroom with no windows. 

Mr. West, please don't end the movie with the violent thrashings of our young heroine's nightmarish hallucinations of the killer lurking behind the sterile curtain next to a hospital bed. We have seen "Friday the 13th" and "Carrie" already.

The original 1979 film premiered a year after John Carpenter's "Halloween" and served as inspiration for the telephone scene and butchering of Drew Barrymore in Wes Craven's "Scream." Unlike its abysmal remake, the original film depicts Jill as a teenager who screws up a baby-sitting job and has to worry years later about the escaped killer coming after her own children. 

In fact, there is no slashing, no carnage and no knife. Shucks. At best we see a bloated face of the unfortunate housemaid who sunk to the bottom of the fish pond after an unfortunate encounter with the stranger played by Tommy Flanagan I. 

The icing on the cake, as far as disappointment goes, is that the stranger has no background or apparent motive for his crusade against baby sitters and sleeping babes. Every good serial killer is consistent and methodical in his methods of mass murder. The stranger either fails to recognize he is a serial killer or isn't one at all because instead of ripping apart his later victims with his bare hands, he lets us down by simply strangling his victim. 


What one can take away from the film is that it is never a good idea to go 800 minutes over your allotted cell phone privileges given by Mom and Dad and have to baby-sit to help foot the bill. We can always learn the valuable lesson of responsibility. Thanks, Dad. 
