uspense film
"7" t2-H

orror movie-makers must be feeling horren-

ous pressure these days. § :
In a world troubled by war, faminire, econamic
worries, people dying on hunger strikes and men-
tal cases trying to kill pop stars, presidents and
popes, it’s got to be hard for a film to shock audi-
ences with make-believe terror.
. Not that the fright flick floggers aren’t giving it
~ the old ghoulish try. In fact horror filins seem to
. dominate the current movie line-up in London.
. Pictures like The Howling, The Fan, The Hand,

Friday The 13th Part 2 and Happy. L
y ‘e doing everything inhumane and humanly
possible to scare the popcorn out of movie fans.
. These films are populated by psychotic killers,
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| blood-letting victims and nervous survivors.
| Meantime, the theatres showing them contain de-
| voted horror buffs, screaming sillies and nerve-
wracked nellies — in short anyone who likes be-
ing scared enough to pay for the service.

Some of the horror shows are pure schlock
shockers, like Friday The 13th Part 2 which, like
its original, was little more than a boring series
"of bloody murders. ;

“ There’s a list of characters marked for death in
|"Happy Birthday To Me (Capitol 1 and Mustang 2
| Drive-In) but their disposal is handled with more
| elass, subtlety and terror thanks to the direction
c of J. Lee Thompson. /

| With films like The Guns Of Navarone, Cape
the| Fear and The Reincarnation Of Peter Proud to
ave| his credit, Thompson obviously knows his way

L around a movie set. And as a,dialogue director
for several Alfred Hitchcock thrillers, Thompson
Jearned some fright tactics from the late, great
aster of suspense. L i
‘UTha difference hetween a good«chiller and ex-

Happy
er-than-average fright flick
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ploitive junk,” Thompson says, ‘‘is whether or
not you care about the vietims.”

Personally, I didn’t care much for any of the
victims headed for mayhem in Happy Birthday.
Matter of fact, some of them were such obnoxi-
ous characters I found myself occasionally root-
ing for the mentally sick murderer whose iden-
tity is hidden from us until the movie’s end.

That's another strong element in the picture —
suspense. This is a mystery story as well as a
tale of terrifying deaths.

Happy Birthday’s plot, full of red herring clues
and blind alley leads, certres on our heroine, Vir-
ginia. She’s a sweet girl-next-door type attending
an exclusive college named Crawford Academy.
Complicating her otherwise ordinary life is the
tact that she is still recovering from ‘‘regenera-
tive brain surgery’’ after a freak accident that
killed her mother. Added to that is the tension
building in her — and the audience — when her
cirele of spoiled college {riends starts shrinking
because of an unseen murderer who’s bumping
them off one by one.

Melissa Sue Anderson plays poor Virginia. The
18-year-old actress prepared for the role by por-
traying Mary on the hit T'V serles Little House On

The Prairie. During seven years on that show,

her character survived scarlet fever and toxic =
appendicitis among other illnesses, lost two ba-
bies and went blind. So she knew how to react to
the calamities of Happy Birthday.

The Canadian production also features Quebec-
born Hollywood star Glenn Ford who portrays
Virginia's psychiatrist, Lawrence Dane as her
rich father, Sharon Acker as her tragic mother
and Frances Hyland as the school’s prissy head-
mistress.. ~

Technically this film is much higher quality
than run-of-the-mill shock movies. However,
since I'm not what anyone would call a horror
film fan I can’t say I enjoyed Happy Birthday. In
the movie the guests are literally dying to attend
Virginia's party. I was just plain dying to get out
of the theaire. .

I'd have much preferred to see a talented direc-
tor like Thompson take his good interesting cast
and good production credits and use them to
make a movie that tries to do more than’make an
audience sweat. (R)
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