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What is #31Days?

The #31Days Challenge dates back to my early days of media criticism. I wasn’t published in non-fiction yet when I stumbled across a Halloween challenge at the old IMDB message boards. It was an elaborate competition hosted on their Horror boards. There were rules like bonus points for writing reviews, completing an entire series, or watching more obscure sub-genres. This was a great excuse to learn more about the genre. The organizers focused on lesser known trends in the genre to create discussion. 

This is something I’ve kept up with even as my schedule grew busier and writing reviews for every viewing meant either turning down outside work to complete them or giving up on other things like a consistent sleep schedule. I enjoy horror enough that the sacrifices didn’t bother me. When I didn’t have the energy to write 31 reviews, I watched a new film every day. It’s tradition at this point.

[image: image]This year, I knew I wanted to go all out for the challenge. I established my own terms and rules to complete. I took the time to map out an entire schedule, complete with weekly categories like documentaries, TV series, and viewing an entire series in order. I picked popular and obscure films, new releases and forgotten classics. I even published the full schedule online so people could see what I was planning and watch along.

At its core, the goal of #31Days is to discuss a different horror property every day in October. October is that month where it’s culturally acceptable to enjoy horror films. The studio system established October and Halloween as the time for tent-pole horror releases. Speaking from experience, horror criticism performs better in October than any other month of the year. Having the #31Days challenge in October gives it a wider reach.

My awakening as a media critic came from a simple mission in my writing. I realized as a teenager that the films, books, games, etc. I enjoyed were different. They were less significant, artistic, or even valid as entertainment and art. These genres were horror, science fiction, and fantasy. If I turned in a genre story for a creative writing assignment in school, my grade was lower than my peers who wrote a more “literary” story. My teachers would promise to get literary stories published. They typically failed. Meanwhile, I had horror, sci-fi, and fantasy stories published at professional rates with relative ease.

I realized the biases extended far beyond the high school classroom. I never turned down an opportunity to study media criticism and theory. The best genre films would be re-contextualized as a drama, thriller, satire, or experimental work. Then they could be discussed or awarded as “real” art.

[image: image]These same people maligned newer styles in these genres for being immature or harmful. I distinctly remember the vitriol extended to the Saw series. The reaction was so toxic that “torture porn” became shorthand for “don’t watch this horror film” for over a decade.

Obviously, this does not reflect all of academic or critical writing. It just feels like it does. I’ve had countless articles, books, and panels rejected for not being “serious” or “significant” enough. If I add in a connection to something in the canon, the same topic is thought provoking and valid. It’s frustrating.

The #31Days Challenge happens in October to extend its reach. These films and TV series do not magically disappear from November 1 to September 30. They are real works of art/entertainment worthy of discussion, analysis, and celebration every day of the year.

The debut edition of #31Days contains newly revised and expanded articles from this year’s challenge. They’re presented in the order they were published.

There is brand new content, as well. I completed a 26 part series recapping and reviewing the Masters of Horror anthology series in October. There are recommendations based on every title discussed in the collection. Finally, there are multiple indexes sorted by release date, genre, and creator to help you explore the collection.

The last thing to know about this book is that this is a work of opinion. That’s true of media criticism as a medium. I’ve worked as a professional media critic for over 16 years. I spend a lot of time researching, engaging with, and reading about horror, in particular. I apply that knowledge gained from countless hours of research to share my opinion of a film, tv show, book, play, etc. in a broader context of its relationship to medium, media, genre, trends, etc. These are my opinions on media, not the last word on their true worth as art and entertainment. If I agreed with all the criticism I ever read, I would never have become a media critic. 

I hope you find a new film or TV show to enjoy through this collection. 
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Two Sentence Horror Stories Season 2 Review (TV, 2019) 
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Two Sentence Horror Stories is an anthology horror series inspired by the subreddit of the same name. Vera Maio created the series for the CW Seed, the CW’s original free streaming platform, and it currently has two seasons. Season 2 is available to stream on Netflix, and that’s the focus of this review.

American horror, like much of American cinema, has a major diversity problem. It’s clear in horror because of some awful tropes. The type of roles offered to BIPOC (Black Indigenous People of Color) and their inevitable fate in those films is entrenched in the genre. There’s a reason so many modern films and TV shows reference the black character always dying first; for decades, they might have been the only victims in that film. Other BIPOC are otherized. They are a mystical source of knowledge or evil that set up but have no actual role in the plot. It’s a major issue that is being addressed by younger creators.

Two Sentence Horror Stories shows a simple way to get past the poor representation issues in horror: write and cast for BIPOC in horror. This series is the single best series I’ve ever seen that presents a world as diverse as our own. Of the eight episodes in season two, seven star BIPOC women; the other episode is about a gay male character. Further, the series has episodes starring all kinds of ages, from a young girl moving into a new neighborhood to a grandmother fighting an unimaginable evil in her family. It is quite sad that we’re getting close to 100 years of filmed entertainment and projects with writing and casting like Two Sentence Horror Stories are a rarity.

The second season of the show is a horror delight. All eight episodes tackle different styles of horror in 20-or-so minute episodes. The most recurring style is home invasion horror. Even those offer unique takes on the genre. The inspiration for the show allows for some strange and wonderful stories to be told.

My biggest issue with the show is the target audience. I’m all for teens and children enjoying horror stories. Two Sentence Horror Stories features a lot of violence against women and plots driven by sexual violence. Only one episode crossed the line for me in that regard, but I don’t know how comfortable I feel with teenagers interacting with those story elements again and again. Teenagers are the target audience, but the show features many unhealthy and downright abusive relationships on-screen. The 22 minute runtime does not allow for actual deconstruction and commentary.

Two Sentence Horror Stories is one of the stronger original anthology series I’ve encountered in recent years. The second season has a shorter runtime than the newest tent-pole superhero film. I’ve reviewed each episode below, with content warnings, so you can make an informed decision on what episodes you’re comfortable watching. There is one episode I will never revisit because of the content warning.

Two Sentence Horror Stories Season 2 is streaming on Netflix.

[image: image]

Two Sentence Horror Stories Episode Reviews ep. 1 “Gentleman” content warning: violence against women

A single mom tries dating again and falls hard for a kind, caring man who loves children. The perspective shifts and you learn that he targets single mothers to judge their parenting skills and do what he thinks is best for their children.

“Gentleman” is a sucker punch to start off the Two Sentence Horror Stories series with. I am cautious with this review. There are mysteries I will leave unaddressed so I don’t spoil the experience. It’s surprising how much can happen in such a short format. 

A successful horror short in any format has to rely on shorthand. We’ve seen this kind of story before, or at least close enough to it. The familiarity fills in the gaps. You know what to expect, so your mind covers the missing details. You use those cliches to focus on the story you want to tell, not the story the audience already expects.

“Gentleman” is a masterclass in setting up and twisting expectations. We know what a 

woman in peril or stalker story should feel like; this episode leans into those expectations. It never quite settles into those patterns, but we recognize enough of the beats and gags to believe the misdirection. The truth is hiding in plain sight and makes for a disturbing conclusion.

[image: image]

ep. 2 “Squirm” content warning: alcohol abuse, sexual assault, gore

An office worker cannot remember everything that happened at a drunken holiday party. She wakes up with a message written on her body.

“Squirm” confirms my suspicions about this series. “Two Sentence Horror Stories” wants to go there. Why? I don’t know. Anthology formats allow for a wide variety of storytelling. There doesn’t have to be a connecting thread beyond the theme of the collection.

There is an interesting story here. You need to look past Keisha’s assault to see it. The episode does not let you forget. 

Keisha needs to work to survive, and she receives a rather ghastly phone call informing her she’s out of sick days. She becomes obsessed with finding out what happened but has to to act like nothing is wrong. Everyone in the office is a suspect. They all know something happened, but they choose silence over support. Even a grievance counselor tells her she has to accept she may never know what happened.

“Squirm” is a horror film about anger and grief. There isn’t enough time in 20 minutes to explore nuance. I’m well-versed in revenge and exploitation stories, and this falls in the latter. We’re watching this woman suffer through no fault of her own. There is no clear path forward. It’s devastating.

I would recommend skipping this episode if the content warning could be too much. It feels a little too real to that kind of experience to watch safely unless you feel confident you’re in a space to take in that kind of story. The substance of the story is shock value. It doesn’t feel in control of itself or its potential impact.

[image: image]

ep. 3 “Legacy”

content warning: violence against women, sexual assault (implied), child abuse (discussed), gore

“Legacy” is a J-horror style episode. A widow is being haunted by her abusive husband. She tries to ignore the problem, her mother-in-law tries to appease the spirit of her dead son, and only the young boy in the house can see the ghost.

The difference between “Legacy” and “Squirm” is one of intention. “Squirm” features a woman suffering because of abuse; “Legacy” features a woman trying to escape the reach of an abusive relationship that is literally haunting her. “Squirm” lingers in the pain, while “Legacy”’s aim is resolution from the first scene. The biggest difference is I feel safe watching “Legacy.” It’s upsetting, but in a far more controlled way.

The joy of “Legacy” is a 20 minute greatest hits reel of modern Japanese horror. From the wet, pale skinned ghost with stringy hair masking his face to an intergenerational conflict over how to address and approach the reality of spirits, “Legacy” hits on it all. The result is a thrilling short horror film that subverts the expected beats of this style at every turn.

[image: image]

ep. 4 “Hide” content warning: violence against women, gore, elder abuse

Araceli, a professional caretaker, leaves her children under the care of her aunt while she travels to her job caring for a Gracie, an autistic child, and her bedridden grandfather in a mansion. There has been a series of break-ins, and Gracie’s parents trust Araceli to keep their daughter safe late into the night.

“Hide” is a very good home invasion horror story. There’s a wonderful series of misdirection leading to the actual circumstances of the break-in. Nothing happens how you expect it to. The result is an unsettling horror driven by power struggles through layers of communication.

Araceli is bilingual, though she is most comfortable speaking in Spanish. Gracie’s parents only speak English and talk down to Araceli when giving her instructions like she doesn’t really understand. Araceli is polite and maintains a smile the whole time. Gracie communicates by imitating sounds she hears, though she will call out when she wants to play her favorite game Hide. The invaders do not speak at all, but their intentions are clear.

“Hide” feels like they could adapt it into a feature length film. There is so much worldbuilding and nuance in this episode. It is now one of my favorite horror shorts of all time.

[image: image]

ep. 5 “Scion”

content warning: homophobia, gore 

A young man undergoes an experimental cancer treatment procedure. The side effects are worse than he could ever imagine.

“Scion” is a medical horror that dips its toes into some Gothic tropes along the way. A young gay man moves into a mansion filled with secrets. If he stays the course, he might walk away with a better life; he needs to survive it first. The world seems to shift around him. Time becomes meaningless. People come and go without warning. He spends his life more in nightmares than conscious waking hours.

This episode suffers a bit from its own ambition. Taken individually, the scare scenes are effective. In sequence, there’s no breathing room. There’s no time to react to what’s happening. Horror thrives on highs and lows, intensity and rest. This episode spins at the same pace the whole way through.

Anticipating the ending of a horror story is not bad. It can be a sign of great writing. 

The writer is in control and can set up one final little twist of the knife that sets you off. “Scion” telegraphs its ending from the first scene. It’s shouted out whenever there is a scene with dialogue. If you’ve never experienced this kind of story before, it might surprise you, though the metaphor of the treatment is pretty blatant from the beginning.

[image: image]

ep. 6 “Tutorial” content warning: gore, violence against women

A makeup guru is filming a tutorial. She is interrupted by a knock at the door. No one is there. That intruder has already entered the house.

“Tutorial” is experimental aesthetic horror. The episode has a bright yellow progress bar on the bottom (think YouTube) that tracks how far you are in the episode. The house is that perfect urban neutral style that gets the clicks on social media, complete with impractical string lights and makeshift cozy canopies hanging over the bed. It creates a beautiful and unexpected setting for a home invasion horror.

The episode splits between the actual edited tutorial and the real time horror. Our MUA fixates on getting the content she needs for her channel, even as she notices things moving about the house beyond her control. Her first reaction to a power failure is “Thank God my laptop still has a full charge.” This is meta horror at its finest, peeling back layers of meaning while letting you watch the seconds tick by until the episode is over.

Where other horror films that play on social media and influencers write those characters as clowns, “Tutorial” lets you know from the jump that our unexpected hero is in control of the game. Karine shifts in and out of that perfect bubbly persona as she has to switch from performance mode to business mode. Nothing will stop her from completing her job, and her job is filming the perfect beauty tutorial.

[image: image]

ep.7 “Only Child”

content warning: violence against women, violence against children, elder abuse, religious content

A child is being chased by his grandmother. She believes that he’s possessed by the devil and must be freed. The episode flashes back to the past where the child is first introduced to his grandmother’s practices, explaining the rules of how spirits can enter the body. Soon enough, we know the boy’s possessed.

“Only Child” is a solid spin on evil child horror. You learn soon enough that horror is the art of misdirection. It takes five minutes for the episode to show that the grandmother is correct and the child’s taken by something evil. Even better, one minute later, you learn the true focus of the episode is intergenerational conflicts over child rearing.

This episode experiments with a lot of folklore and closed practices to source its big scares. That pushes the boundaries of good taste. The grandmother’s faith is Voodoo, though she’s initially identified as a Haitian woman who speaks Creole, wears a headscarf, carries charms, and has an altar filled with candles, herbs, flowers, and containers in her bedroom closet. The misdirection at the start of the episode preys on the fear of Voodoo. 

I think the episode would work better without the opening chase. That scene grounds the episode in negative connotations about Voodoo. It’s scary, but it leaves a nasty taste in my mouth.

[image: image]

ep.8 “Little Monsters” content warning: gore, violence against women

Two children befriend the new girl in their apartment complex after she reveals she’s also seen the shape shifting demon preying on children in the neighborhood. They train her on how to survive. That comes in handy when one of her trainers gets kidnapped by the demon and needs to be rescued.

“Little Monsters” hits on one of my favorite styles of horror. There’s a wealth of great films and stories about children having to fend for themselves because the surrounding adults don’t believe the danger hiding in plain sight. Monsters, ghosts, witches—whatever the evil is, it’s all make believe. Sure, children are disappearing, but it can’t be because of fairy tales, right? The children have to use the skills they’ve learned on the playground to outwit an evil so cunning, adults don’t believe it when they see it.

The most refreshing part of “Little Monsters” is seeing this kind of story told without showing violent acts carried out on children. The threats are real, but they’re not played out live. Any gore is the aftermath of the monster cleaning up as a cold open. Everything else is the threat of what could happen. This style of story soars when there is danger, but never crosses the line of showing children harmed on-screen.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Day 2



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Nightmare Cinema Review (Film, 2019) 
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content warning: gore, foul language, surgical footage, violence against women, religious content, death by suicide, violence against children, sexual content, gun violence 

Nightmare Cinema is a horror anthology film about an abandoned movie theatre. People see their name on the marquee. Once hooked, they receive a ticket. They walk inside and watch their worst nightmare play out in front of them, starring them. It’s a strong concept for a horror anthology and one that could become a series.

The framing device, “The Projectionist,” is written and directed by Mick Garris. The Projectionist is the man running the mysterious theater. He collects these stories of people’s nightmares as they play out from their imagination and lets the stars of the stories choose their own fate. It’s the style of framing device that Amicus used successfully for decades, and it still works today.

“The Thing in the Woods” is written and directed by Alejandro Brugues. Samantha is being chased in the woods. She’s covered in blood and just keeps getting injured in gruesome ways. Her attacker is a classic slow walk slasher, somehow able to catch up no matter what.

This segment is the third act of a slasher film. It throws you into the action and presents the greatest hits of the genre. The biggest drawback is the comedy; it’s not funny. The twist about halfway through is spectacular and elevates the short.

“Mirari” is directed by Joe Dante and written by Richard Christian Matheson. Anna is about to meet her boyfriend David’s mother for the first time. She’s worried about the scar on her face, but David’s mother already has a plan for that: offering to cover plastic surgery to fix Anna’s scars for good.

This segment is a far more personal kind of horror story. Hospital horror usually relies on common tropes. This one has a different setup. 

Anna fears losing who she is to fit in with her fiancé, while David fears falling short of perfection. It creates some interesting tension as the short switches between their perspectives to spin the scares in a new direction.

“Mashit” is directed by Ryuhei Kitamura and written by Sandra Becerril. Father Benedict is brought into a religious horror film where students at his Catholic school are falling victim to some kind of demonic force. The entire school witnesses a student’s death by suicide. Things only get worse from there. 

Religious horror films are one of my specialties, specifically Catholic horror films. This short is rife with cliches and seems to exist just for shock value. A priest sleeping with a nun, bleeding statues, or children harming themselves while possessed by demonic spirits are not shocking just because you put them on-screen. This kind of horror thrives on context and the escalation of immoral behavior, and this short just jumps between nods to far better religious horror films rather than finding its own voice.

“This Way to Egress” is written and directed by David Slade, co-written by Lawrence C. Connolly, and adapted from Connolly’s story “Traumatic Descent.” Helen is cast into a black and white nightmare that starts in a doctor’s waiting room. It’s been over an hour and no one has addressed her and her children.

This is the stylistic risk you can take in a cinema-themed anthology. A noir-toned horror story about a woman trying to get medical help is the type of small scale story that can soar in an anthology. It is so different in its approach to horror that containing it in a more familiar context makes it more accessible to a wider audience. This segment is an experimental film inspired by that anxiety of waiting for a doctor’s appointment and pushed to absurd extremes.

“Dead” is written and directed by Mick Garris. Riley, a gifted young piano player, performs an original composition at a recital. Afterwards, a stranger shows up and shoots his entire family. His father died from the attack, his mother survived, and no one will tell him what happened.

This short hit different for me, as part of Riley’s fear is losing control of his fine motor skills. An instrumental musician is only as good as their working hands. Riley can’t pick up a glass of water when he wakes. From what I’ve experienced, career-altering damage to the hands is an inevitability in classical music. We’re all terrified of when we can’t play anymore.

The short itself is a great finale piece to Nightmare Cinema. It’s about the fear of death. Riley’s accident gives him the ability to see the spirits of the recently deceased, and they want him to join their ranks. This is not the scariest horror short, and it doesn’t pretend to be. It’s a beautiful exploration of the overriding theme of the film and the best reason to watch the whole thing.

Nightmare Cinema is a solid anthology horror film. It has that right mix of different styles and tones to keep things interesting. The biggest flaw is that level of ambition. The range of horror styles contained are so far reaching that I don’t think most viewers will enjoy all the shorts; I know I didn’t. 
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