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Reviewed by Nick Bythrow | ScreenRant | Rated R | 99 mins.

Romantic comedy movies are a dime a dozen these days, with the only
ones able to truly stand out having unique premises and engaging lead
characters. The Baltimorons manages to do just that thanks to its
expertly-crafted narrative and heartfelt premise. Directed by Jay
Duplass and co-written by Duplass and star Michael Strassner, the film
follows Strassner's Cliff as he plans to attend Christmas Eve dinner at
his fiancée's parent's home.

However, disaster strikes when CIiff has to get emergency dental
surgery. Driving on his own through Baltimore, he manages to find a
dentist, Didi (Liz Larsen), who briefly opens her clinic to help him. While
there, though, he discovers that her own plans for Christmas have been
upended due to a surprise family dilemma.

A series of events ensue that keep the pair together for longer than
anticipated, resulting in an adventure across the city. While there's a
constant tug-of-war as to where their night will end, The Baltimorons
sees them get closer than they anticipated. This results in one of the
most heartwarming movies of the year as a feel-good love story plays
out over the course of Christmas Eve night.

The standout aspect of The Baltimorons is just how much chemistry its
lead actors have. The bulk of the movie is built through conversations
between CIiff and Didi, necessitating the stars to have obvious
onscreen sparks. Strassner and Larsen expertly pull off their quirky
relationship, making the pair feel like real people just enjoying one
another's company.

It helps that Duplass and Strassner's script contains snappy, quick-
witted dialogue between the two of them. Cliff and Didi's reactions to
their situations feel realistic, as do their general conversations. The
smooth delivery of every single line made me wonder at times whether
everything they said was on the page. Each word was delivered so
naturally, it was like looking into the lives of two people who actually
exist.

The same can be said for their characterizations, with the movie slowly
peeling back layers to both of them that make them more than their
surface-level first impressions. What makes this stand out is that the
holiday rom-com reveals more through their actions than their words.
Their dialogue is engaging and snappy, bringing them closer together.
But it's what they do throughout the night that truly defines them.

There's a deeper thematic touch to their misadventures as well,
especially when it comes to their pasts bubbling to the surface. They're

both lost souls looking to better themselves, and it's the support of one
another that upholds their attempts. It only strengthens their
relationship, making everything that happens night feel like fate.

It's because of this approach that the movie ends up having a feel-
good tone. The unlikely bond Cliff and Didi share becomes infectious,
making their story immersive to watch unfold. There's not a single line
of dialogue or action that either takes that feels like a waste of time.
Everything serves the plot or their bond, with not a single moment
existing just to fill space.

But what really makes The Baltimorons so charming is that its love
story is just one aspect of the bigger narrative. Cliff and Didi may be
from different walks of life, but the film does a phenomenal job at
showcasing how their issues are similar. Cliff is six months sober from
both alcohol and his former passion for sketch comedy, while Didi is
still healing from a nasty divorce as her ex-husband is getting
remarried.

Both characters have a form of pain that neither is able to tackle alone.
But the way the movie approaches their situations isn't so on-the-
nose. Instead, the film utilizes the strengths of its core duo to explore
what these struggles mean for them thematically. The conclusions
drawn only serve to strengthen the core romance, doing so in
unconventional ways that never failed to make me smile.

That human story just serves to bolster how wonderful its central story
really is. The way both characters find some level of solace in one
another while also letting loose despite the restrictions of their lives
makes every interaction all the more endearing. And it also makes The
Baltimorons one of the best movies of the year.

With a core duo that's captivating to watch and a sweet love story that
tugs at the heartstrings at times, The Baltimorons is a stellar holiday-
themed story that's perfect for any time of the year. A beautiful movie
with passion in every scene, this film deserves to go down as the best
romantic comedy of 2025.

Join Us for the Pre-Show Organ Concert!

David Rhodes and the Mighty Wurlitzer Organ light up the stage 30
minutes before the screening, so come early and enjoy the music!

TIVOLI THEATRE

5021 Highland Avenue | Downers Grove, IL
630-968-0219 | classiccinemas.com

$7 After Hours Members | $11 Non-Members
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ACCIDENT

Monday, January 12, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by Oliver Jones | Observer | Rated PG-13 | 101 Mins.

Building from a simmering sous vide to a red-hot charcoal-heated
oven, Panahi has whipped up a taut, terrifying and essential
cinematic feast for the ages.

While | have had my share of eye problems, | have never been forced
to experience the world blindfolded. Jafar Panahi has. We can
deduce this from his CV. The celebrated Iranian director—one of only
four filmmakers to win the top prize at the Cannes, Venice and Berlin
film festivals—spent months incarcerated in Iran’s brutal Evin Prison
after receiving a six-year sentence for creating “propaganda” against
the state. (Today, while “free,” he lives with the knowledge that he
could be forced to report to prison at any time.)

It is also apparent while watching It Was Just an Accident, Panahi’s
masterwork of a revenge thriller that exactingly traces how evil, once
inflicted, metastasizes within our souls and eventually overtakes us.
The film, which recently played the Telluride and Toronto film
festivals and opened in the U.S. on October 15, is the sixth straight
Cannes Palme d’Or winner to be released domestically by Neon, with
two of those movies—Parasite and Anora—also taking home the
Best Picture Oscar.

You can fully discern Panahi’s blindfolded past by the way his latest
film perks up your ears. Desperate dog barks, the purr of an idling
van, mysterious wind chimes, the chirps of birds caged and
uncaged—the din of daily life in Tehran is not just a pointillist sonic
hellscape in Panahi’s hands, but a means of both orientation—and
its opposite.

One particular sound, though, echoes loudest: the rhythmic squeak
of a prosthetic limb that may or may not belong to Peg Leg, a
notorious intelligence officer who tortured prisoners rounded up for
often minor infractions. When Vahid (Vahid Mobasseri, a Panahi
veteran who mesmerizes here) hears that creaky footfall enter the
warehouse where he now works, he is at first flooded with terrifying
memories from his own imprisonment for protesting unfair wages.
Then, just as suddenly, he is struck by inspiration: why not abduct
this wretched man and inflict some well-earned payback?

But once he captures him, following a beautifully constructed cat-
and-mouse game that recalls the car-bound sequences in
Hitchcock’s Vertigo and Psycho, Vahid is confronted with a dilemma:

what if he’s got the wrong guy? He was, after all, blindfolded
throughout his torture. There could very well be another fellow
traipsing about the countryside with a noisy prosthetic. The man
may be who he claims to be: a simple family man with a pregnant
wife and a boisterous pop-music-loving daughter who just
happened upon some late-night car trouble.

The other side is never burdened by such doubt. They prefer—as
we discover in a devastating scene that will likely be as emotionally
resonant a moment as you will experience in a movie this year—to
equally abuse and murder the innocent and guilty and let God sort
it out. Doing the same may very well be the only way to defeat them,
but in doing so, haven’t we already lost?

Panahi has crafted a moral quandary fit for Plato; yet unlike his past
works—including 2022’s No Bears and 2018’s 3 Faces (both of
which, like this film, were filmed without permission in Iran)—there’s
nothing theoretical or metaphoric on display here. The questions
the film poses, and the desperate urgency behind them, stick in your
conscience like an infected thorn prick. But for all its searing
timeliness, the film’s greatest shock is that it never allows its
trenchant moral fury to overwhelm its entertainment value. Yes, you
will laugh in this movie, even as you despair.

As Vahid assembles a motley crew of Peg Leg’s victims to help with
the identification—a quiet bookstore proprietor; a hustling wedding
photographer and her subjects, a still-infuriated bride-to-be and her
feather-smoothing groom; a hot-headed, retribution-seeking day
laborer—this edge-of-your-seat thriller twists into a caper farce, a
high-stakes comedy of manners and caustic comment on daily life
in a corrupt social order. (Everyone, from gas station attendants to
maternity ward nurses, has a hand out for a bribe.)

Panahi manages these tone shifts with exhilarating technical
assurance—a feat of moviemaking grace, particularly when you
take into consideration the circumstances of the film’s production.
Truffaut measured directorial mastery by what he called a
filmmaker’s temperature on set; while it is something | always felt |
vaguely understood, | have never seen the idea so fully expressed
on screen as through Panahi’s ingenious use of color, light, framing,
gesture, rhythm and, yes, sound.
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TWINLESS

Monday, January 26, 7:30 pm

Reviewed by Richard Lawson | Vanity Fair | Rated R | 100 Mins.

There is a sort of superstition—or maybe a belief based on observable
pattern—that opening-day movies at the Sundance Film Festival
aren’t so great. Outliers exist, of course: Whiplash was an opening
night movie, as was the much less heralded but terrific Tamara
Jenkins film Private Life. Typically, though, the first day of Sundance
is devoted to detritus with star appeal that will draw crowds, but won’t
hold up against the more robust fare to come.

And so | stood dutifully in line for Twinless on Thursday, hoping for
okay at best. The film’s logline suggests mild Sundance filler: two men
meet at a support group for people who have lost twin siblings and an
unlikely friendship ensues. It's not hard to imagine the twee movie that
could easily arise from that setup—and play plenty well at Sundance.
It would be chuckled at, sold to a distributor for a modest price, and
then essentially disappear.

I hope that is not the fate of Twinless, a singular, beguiling film. Writer-
director James Sweeney, who also co-stars, does trade in some of
the stereotypical quirk and tic of Park City ephemera. But he deftly
stitches those fabrics into something new, a probing and personal
dramedy about men and loneliness and grief's hollow aftermath.
Twinless announces the ascendancy of a thrilling filmmaker.

It's tough to talk about Twinless without revealing a crucial facet of its
plot, but I will try. The movie centers on two 30ish men, Roman (Dylan
O’Brien) and Denis (Sweeney), who unite in grief over their brothers.
Denis is reedy and shy and gay; Roman is a sweet straight oaf with
an angry streak. In normal life, they would probably never be friends,
but their unique and tragic circumstances quickly bond them to one
another.

-

In that way, Twinless is a compelling look at a great divide bridged:
between hetero and homo, masc and... not. Sweeney riffs on that
topic with a comic touch, while also making some serious sociological
inquest. Roman does, perhaps, represent the many real men his age
who are alienated by their learned and cultivated aloofness—
traditional masculinity has become a prison. Denis, in all his fey
neuroticism, offers an escape, an opportunity for Roman to admit that,
without his twin brother, he has no one to comfort him, to keep him
company, to tether him to the world.

On the other side, there is the problem of Denis’s attraction. Denis is
also seeking rescue from his solitude, but he might want more than

Roman does—a stifled yearning that’s probably familiar to many gay
men who have similarly ached for a guy forever beyond their grasp.
At first, | bristled at Sweeney’s bleak assessment of the gay
condition, its picture of frustrated and pathetic longing. But Twinless
works past that sometimes noxious cliché and finds the truth at its
core, satirizing and sympathizing with a primal gay pain. There is a
twinge of Mike White at play here, a dark mordancy mixed with
kindness.

American gay cinema is in a strange place these days, at once
liberated and defensive. Too often, movies about gay characters
have those characters lecturing their audience about The Issues,
moralizing in didactic political tones. Other fims are frivolous and
over generalized, happily reveling in the freedoms of the 21st century
but painting in too broad strokes. Twinless avoids those traps,
keeping its gaze focused tightly on Denis the individual; what anyone
extrapolates beyond that is entirely up to them. It’s refreshing to see
a queer movie that trusts the intelligence of its audience, that is not
afraid to leave its vernacular unexplained. The film’s brief but graphic
bit of sex is excitingly frank. It's there simply as a fact of the story,
not designed for shock value or as an act of triumphant defiance—
and it’s funny, too.

Twinless is a disarmingly assured film. Sweeney'’s stylistic flourishes
and complex writing flow with an easy cadence. He shoots Portland
(Oregon, not Maine) in lovely chiaroscuro, at once lulling and
menacing. The score, a wonder of aching cello and wistful piano by
Jung Jae-il, brings to mind the jaunty-sad lilt of the late, great Ryuichi
Sakamoto. Twinless is an expertly tailored film, but never flashy
about its grand design.

The film’s greatest asset, maybe, is O’'Brien, an actor who has
jumped from teen TV horror to a teen dystopia film franchise to an
interesting and varied resumé of grownup roles. Twinless marks a
great breakthrough, finally providing a showcase for the full range of
O’Brien’s talent. As Roman, O’Brien manages the delicate calibration
of a guy who is bruised, dopey, friendly, dangerous. Like Channing
Tatum before him, he intriguingly complicates the archetype of the
clumsy, lovable brute, but from a flintier angle of attack. O’Brien
doesn’t betray his character by going for the easy laugh, and he
never lets us forget the profound heartbreak churning at Roman’s
center.

For a short stretch, O’Brien also gets the chance to play Roman’s
lost brother, Rocky. In the never-ending debate about whether
straight actors can or should play gay, O’Brien is a fine testament to
the pro side of the argument. Sweeney has O’Brien swish and bitch
it up, butin a wholly credible way. In the sharp gaze of this film, Rocky
represents a certain kind of risky gay ideal, equally aspired to and
reviled. Around him glimmers the shrewd sadness and wish of the
film, as it does around shattered and reeling Roman. Sweeney
regards them both—and shifty, fumbling Denis—with forlorn wonder.
What a strange trial it is to know people and to want people. And how
nice it might be, then, to have a built-in companion for life, at least
one person in this chilly and confusing world who is guaranteed to
you from birth.

Watch Now!
2024 Anim8 Virtual Student Film Festival

Anim8, the After Hours Film Society's 21st Annual Student Film
Festival, is available online for viewing! Culled from 71 entries from
11 countries around the world, this special program showcases the
top-rated films from students of all ages. Watch from the comfort of
your home and celebrate this new wave of cinemal Go to
afterhoursfilmsociety.com/student-film-fest and enjoy.

Please join us for our thought-provoking
post screening discussions!
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