	
Review: Affleck Directs Powerful ‘Gone’
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Say the name Ben Affleck, and myriad images come to mind. 
The loyal Red Sox rooter and John Kerry campaigner. Half of the Oscar-winning Matt-and-Ben "Good Will Hunting" duo. Another half of the tabloid-fodder "Bennifer" couple. A sometimes-solid actor ("Hollywoodland," "Boiler Room") prone to weak movie choices ("Bounce," "Daredevil," "Gigli"). 
"Gone Baby Gone" will leave you with a new picture: filmmaker. 
In his directing debut, Affleck has found his calling, an avenue for using his obvious intelligence while getting out of the way of his own celebrity. Co-writing the script with longtime friend Aaron Stockard, Affleck presents a place oozing with atmosphere and rich, complicated characters. He has enough confidence in himself (and in us) never to go for the safe, easy answer. 
The film is based on the child-abduction novel by Dennis Lehane, author of "Mystic River," which earned several Oscars under Clint Eastwood's direction. Like "Mystic River," "Gone Baby Gone" is set on the rough streets south of Boston. Much has been written about Affleck's decision to populate the background of this gritty crime drama with authentic locals; he even gave several of them speaking parts during crucial scenes in run-down bars. It was a bold move that paid off big-time. You feel as if you've been immersed in an insular neighborhood, where your block is your entire world and secrecy is a critical trait. 
As one of Boston's highest-profile native sons, Affleck clearly knows this area well. You won't find any regional cliches here no obvious cutaways to foliage or Fenway Park. (Though he does thank Sox stars David Ortiz and Manny Ramirez in the closing credits. Maybe they helped out as grips on the set one day.) 
Working with two-time Oscar-winning cinematographer John Toll and composer Harry Gregson-Williams, Affleck never sugarcoats or overdramatizes the surroundings, instead establishing a mood that's fraught with danger, suspicion and dark discoveries around every corner. It's depressing and bleak, but also excitingly alive and real. 
Private investigators Patrick Kenzie (Casey Affleck, Ben's younger brother) and Angie Genarro (Michelle Monaghan), partners in work and love, are hired by the family of the abducted 4-year-old girl Amanda McCready. The relatives figure that no one in the neighborhood wants to tell police if they saw or heard something, but they'll talk to a local guy they know and trust. 
Patrick and Angie persuade the chief of the Crimes Against Children department (Morgan Freeman, among the superb supporting cast) to let them tag along with the detectives assigned to the case. Remy Bressant (a powerful, unpredictable Ed Harris) and his partner, Nick Poole (John Ashton), grudgingly agree to meet and talk with them, but Patrick suspects from the start that they're not being entirely forthcoming. 
This is a hunch that will hold true for nearly every single character in "Gone Baby Gone," including Amanda's mother, Helene, a difficult role masterfully portrayed by Amy Ryan. Helene is an alcoholic, junkie, sometime-prostitute and drug mule. She probably loves her daughter but is so screwed up and selfish, she's also unapologetically neglectful. This is someone it would be easy to hate; Ryan makes her such a complete human being, you walk away feeling angry, yet with a glimmer of unexpected sympathy. 
Just when you think Patrick and Angie have solved the case, another wrinkle emerges then another and another. Affleck keeps you hanging on, wondering where he's going next, but never overhypes the proceedings. And the younger Affleck serves as an engaging figure to help us navigate the story's many turns. He comes off as a regular guy who can be both forceful and frightened, and his character ultimately faces decisions that would trouble anyone. 
That pervasive sense of moral ambiguity is one of the strongest elements of "Gone Baby Gone," and it will you keep you thinking and talking about the film long after it's over. This much is indisputable, though: Ben Affleck is a director who surely has more great things in store. 
"Gone Baby Gone," a Miramax Films release, is rated R for violence, drug content and pervasive language. Running time: 114 minutes. Four stars out of four. 
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Motion Picture Association of America rating definitions: 
G General audiences. All ages admitted. 
PG Parental guidance suggested. Some material may not be suitable for children. 
PG-13 Special parental guidance strongly suggested for children under 13. Some material may be inappropriate for young children. 
R Restricted. Under 17 requires accompanying parent or adult guardian. 
NC-17 No one under 17 admitted. 



