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MOTHERS IN PERIL; CHRISTOPHER GUEST'S COMEDY OF PAIN


-- Can't wait for Mother's Day? "Dangerous Intuition" (8 p.m. Saturday, Lifetime, TV-14) celebrates the psychic bonds between a mother and her child, even when separated by a messy divorce and an even uglier custody arrangement. 


Kate Aldrich (Tricia Helfer) thinks she has it all: a great husband, a beautiful daughter and a flourishing career. But then her husband, Dan (David Cubitt), dumps her for Laura (Estella Warren), a more "traditional" stay-at-home mother. Then the divorce settlement forces her to share custody of her beloved daughter, Izzy (Genea Charpentier). 


Reeling from emotional distress, Kate suffers a breakdown, strengthening the argument that a bitter, workaholic divorcee is not fit to raise a child. But then she's beset with frightening visions and premonitions that her daughter may not be safe in the care of Dan's new "Earth mother" wife. But given her history, will anyone believe her? 


Even by Lifetime movie standards, "Dangerous" goes out of its way to push the painful buttons of marital insecurity. 


-- Fans of female heartache can also sample "Beverly Lewis' The Confession" (9 p.m. Saturday, Hallmark), a 2013 melodrama so old-fashioned you half expect a mustached guy to tie a damsel to a railroad track. Sherry Stringfield stars as a handsome, dignified heiress stricken with a brain tumor and given scant weeks to live. 


But she'd rather die than let her estate go to her no-good, gambling-addict husband (Adrian Paul). So he hires a barmaid and aspiring actress to pose as the long-lost daughter she gave up for adoption. Meanwhile, the real daughter is out there, searching for answers and the mother she never knew. She's sweet as pie, honest and trusting to a fault -- and Amish to boot! Help yourself. 


-- Cringe comedy endures. Fans of NBC's "The Office," set to depart on Thursday, can rest assured that its painful-to-watch, uncomfortable brand of humor will not perish from the TV schedule. In fact, "Family Tree" (10:30 p.m. Sunday, HBO) returns the documentary-style theater of dread and discomfort to its roots. 


Series co-creator Christopher Guest didn't exactly invent the fake documentary, but his efforts, including "This Is Spinal Tap," "Waiting for Guffman," "Best in Show" and "A Mighty Wind," are among the most amusing and beloved of the genre that inspired the British and American versions of "The Office" and other series, most notably "Modern Family." 


The secret of Guest's success is to create a broad social canvas involving a rather small subject (rock has-beens, local theater, dog shows, PBS fund-raisers featuring ancient folk acts) and allow actors to improvise dialogue for deeply inhabited characters.


"Family Tree" continues the tradition with Tom Chadwick (Chris O'Dowd), a miserable young man who has recently lost his job and his girlfriend. After inheriting a box of strange family heirlooms from a deceased aunt he can't remember, he embarks on a search for his roots. This genealogical journey allows him to interact with an onslaught of eccentric characters from all over Britain and eventually encounter long-lost and never-known cousins in far-flung California. 


Not that Tom has to travel to find peculiar relatives. Michael McKean ("Spinal Tap") plays his working-class father, Keith, a man of few words with a passion for low- to middle-brow British TV. His obsession allows "Family Tree" to showcase a series of TV parodies, including a 1970s slapstick police show called "Move it Along." Tom's sister, Bea (Nina Conti), was the subject of some minor trauma in her past. As a result, she's never seen without a hand-puppet monkey that helps her express her feelings. Unfortunately, the monkey is prone to the most depressing and undiplomatic utterances, casting a minor pall over every conversation. 


Like many of Guest's characters, Tom is an awkward mixture of amusing self-deception and gut-wrenching pathos. He's given to long, rattling observations that grow funnier (or more exquisitely wince-inducing) as they continue. He has an old-school mate, Pete (Tom Bennett), who is as obtuse as Tom but without any talent for self-reflection. Pete's long-rambling jags are merely self-serving, rude and frequently pointless. It's unclear if his character is a tribute to Ricky Gervais' comedy style or a vicious slap in his direction. 


"Family Tree" is not for every taste. Even fans of Guest's more popular and accessible "Best in Show" may find it too British and too "small" in focus. The series lacks some of the broad physical humor and obvious gags (like Parker Posey's deranged yuppie or Eugene Levy's two left feet) that brought a larger audience to that movie. 


Still, fans of this brand of humor cannot miss "Family Tree," an absurd and often brilliant meditation on life, death and the meaning of it all.


SATURDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- NASCAR action in the Bojangles' Southern 500 (6 p.m., Fox), live from Darlington, N.C. 


-- On two episodes of "My Cat From Hell" (Animal Planet, TV-PG): bullying behavior (8 p.m.); soiled possessions (9 p.m., r). 


-- The Indiana Pacers host the New York Knicks in Game Three of the NBA Eastern Conference Semifinals (8:15 p.m., ABC). 


-- Scheduled on "48 Hours" (10 p.m., CBS): The ocean swallows evidence.


-- Buzz Aldrin, Bobak Ferdowsi and Maria Bamford appear on "The Nerdist" (10 p.m., BBC America, TV-14).


-- Kristen Wiig hosts "Saturday Night Live" (11:30 p.m., NBC, TV-14), featuring musical guest Vampire Weekend. 


SUNDAY'S SEASON FINALES


-- Storybrooke's residents brace for a shock on "Once Upon a Time" (8 p.m., ABC, TV-PG). 


-- A winner emerges on "Survivor" (8 p.m., CBS). A reunion (10 p.m.) follows.


-- Tina can't get enough coffee on "Bob's Burgers" (8:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


-- Tragic events force Emily to reconsider her plans on "Revenge" (9 p.m., ABC, TV-PG). 


-- Stan finds himself possessed on "American Dad" (9:30 p.m., Fox, TV-14). 


SUNDAY'S HIGHLIGHTS


-- Scheduled on "60 Minutes" (7 p.m., CBS): Interviews with Microsoft's Bill Gates and Jessica Buchanan, a woman held captive by Somali pirates; a report on a program helping disabled veterans start their own businesses.


-- Harry contends with a discount merchant on "Mr. Selfridge" on "Masterpiece Classic" (9 p.m., PBS, TV-PG, check local listings). 


-- John Goodman narrates "Great Bear Stakeout" (9 p.m., Discovery, TV-PG), an intimate look at grizzly bears in the wild. 


-- A husband's smothering mother ruins his first marriage and almost kills his second wife on "Evil In-Law" (9 p.m., ID, TV-14). 


-- Tyrion's status irks Shae on "Game of Thrones" (9 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- A junket to Helsinki is fraught with diplomatic danger on "Veep" (10 p.m., HBO, TV-MA).


-- Pete's woes mount as the merger brings some painful adjustments on "Mad Men" (10 p.m., AMC, TV-14).


-- Cesare celebrates a diplomatic triumph on "The Borgias" (10 p.m., Showtime, TV-MA). 


CULT CHOICE 


Long a staple of Mother's Day programming, the 1981 biopic "Mommie Dearest" (8:15 p.m. Sunday, IFC) stars Faye Dunaway as Joan Crawford, who turns motherhood into the most terrifying role of her career. 


SATURDAY SERIES 


Christmas makes way for murder on "NCIS" (8 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Tom goes all out on "Smash" (8 p.m., NBC, TV-14) ... A police dog becomes a murder suspect on "CSI" (9 p.m., CBS, r, TV-14) ... Playoffs on "The Voice" (9 p.m., NBC, r, TV-PG) ... Zach Galifianakis guest-hosts "Saturday Night Live" (10 p.m., NBC, r, TV-14).


SUNDAY SERIES


A pretty piano teacher inspires Bart on "The Simpsons" (8 p.m., Fox, TV-PG) ... More eliminations on "All-Star Celebrity Apprentice" (9 p.m., NBC, TV-PG) ... Peter buys the farm on "Family Guy" (9 p.m., Fox, TV-14).


(Kevin McDonough can be reached at kevin.tvguy@gmail.com.)
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