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Highways of the Dead

 

Phil and Sarah Stokes

 

Stepping back on board “The Midnight Meat Train” today, it’s clear that this brutal but lyrical short story retains a narrative power that has not been dimmed by time. Its cinematic incarnation, from the pen of Jeff Buhler and the vision of Ryuhei Kitamura, simply underscores its significance as a moment when horror fiction took a leap into new territory. Clive Barker, its author, had arrived. 

It’s now three decades since another acclaimed author from England’s northwestern city of Liverpool, Ramsey Campbell, set down his introduction to the first editions of the three Books of Blood.

Writing in May 1983, he issued an eloquent but heartfelt warning to curious readers:

 

If you like your horror fiction reassuring, both unreal enough not to be taken too seriously and familiar enough not to risk spraining your imagination or waking up your nightmares when you thought they were safely put to sleep, these books are not for you…

 

and, with particular emphasis on one story, he noted, 

 

…it’s as well to keep that in mind while braving such tales as “The Midnight Meat Train,” a Technicolor horror story rooted in the graphic horror movie but wittier and more vivid than any of those.

 

“Ramsey’s a major influence in two very real senses,” Clive reflects, thinking back. “The first, obviously, is that he’s a fellow Liverpudlian, and the second is that he’s the first writer I met. When I was fifteen, he came to my school to deliver an informal talk on his passion for horror in the cinema and on the printed page. The talk was called, I believe, ‘Why Horror?’ The question needed no answer as far as I was concerned (except possibly: Why Not?). 

“Ramsey was twenty-one then. That’s not such a big difference in age now, but at the time it seemed like a big difference: He stood in the outside world while I still laboured in the salt-mines of State-supplied education, and it was wonderful to hear somebody from that other world express such an unalloyed love of all things dark and disturbing. The pride he took in the genre contrasted forcibly with my own slightly furtive passion. Horror fiction has rarely been viewed as an intellectually credible area of endeavour and I—with one eye on Oxford and the other on Edgar Allan Poe—didn’t have the courage of my enthusiasms. I may say he changed that, simply by demonstrating that horror fiction could be spoken of with as much aesthetic insight as any other fiction—with the added bonus that it gave you apocalyptic visions. It was great and I was utterly intrigued…this is an author…somebody who really did this, really the first guy that I’d met who actually put words on paper. For me it was completely a turning point because suddenly this seemed within reach…Ramsey’s presence in the world validated the possibility that I might try it.” 

Ramsey himself recalled the school visit when introducing a later edition of the Books of Blood, saying, “I can’t now recall much of what I rather clumsily said, but I remember the delight of the sixteen-year-olds when I pointed out that one might take Machen’s ‘White Powder’ to deal with venereal disease, and the dismayed retreat of some members of the teaching staff when I played Zappa’s parody of Schoenberg from Absolutely Free. Inspired perhaps by having signed the contract for Demons by Daylight, I ended with a rallying call: ‘Horror is all we have not yet come to terms with.’ 

“One schoolboy was leading the laughter and applause,” he noted later. “Clive claims that he was bespectacled and overweight, but I remember him as he is now, wiry and bright-eyed and impatient to be astonished.” 

Readers of the first Books of Blood who pressed on after Ramsey’s two page introduction, found that its author first offered “The Book of Blood” itself, a set-up story to explain the wide array of styles, genres and voices in the tales that were to follow, setting them as stories written on the body of Simon McNeal. 

Then, on page 12, Clive hit them with “The Midnight Meat Train.”

Leon Kaufman was no longer new to the city. The Palace of Delights, he’d always called it, in the days of his innocence…

Twenty-five pages later, as the Palace of Delights received Kaufman’s adoration without comment, the author whom the rear cover proclaimed was ‘rapidly establishing himself as one of today’s most stunningly original masters of the horror genre’ had set the bar high and challenged readers with perhaps the most overtly gory tale of all that were to follow.

“Ramsey says I write in Technicolor—I like things to come out and grab me, I like my horror in 3D. I like imagining horrors in detail. I like to be able to give the reader everything I can imagine on a subject. The kind of horror that is all suggestion, and undertow, and the ‘it’s what you don’t see that terrifies you’ kind of stuff, that doesn’t do a thing for me. My creatures are not shadowy, ethereal things—you can count their tentacles, you know where they’ve got snot running from their noses. That’s important to me, because I’m not the kind of writer who fades to black, just as the tentacle thing shambles out of the darkness…” 

Thinking about the influence he wanted to exert on readers, Clive had set down some (ultimately unpublished) thoughts towards his own possible introduction. After recounting a true story about the impact he’d seen a book of tattoos have on others, he noted:

 

“And now you’ve guessed where this introduction’s going: from the tattooist’s needle to the writer’s pen, from making a mark on a body to making a mark on a mind…

“These three Books of Blood are a first stab at it. The stories contained in them are the worst things my mind could find to mark you with. There’s vicious tricks in here; there’s horny stuff, there’s sweet thrills and sour ones, there’s nineteen tales of sex, death and transformation. I wrote them because I love telling stories. A good story gets hold of you and won’t let go ’til it’s finished what it wanted you to do. It’s intimate, the way it can worm inside your head, and I love to do it and have it done to me.

“But more than stories, I love horror stories. They stir up the juices and the controversies. People respond to them: they love them or they hate them.

“Of course, some people say it’s easy, and it’s certainly true that telling a gross story does not require a Henry James. But telling a good gross story, that’s entirely different. That requires…precision.

“You have to match the ideas to the shifting anatomy of the human mind, you have to find the best places to hide the beasts, you have to learn the tempo of it, the geography of it. Just as a good tattooist places his dragons with care, so that the head gleams over the swell of a muscle, a wing flaps when a man raises his arm.

“It’s a delicate job, and sometimes I curse it. But when the tricks come off, when somebody tells me they’ll never forget a scene from a story, just an image maybe, I’m a happy man.

“Like I said, I enjoy giving people sleepless nights. Remember that: I wrote this smiling.”

 

In large part, the placing of “The Midnight Meat Train” right up front was an overt statement of intent.

“The thing about “The Midnight Meat Train,” Clive agrees, “is that it was positioned—through my editor’s good sense—in the collection so that it almost announces, ‘This guy will do anything to you.’ My feeling was, ‘let’s see what happens,’ you know, ‘how bad can this get?’ And there is, I hope, a feeling of relentlessness about it—that it’s picked you up and won’t let go until it’s finished. It is, in a way, a tribute to a kind of story which is very claustrophobic and very inevitable—the Robert Bloch short stories, for instance—and that’s the kind of horror fiction which I really enjoy reading. It’s the energy of that, the inevitability. I like to be excited. I like ghost train rides and bad Italian horror movies!” 

The origins of the story date to a visit Clive made with his great friend William A. Henry III, the two-time Pulitzer Prize winner and, at the time of his untimely death, Time Magazine’s theatre critic.

“We went to a number of places together,” recalls Clive fondly. “He was an inveterate traveller—I think one of those people who liked to reinvent himself when he went places: he could tell monstrous lies about himself! But he had friends everywhere. He was one of those people who somehow managed to keep, uncannily kept up, almost intimate contact with friends everywhere, all his Yale friends knew and loved him. 

“When I was penniless, he brought me over to America, on his own dime, which was incredibly sweet of him. He lived in Boston and he worked, at that time, for The Boston Globe. Boston was amazing…But I wanted to see New York. And I wanted to go—don’t ask me where this comes from—but I wanted to go there on a bus. I was 19, maybe 20 years old. It was a long time ago but I knew I wanted to get off an old Greyhound bus at Port Authority, which is what we did…Bill had lots of business in New York and I was on my own, which was wonderful. And a little scary. I got on the subway late one night and it took me to a place called Far Rockaway, the end of the line. I was asleep on the train, and when it ground to a halt, one of the guards shoved me awake and said, “This is as far as we go kid; get off.” It was midnight. A completely empty station. I was the only person on the train…

“I hadn’t begun to write the short stories at that point, but it made a huge impression on me. At the same time, this would be, 1971, something like that, there was some kind of slasher guy going around the trains. He wasn’t doing anything like the things that were happening in “The Midnight Meat Train.” But he was getting a little bit of press. And the two things: being delivered to Far Rockaway and getting out and not knowing where the fuck I was; and the story that was going around about this train killer, it was enough for my imagination to sort of start to play around. I made notes when I got back to Boston. It stayed in notes for the next eight years. I started, towards the end of my 20s, to put together some stories. And that was actually the first one I wrote…Those early stories were just me mapping out my own primal instincts about what the writing of horror fiction was really about. So that’s where it all began.” 

The Books of Blood were not an instant success. In fact, the three slim books with their curious photographic covers made little initial impression on the general public but they did start to gain a reputation as something fresh and startling among specialist horror and fantasy circles. They didn’t break out to a wider audience, though, until they caught the attention of the biggest name in horror fiction of them all. 

Stephen King’s initial ‘endorsement’ was made during a panel discussion at the October 1984 World Fantasy Convention in Ottawa at a time when he’d not read a single word of the books! Instead, it was part of a longer observation that others at the convention, such as Peter Straub and Douglas Winter, were talking in glowing terms about these new Books of Blood, an indication to King that something was about to happen…He said “Well, I haven’t read this guy, but from what I understand it’s like what [Jon Landau] said ‘I have seen the future of rock-and-roll, and his name is Bruce Springsteen.’ Sounds like Clive Barker might be the future of horror.”

Clive shakes his head even today with something approaching disbelief, “He said, God bless him, that I was the future of horror. Me! An unknown author of some books of short stories that nobody was buying…”

Having subsequently read the texts, King’s endorsement became stronger, more personal and snappier, telling Berkley Publishing in April 1985 for the US release of the Books of Blood: “I think Clive Barker is so good that I am almost literally tongue-tied. Yes, I stick by it: I have seen the future of the horror genre, and his name is Clive Barker…What Barker does in the Books of Blood makes the rest of us look like we’ve been asleep for the last ten years.”

King’s quote, stories like “The Midnight Meat Train”—and the simple connotation of ‘blood’ in the title of the collection—led to an early critical pigeon-holing of Clive as a simple purveyor of graphic violence, with sex and horror thrown in in abundance for good measure.

He was quick, though, to defend the accusation that he was only interested in a single genre—or of evoking a single type of reaction from readers.

“Obviously,” he argued, “the reputation doesn’t bear out on a reading of the books. Sure, there’s “Midnight Meat Train” and “Rawhead Rex,” but there’s a lot of stuff that’s less excessive in terms of the gross-out. The thing is, I don’t just push the gore, I push everything. When my stuff is bloody, it’s very bloody; but when my stuff is sexy, it’s very sexy; when it’s funny it’s very ludicrous. I don’t like half-measures. I think that the kind of fiction that I write is very much about the way that lots of different types of people deal with the invasion of the monstrous or the supernatural in their lives—and I don’t want them all to deal with it in the same way.

“What interests me is the idea of characters who confront the ordinary, and find new meaning in the extraordinary, rather than simply finding some creatures or some forces that they must eradicate or exorcise in order to return to the norm that they had on page one. I think of my stories as having happy endings, perversely enough, because they very often end with scenes of revelation of one kind or another: characters understanding themselves and realising why they need fresh meaning in their lives. In “The Midnight Meat Train,” Kaufman’s a real marginal, a disenfranchised accountant whose life doesn’t mean anything until he realises that there are greater forces at work than he had ever thought. And there, I think, is a story with a perfect happy ending—he goes through hell and he comes through on the other side, utterly changed, utterly transformed….”

True to his word, after the Books of Blood and a single out-and-out horror novel, he offered journeys through fantasy, metaphysics, childhood longings and man’s place on the planet as he gave readers Weaveworld, Imajica, The Great and Secret Show, The Thief of Always, Sacrament and other novels.

In film, though, horror was very much the order of the day—Hellraiser and its sequels made his reputation, Nightbreed’s siding with the monsters confused a studio but found a huge audience that demands a forthcoming director’s cut fully twenty-five years later and Lord of Illusions is an underrated treatise on magic and illusion. Others worked with his visions, with Bernard Rose’s Candyman and Bill Condon’s sequel, strong early entrants to the canon. Bill Condon would subsequently enlist Clive’s help in getting his Academy Award-winning adaptation of Christopher Bram’s novel about James Whale to the screen in the shape of Gods and Monsters.

“The Midnight Meat Train” had earlier featured in Bernard Rose’s plans for Candyman 2, marrying the story to an updating of the Jack the Ripper story. In an inversion of Rose’s transplantation of the Liverpool-based story, “The Forbidden,” to Chicago for Candyman, here he swapped the subways of New York for the London Underground and Leon Kaufman became police constable Kathy Blake.

“I was originally going to direct Candyman 2,” Rose has been quoted as saying. “I wrote a sequel, but it was a cannibal movie and they were all horrified by it. I sent it to Clive and he said, ‘Pardon me for asking, but where is the Candyman in all of this?’ However, I love that script and I’d really like to make it soon. It’s a brilliant story and it ends with the Queen feasting on the body of prostitutes and throwing their entrails into the fire, while her corgis look on…”

With “The Midnight Meat Train” separated from the Candyman, David Campbell Wilson worked on a mid-1990s adaptation, The Red Line, but this too fell by the wayside. In the late 1990s, Mark Pavia and Jack O’Donnell put together a treatment but timings worked against it being made. In Mark’s words, “I did a treatment for Clive Barker, “The Midnight Meat Train,” but he thought it was too dark! At the time he had just done some children’s books that he had just set up at Disney, and he thought it might taint that situation a little. But Clive was great, he was very supportive the entire time.”

By 2003, though, Clive had turned his thoughts back to the darkness with plans to produce a series of movies based on the Books of Blood from his company, Seraphim Films. 

“Over the years,” he noted, “we’ve had a few of the stories turned into movies—Candyman came from a story in the Books of Blood—but the great bulk of the stories have remained unfilmed because I wanted to find a time when I had a team around me who would allow me to make a series of movies.

“My whole theory with the Books of Blood was, ‘I am going to try and prove that horror stories can be very various in tone: they can be comedic; they can be sexy; they can be psychological; they can be visceral.’ Now we have a chance to turn these stories into movies and prove, hopefully, the same thing for a cinematic audience.”

Noting a similar statement of intent that had shaped the story’s placement in the book, he said, “The Midnight Meat Train’s the first movie we’re going to do and it’s scary as shit. And the reason it’s the first movie we’re going to do is to sort of put our mark in the sand. It was always—from its title onwards—it was always, ‘Okay, here we go. I’m not here to make you laugh. I’m not here to reassure you.’ I always thought that was a strong horror title—you know, like The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: there are two words in that title, ‘chainsaw’ and ‘massacre,’ and the two words ‘midnight’ and ‘meat’—they are words that signify you’re going to see some no-holds-barred horror.”

Jeff Buhler took the conductor’s seat for this journey of the Meat Train.

“I started working with Clive on the screenplay way back in 2004,” he recalls, “and we did at least four drafts before Clive formed the Midnight Picture Company with partner Jorge Saralegui.” 

Noting the need to change the emphasis for the screen from the narrative in the short story—prompting the switch away from Leon’s profession as an accountant—he explains, “In the short we’re inside Leon’s head, so we know what he’s thinking and feeling as he observes the city around him. Film wouldn’t have easily allowed us that luxury, so I decided to reinvent the protagonist as a photographer, whose observations could be visually communicated to the audience through his work. I felt that it would also give us the visual tool to observe Mahogany, and what he does.”

Patrick Tatopoulos was the first director attached to the project. He had just worked with Clive on the TV movie, Saint Sinner, and Clive noted, “He was the special-effects guy who did Independence Day and he’s a really cool guy. The movie isn’t special effects driven, but there are a lot of effects in the final reel—physical effects, not CGI effects. When they come up, they’ve got to be great, and Patrick has a handle on all that.” 

A planned mid-2005 date to shoot in Montreal, though, came and went, and Tatopoulos eventually dropped off the project and shortly afterwards made his directorial debut with the Underworld prequel, Rise of the Lycans.

Instead, at the end of 2006, Ryuhei Kitamura was announced as the Train’s new—and ultimate—driver.

Seraphim’s team on the movie of Anthony DiBlasi and Joe Daley remarked respectively that, “We really wanted to make Clive’s movies Clive’s way—hardcore, close to the mythology. We spent a lot of time [getting The Midnight Meat Train off the ground] independently and through other means. Lionsgate was set up to distribute, but our original plan to make the film fell apart—so they turned us to Lakeshore,” and, “We were told to make a list of Japanese directors to work with because that was the direction they wanted to go. Ryuhei then came recommended.”

“The first time I met him,” says Jeff, “I knew we were kind of like-minded people. He wanted to do what I wanted to do, which was to respect Clive Barker’s original material. I’m a huge Clive Barker fan. I read the Books of Blood in high school and I’ve always loved the story of “The Midnight Meat Train,” so it was an honour for me to be able to give it a shot. Working with Clive, he was a great mentor for me. It was the first time I had adapted someone else’s material and he was very gracious in letting me take some liberties with the characters, as long as I remained true to the spirit and the tone of the original short story. Ryuhei came in and did exactly the same thing. He’s a fantastic visual director. If you’ve ever seen Versus or any of his other Japanese-language films, he’s just an unbelievable director. It was just a good combination.” 

Ryuhei himself was equally impressed with Jeff: “Twenty years ago I read “The Midnight Meat Train” and it left a real impression on me. I love the original story and admire Clive Barker and I said to them, ‘I would love to do this, but I cannot believe the script is going to be any good. I know that this is too good to be true.’ But they sent me the script and it was excellent. 

“The first thing I told Clive was, ‘You’ve got to stop letting Hollywood make shit movies out of your great novels.’ Clive has a great imagination and it takes high motivation and effort to translate that imagination onto the screen. Unfortunately too many producers, directors and writers just want to do it the easy way. From day one, I was determined to make a classic—something that after 20 years people would want to watch. This is not only a horror film, it’s a love story—a tragic love story. Even Mahogany; he doesn’t say anything, but he has many stories we can see from his face, his every movement.”

He needed to overcome one initial misunderstanding in pre-production, as he recalls: “I changed the script and somehow Clive read an in-process draft and was very angry…I went to his house and acted out the scene and explained everything and after ten minutes he said, ‘I like it, you solved all the problems.’ I’m a fan so I know I’d be upset if someone messed up his great book, but I’m trying to make something better otherwise I wouldn’t have come all the way from Japan to do this.”

Creative harmony restored, he set to work and the movie was shot in early 2007. As publicity, the press were given a series of on-set stills and the following details:

 

THE MIDNIGHT MEAT TRAIN

~ Synopsis ~

Next stop, death.

When his latest body of work—provocative, nighttime studies of the city and its inhabitants - earns struggling photographer Leon Kaufman (Bradley Cooper) interest from a prominent art gallerist (Brooke Shields), she propels him to get grittier and show the darker side of humanity for his upcoming debut at her downtown art space.

Believing he’s finally on track for success, Leon’s obsessive pursuit of dark subject matter leads him into the path of a serial killer, Mahogany (Vinnie Jones), the subway murderer who stalks late-night commuters—ultimately butchering them in the most gruesome ways imaginable.

With his concerned girlfriend Maya (Leslie Bibb) fearing for his life, Leon’s relentless fascination with Mahogany lures him further and further into the bowels of the subways and ultimately into an abyss of pure evil - inadvertently pulling Maya right along with him.

 

THE MIDNIGHT MEAT TRAIN

~ Press Release ~

 

The horror thriller The Midnight Meat Train stars Bradley Cooper (Wedding Crashers, TV’s Alias), Vinnie Jones (X-Men: The Last Stand, Snatch), Brooke Shields (Nip/Tuck), and Leslie Bibb (the upcoming Trick ’r Treat, Talladega Nights: The Ballad of Ricky Bobby).

Also starring are Roger Bart (Hostel: Part II, TV’s Desperate Housewives), Peter Jacobson (Good Night, and Good Luck), Barbara Eve Harris (TV’s Prison Break), and UFC mixed martial arts fighter Quinton ‘Rampage’ Jackson.

Midnight Meat Train is directed by critically-acclaimed Japanese director Ryuhei Kitamura (Versus, Azumi, Sky High) in his American debut, and based on legendary horror writer Clive Barker’s popular, eponymous short story from his classic Books of Blood collection. The screenplay was adapted by Jeff Buhler.

Lakeshore Entertainment’s Tom Rosenberg, Gary Lucchesi, Richard Wright and Eric Reid are producing the film with David Rubin serving as executive producer, and Beth DePatie co-producing. The director of photography is Jonathan Sela (2006’s The Omen). Production designer is Clark Hunter (The Astronaut Farmer, All the Pretty Horses). Costume designer is Christopher Lawrence (Crank, S.W.A.T.). Special makeup effects are being created by Oscar® winner Matthew Mungle (Dracula, Schindler’s List).

Midnight Meat Train is a production of Lakeshore Entertainment and will be released in North America by Lionsgate.

About Lakeshore Entertainment: Founded in 1994 by Chairman and CEO Tom Rosenberg, Lakeshore is the Academy Award® winning producer of Million Dollar Baby and producer of such hits as the Underworld franchise, Exorcism of Emily Rose, Crank, She’s the Man, Runaway Bride and Arlington Road.

 

Vinnie Jones, playing Mahogany, commented, “It’s one hell of a movie…It’s just in your face, raw as they come. There is a twist at the end—it’s the reason why I’m doing it. Saw? Hostel? Halloween? The Midnight Meat Train is so ridiculous, it’s the King of all horror movies…Look, you see me, right, and I get two passengers on the train, I hook them up and I skin them—you actually see me skinning them, pulling the skins off of human beings. You ever seen that? I just got fitted for these contact lenses which will drain blood out, so, you know, it really is going to look like my eyes are pouring blood. I’ve never seen so much blood…Literally, big gallons of blood. We’re on the train and I have to keep throwing it in there. That’s the part of acting I don’t like. I’m like ‘Don’t get too much blood on me!’ Ryuhei has been great, the man speaks good English—it’s harder to understand Bradley Cooper!”

“From day one,” says Ryuhei, “I’ve told Clive, we have to create a new icon of horror heroes, ’cause there is none, right? I’m a big figure collector myself, but I’ve been buying the same thing, you know? Freddy Krueger, Jason Voorhees, Michael Myers, Pinhead, and that’s it! That’s it! No other movie in the past twenty years reached that level of an icon, right? That’s why I ended up buying twenty Pinheads…

“I told the producer and I told Clive, that we’re going to have to create something. That’s why I had a discussion with my costume designer Chris Lawrence, and with Vinnie himself. We ended up with this ’50s kind of cool suit and super-cool bag. He has this iconic hammer. We designed it—they showed me a bunch of hammers and none of them were…it has to be…A weapon is, you know it should be very iconic right? Like Freddy’s claw, Jason’s machete, whatever. So we kind of designed a super cool hammer and he kills with that. Very scary, oh so cool. So this Mahogany is…of course he’s very creepy, very weird, very scary but at the same time he’s very super cool. It’s a very thin line because if he goes too cool, it doesn’t work. But so far he’s fucking scary, yeah, and visually he’s great…”

Bradley Cooper, meanwhile, found himself immediately in the zone: “I was excited to work with Vinnie because I was a huge fan and very frightened of him—I was a fan of his from Lock, Stock and when they said he was going to be the villain, I was very excited because I love physical stuff and I knew we had a huge fight scene at the end.

“I remember the first night of shooting: I stalk him a lot in the movie and I was walking around and there’s a scene where I come round the corner and he stops me and, no kidding man, he grabbed me and I’m trying to act, he stops me and, first of all he’s very strong and he grabs me and just looks into my eyes—and I forgot I was in the scene, that we were doing a movie…all I thought was, ‘Shit, this guy is going to kill me!’ and they went, ‘Great. Cut!’ and I went, ‘Oh yeah…we got the shot…’—meanwhile, I was terrified, and I ran over to the producers and said, ‘He’s it, he’s Mahogany!’”

Bradley, about to break as a huge Hollywood star, felt the pressure of carrying The Midnight Meat Train, not least as a result of his being a fan of Clive’s work. “It was the same amount of pressure as any job of that complexity would demand,” he says. “It being a Barker creation only made it more interesting and dynamic. Leon drives the narrative of the story, so in that sense, I felt a lot of pressure. I never wanted to drop the ball in terms of Leon’s journey throughout the film.

“I was the ideal candidate for this film, being a huge meat eater. I used to beg my folks to go to the zoo and watch the lions during their feeding time. I used to salivate watching the big chunks of red meat tossed out to them. I love the horror genre in film as well. So I was like a kid in a candy store any time we filmed the scary bits. The one thing that did make me cringe was the pierced Achilles tendons, having severed my own five years ago playing basketball.”

Clive saw a fully-edited together cut of the film for the first time the day before sitting on a Lionsgate panel with Vinnie Jones, Bradley Cooper, Leslie Bibb and Ryuhei Kitamura at 2007’s Comic Con in San Diego and proclaimed: “The three most important experiences for me as a writer of horror fiction were: my first autopsy; the first time I embalmed somebody; and the first time I went to a slaughterhouse—and the slaughterhouse experience—and this is thanks to Mr. Kitamura—informs powerfully, incredibly powerfully, The Midnight Meat Train. You won’t find any gentle, soft, entertaining, ‘just for the sake of it’ horror here. This is a very, very intense movie; there are no jokes in this movie: this is the real thing. This is the best adaptation—and I’m including my own work in this—this is the best adaptation of any of my short fiction that has ever been made.”

The film’s director responded about Clive’s films: “The best adaptation? You know, I think there’s only two movies that are good: Hellraiser; Candyman. That’s it. So my mission was extremely hard but it was also very simple: make something better than Hellraiser and Candyman. And with the great help of Clive, with my wonderful cast and great producers and my crew, I think I have.” 

Personnel changes at Lionsgate though caused the eventual release plans to attract Clive’s well-publicised ire as the anticipated wide theatrical release became a contractual minimum of just 100 screens, appearing on August 1, 2008.

“The movie is fucking great,” he fumed, “and it’s not right to stop horror fans who’ve been looking forward to seeing the picture from seeing it on the big screen. I’ve seen it with audiences, and they go nuts…This is Kitamura’s first American release, and there’s no question that it works. I think he deserves to have it seen by the largest audience possible. I know it will be seen in huge numbers on DVD, but that isn’t the same as five hundred people in a packed theatre.”

Ryuhei mounted a stern defence of his cinematic offering, saying ahead of its release, “The film will speak for itself when it comes out, no matter where you see it. It is my best film to date and I am proud of myself, my crew, my cast and my producers.” 

Clive’s appeal to Lionsgate—and the clamour from fans—for a wider theatrical release went unheeded but the DVD release went some way to appeasing his anger, adding two and a half minutes of additional footage as well as three featurettes and an audio commentary.

The enduring disappointment for Clive, though, was that the movie’s strangled release effectively ended a grander cinematic vision: “It frustrates me because we would have had a trilogy out of this. I set to work to develop, in note form from way back, the back story of the city fathers. The other movies were not just taking place in this city but in other parts of America. They were connecting up the story of underground activity which is America-wide. It would have climaxed with a meeting of all the stations, all of the lines. I had this massive plan in my head. The absence of a theatrical release was…not only were we losing the chance to exhibit the picture the way it should have been shown, but also we were killing the chance of getting a real horror trilogy that would be constructed picture by picture.”

What remains—to date—though, is a fiercely inventive and groundbreaking classic of short fiction that changed the horror genre in the early 1980s and continues to shock and inspire, and a work of cinematic vision that captures both the punch and undertow of the source material, while expanding it in fresh and original directions for a modern audience.

The long, arduous and often troubled, but ultimately celebrated, journey from Clive’s writing desk in 1981 to the big screen in 2008 is captured in the pages of this excellently conceived book. 

All aboard. 

Mind the gap. 

And hold on tight…

Phil and Sarah Stokes

March 2014
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The Midnight Meat Train

 

Clive Barker

 

Leon Kaufman was no longer new to the city. The Palace of Delights, he’d always called it, in the days of his innocence. But that was when he’d lived in Atlanta, and New York was still a kind of promised land, where anything and everything was possible.

Now Kaufman had lived three-and-a-half months in his dream-city, and the Palace of Delights seemed less than delightful.

Was it really only a season since he stepped out of Port Authority Bus Station and looked up Forty-Second Street toward the Broadway intersection? So short a time to lose so many treasured illusions.

He was embarrassed now even to think of his naiveté. It made him wince to remember how he had stood and announced aloud: “New York, I love you.”

Love? Never.

It had been at best an infatuation.

And now, after only three months living with his object of adoration, spending his days and nights in her presence, she had lost her aura of perfection.

New York was just a city.

He had seen her wake in the morning like a slut, and pick murdered men from between her teeth, and suicides from the tangles of her hair. He had seen her late at night, her dirty back streets shamelessly courting depravity. He had watched her in the hot afternoon, sluggish and ugly, indifferent to the atrocities that were being committed every hour in her throttled passages.

It was no Palace of Delights.

It bred death, not pleasure.

Everyone he met had brushed with violence; it was a fact of life. It was almost chic to have known someone who had died a violent death. It was proof of living in that city.

But Kaufman had loved New York from afar for almost twenty years. He’d planned his love affair for most of his adult life. It was not easy, therefore, to shake the passion off, as though he had never felt it. There were still times, very early, before the cop sirens began, or at twilight, when Manhattan was still a miracle.

For those moments, and for the sake of his dreams, he still gave her the benefit of the doubt, even when her behavior was less than ladylike.

She didn’t make such forgiveness easy. In the few months that Kaufman had lived in New York, her streets had been awash with spilt blood.

In fact, it was not so much the streets themselves, but the tunnels beneath those streets.

“Subway Slaughter” was the catchphrase of the month. Only the previous week, another three killings had been reported. The bodies had been discovered in one of the subway cars on the Avenue of the Americas line, hacked open and partially disemboweled, as though an efficient abattoir operative had been interrupted in his work. The killings were so thoroughly professional that the police were interviewing every man on their records who had some past connection with the butchery trade. The meat-packaging plants on the waterfront were being watched, the slaughterhouses scoured for clues. A swift arrest was promised, though none was made.

This recent trio of corpses was not the first to be discovered in such a state; the very day that Kaufman had arrived a story had broken in the Times that was still the talk of every morbid secretary in the office.

The story went that a German visitor, lost in the subway system late at night, had come across a body in a train. The victim was a well-built, attractive thirty-year-old woman from Brooklyn. She had been completely stripped. Every shred of clothing, every article of jewelry. Even the studs in her ears.

More bizarre than the stripping was the neat and systematic way in which the clothes had been folded and placed in individual plastic bags on the seat beside the corpse.

This was no irrational slasher at work. This was a highly organized mind: a lunatic with a strong sense of tidiness.

Further, and yet more bizarre than the careful stripping of the corpse, was the outrage that had then been perpetrated upon it. The reports claimed, though the Police Department failed to confirm this, that the body had been meticulously shaved. Every hair had been removed: from the head, from the groin, from beneath the arms; all cut and scorched back to the flesh. Even the eyebrows and eyelashes had been plucked out.

Finally, this all too naked slab had been hung by the feet from one of the holding handles set in the roof of the car, and a black plastic bucket, lined with a black plastic bag, had been placed beneath the corpse to catch the steady fall of blood from its wounds.

In that state, stripped, shaved, suspended and practically bled white, the body of Loretta Dyer had been found.

It was disgusting, it was meticulous, and it was deeply confusing.

There had been no rape, nor any sign of torture. The woman had been swiftly and efficiently dispatched as though she was a piece of meat. And the butcher was still loose.

The City Fathers, in their wisdom, declared a complete closedown on press reports of the slaughter. It was said that the man who had found the body was in protective custody in New Jersey, out of sight of enquiring journalists. But the cover-up had failed.

Some greedy cop had leaked the salient details to a reporter from the Times. Everyone in New York now knew the horrible story of the slaughters. It was a topic of conversation in every deli and bar; and, of course, on the subway.

But Loretta Dyer was only the first.

Now three more bodies had been found in identical circumstances—though the work had clearly been interrupted on this occasion. Not all the bodies had been shaved, and the jugulars had not been severed to bleed them. There was another, more significant difference in the discovery: it was not a tourist who had stumbled on the sight; it was a reporter from The New York Times.

Kaufman surveyed the report that sprawled across the front page of the newspaper. He had no prurient interest in the story, unlike his elbow-mate along the counter of the deli. All he felt was a mild disgust, that made him push his plate of over-cooked eggs aside. It was simply further proof of his city’s decadence. He could take no pleasure in her sickness.

Nevertheless, being human, he could not entirely ignore the gory details on the page in front of him. The article was unsensationally written, but the simple clarity of the style made the subject seem more appalling. He couldn’t help wondering, too, about the man behind the atrocities. Was there one psychotic loose, or several, each inspired to copy the original murder? Perhaps this was only the beginning of the horror. Maybe more murders would follow, until at last the murdered in his exhilaration or exhaustion, would step beyond caution and be taken. Until then the city, Kaufman’s adored city, would live in a state somewhere between hysteria and ecstasy.

At his elbow a bearded man knocked over Kaufman’s coffee. “Shit!” he said.

Kaufman shifted on his stool to avoid the dribble of coffee running off the counter.

“Shit,” the man said again.

“No harm done,” said Kaufman.

He looked at the man with a slightly disdainful expression on his face. The clumsy bastard was attempting to soak up the coffee with a napkin, which was turning to mush as he did so.

Kaufman found himself wondering if this oaf, with his florid cheeks and his uncultivated beard, was capable of murder. Was there any sign on that overfed face, any clue in the shape of his head or the turn of his small eyes that gave his true nature away?

The man spoke.

“Wannanother?”

Kaufman shook his head.

“Coffee. Regular. Dark,” the oaf said to the girl behind the counter. She looked up from cleaning the grill of cold fat.

“Huh?”

“Coffee. You deaf?”

The man grinned at Kaufman.

“Deaf,” he said.

Kaufman noticed he had three teeth missing from his lower jaw.

“Looks bad, huh?” he said.

What did he mean? The coffee? The absence of his teeth?

“Three people like that. Carved up.”

Kaufman nodded.

“Makes you think,” he said.

“Sure.”

“I mean, it’s a cover-up isn’t it? They know who did it.”

This conversation’s ridiculous, thought Kaufman. He took off his spectacles and pocketed them: the bearded face was no longer in focus. That was some improvement, at least.”Bastards,” he said. “Fucking bastards, all of them. I’ll lay you anything it’s a cover-up.”

“Of what?”

“They got the evidence: they’re just keeping us in the fucking dark. There’s something out there that’s not human.”

Kaufman understood. It was a conspiracy theory the oaf was trotting out. He’d heard them so often; a panacea.

“See, they do all this cloning stuff and it gets out of hand. They could be growing fucking monsters for all we know. There’s something down there they won’t tell us about. Cover-up, like I say. Lay you anything.”

Kaufman found the man’s certainty attractive. Monsters on the prowl. Six heads: a dozen eyes. Why not?

He knew why not. Because that excused his city: that let her off the hook. And Kaufman believed in his heart that the monsters to be found in the tunnels were perfectly human.

The bearded man threw his money on the counter and got up, sliding his fat bottom off the stained plastic stool.

“Probably a fucking cop,” he said, as his parting shot. “Tried to make a fucking hero, made a fucking monster instead.” He grinned grotesquely. “Lay you anything,” he continued and lumbered out without another word.

Kaufman slowly exhaled through his nose, feeling the tension in his body abate.

He hated that sort of confrontation: it made him feel tongue-tied and ineffectual. Come to think of it, he hated that kind of man: the opinionated brute that New York bred so well.

 

§

 

It was coming up to six when Mahogany woke. The morning rain had turned into a light drizzle by twilight. The air was about as clear-smelling as it ever got in Manhattan. He stretched on his bed, threw off the dirty blanket and got up for work.

In the bathroom the rain was dripping on the box of the air conditioner, filling the apartment with a rhythmical slapping sound. Mahogany turned on the television to cover the noise, disinterested in anything it had to offer.

He went to the window. The street six floors below was thick with traffic and people.

After a hard day’s work New York was on its way home: to play, to make love. People were streaming out of their offices and into their automobiles. Some would be testy after a day’s sweaty labor in a badly aired office; others, benign as sheep, would be wandering home down the avenues, ushered along by a ceaseless current of bodies. Still others would even now be cramming on to the subway, blind to the graffiti on every wall, deaf to the babble of their own voices, and to the cold thunder of the tunnels.

It pleased Mahogany to think of that. He was, after all, not one of the common herd. He could stand at his window and look down on a thousand heads below him, and know he was a chosen man.

He had deadlines to meet, of course, like the people in the street. But his work was not their senseless labor; it was more like a sacred duty.

He needed to live, and sleep, and shit like them, too. But it was not financial necessity that drove him, but the demands of history.

He was in a great tradition that stretched further back than America. He was a night-stalker: like Jack the Ripper, like Gilles de Rais, a living embodiment of death, a wraith with a human face. He was a haunter of sleep, and an awakener of terrors.

The people below him could not know his face; nor would care to look twice at him. But his stare caught them, and weighed them up, selecting only the ripest from the passing parade, choosing only the healthy and the young to fall under his sanctified knife.

Sometimes Mahogany longed to announce his identity to the world, but he had responsibilities and they bore on him heavily. He couldn’t expect fame.

His was a secret life, and it was merely pride that longed for recognition.

After all, he thought, does the beef salute the butcher as it throbs to its knees?

All in all, he was content. To be part of that great tradition was enough, would always have to remain enough.

Recently, however, there had been discoveries. They weren’t his fault, of course. Nobody could possibly blame him. But it was a bad time. Life was not as easy as it had been ten years ago. He was that much older, of course, and that made the job more exhausting; and more and more the obligations weighed on his shoulders. He was a chosen man, and that was a difficult privilege to live with.

He wondered, now and then, if it wasn’t time to think about training a younger man for his duties. There would need to be consultations with the Fathers, but sooner or later a replacement would have to be found, and it would be, he felt, a criminal waste of his experience not to take on an apprentice.

There were so many felicities he could pass on. The tricks of his extraordinary trade. The best way to stalk, to cut, to strip, to bleed. The best meat for the purpose. The simplest way to dispose of the remains. So much detail, so much accumulated expertise.

Mahogany wandered into the bathroom and turned on the shower. As he stepped in he looked down at his body. The small paunch, the greying hairs on his sagging chest, the scars, and pimples that littered his pale skin. He was getting old. Still, tonight, like every other night, he had a job to do…

 

§

 

Kaufman hurried back into the lobby with his sandwich, turning down his collar and brushing rain off his hair. The clock above the elevator read seven-sixteen. He would work through until ten, no later.

The elevator took him up to the twelfth floor and to the Pappas offices. He traipsed unhappily through the maze of empty desks and hooded machines to his little territory, which was still illuminated. The women who cleaned the offices were chatting down the corridor; otherwise, the place was lifeless.

He took off his coat, shook the rain off it as best he could, and hung it up.

Then he sat down in front of the piles of orders he had been tussling with for the best part of three days, and began work. It would only take one more night’s labor, he felt sure, to break the back of the job, and he found it easier to concentrate without the incessant clatter of typists and typewriters on every side.

He unwrapped his ham on whole-wheat with extra mayonnaise and settled in for the evening. 

 

§

 

It was nine now.

Mahogany was dressed for the nightshift. He had his usual sober suit on, with his brown tie neatly knotted, his silver cufflinks (a gift from his first wife) placed in the sleeves of his immaculately pressed shirt, his thinning hair gleaming with oil, his nails snipped and polished, his face flushed with cologne.

His bag was packed. The towels, the instruments, his chain-mail apron.

He checked his appearance in the mirror. He could, he thought, still be taken for a man of forty-five, fifty at the outside.

As he surveyed his face he reminded himself of his duty. Above all, he must be careful. There would be eyes on him every step of the way, watching his performance tonight, and judging it. He must walk out like an innocent, arousing no suspicion.

If they only knew, he thought. The people who walked, ran and skipped past him on the streets: who collided with him without apology: who met his gaze with contempt: who smiled at his bulk, looking uneasy in his ill-fitting suit. If only they knew what he did, what he was and what he carried.

Caution, he said to himself, and turned off the light. The apartment was dark. He went to the door and opened it, used to walking in blackness. Happy in it.

The rain clouds had cleared entirely. Mahogany made his way down Amsterdam toward the subway at 145th Street. Tonight he’d take the Avenue of the Americas again, his favorite line and often the most productive.

Down the subway steps, token in hand. Through the automatic gates. The smell of the tunnels was in his nostrils now. Not the smell of the deep tunnels, of course. They had a scent all their own. But there was reassurance even in the stale electric air of this shallow line. The regurgitated breath of a million travelers circulated in this warren, mingling with the breath of creatures far older; things with voices soft like clay, whose appetites were abominable. How he loved it. The scent, the dark, the thunder.

He stood on the platform and scanned his fellow travelers critically. There were one or two bodies he contemplated following, but there was so much dross among them: so few worth the chase. The physically wasted, the obese, the ill, the weary. Bodies destroyed by excess and by indifference. As a professional it sickened him, though he understood the weakness that spoiled the best of men.

He lingered in the station for over an hour, wandering between platforms while the trains came and went, came and went, and the people with them. There was so little of quality around, it was dispiriting. It seemed he had to wait longer and longer every day to find flesh worthy of use.

It was now almost half past ten and he had not seen a single creature who was really ideal for slaughter.

No matter, he told himself, there was time yet. Very soon the theater crowd would be emerging. They were always good for a sturdy body or two. The well-fed intelligentsia, clutching their ticket stubs and opining on the diversions of art—oh, yes, there’d be something there.

If not, and there were nights when it seemed he would never find something suitable, he’d have to ride downtown and corner a couple of lovers out late, or find an athlete or two, fresh from one of the gyms. They were always sure to offer good material, except that with such healthy specimens there was always the risk of resistance.

He remembered catching two black bucks a year ago or more, with maybe forty years between them, father and son, perhaps. They’d resisted with knives, and he’d been hospitalized for six weeks. It had been a close-fought encounter and one that had set him doubting his skills. Worse, it had made him wonder what his masters would have done with him had he suffered a fatal injury. Would he have been delivered to his family in New Jersey, and given a decent Christian burial? Or would his carcass have been thrown into the dark for their own use?

The headline of the New York Post, discarded on the seat across from him caught Mahogany’s eye: “Police All-Out to Catch Killer”. He couldn’t resist a smile. Thoughts of failure, weakness and death evaporated. After all, he was that man, that killer, and tonight the thought of capture was laughable. After all, wasn’t his career sanctioned by the highest possible authorities? No policeman could hold him, no court pass judgment on him. The very forces of law and order that made such a show of his pursuit served his masters no less than he; he almost wished some two-bit cop would catch him, take him in triumph before the judge, just to see the looks on their faces when the word came up from the dark that Mahogany was a protected man, above every law on the statute books.

It was now well after ten-thirty. The trickle of theatergoers had begun, but there was nothing likely so far. He’d want to let the rush pass anyway: just follow one or two choice pieces to the end of the line. He bided his time, like any wise hunter. 

 

§

 

Kaufman was not finished by eleven, an hour after he’d promised himself release. But exasperation and ennui were making the job more difficult, and the sheets of figures were beginning to blur in front of him. At ten past eleven he threw down his pen and admitted defeat. He rubbed his hot eyes with the cushions of his palms till his head filled with colors.

“Fuck it,” he said.

He never swore in company. But once in a while, to say fuck it to himself was a great consolation. He made his way out of the office, damp coat over his arm, and headed for the elevator. His limbs felt drugged and his eyes would scarcely stay open.

It was colder outside than he had anticipated, and the air brought him out of his lethargy a little. He walked toward the subway at Thirty-Fourth Street. Catch an express to Far Rockaway. Home in an hour. 

 

§

 

Neither Kaufman nor Mahogany knew it, but at Ninety-Sixth and Broadway the police had arrested what they took to be the Subway Killer, having trapped him in one of the uptown trains. A small man of European extraction, wielding a hammer and a saw, had cornered a young woman in the second car and threatened to cut her in half in the name of Jehovah.

Whether he was capable of fulfilling this threat was doubtful. As it was, he didn’t get the chance. While the rest of the passengers (including two Marines) looked on, the intended victim landed a kick to the man’s testicles. He dropped the hammer. She picked it up and broke his lower jaw and right cheekbone with it before the Marines stepped in.

When the train halted at Ninety-Sixth the police were waiting to arrest the Subway Butcher. They rushed the car in a horde, yelling like banshees and scared as shit. The Butcher was lying in one corner of the car with his face in pieces. They carted him away, triumphant. The woman, after questioning, went home with the Marines.

It was to be a useful diversion, though Mahogany couldn’t know it at the time. It took the police the best part of the night to determine the identity of their prisoner, chiefly because he couldn’t do more than drool through his shattered jaw. It wasn’t until three-thirty in the morning that one Captain Davis, coming on duty, recognized the man as a retired flower salesman from the Bronx called Hank Vasarely. Hank, it seemed, was regularly arrested for threatening behavior and indecent exposure, all in the name of Jehovah. Appearances deceived: he was about as dangerous as the Easter Bunny. This was not the Subway Slaughterer. But by the time the cops had worked that out, Mahogany had been about his business a long while. 

 

§

 

It was eleven-fifteen when Kaufman got on the express through to Mott Avenue. He shared the car with two other travelers. One was a middle-aged black woman in a purple coat, the other a pale, acne-ridden adolescent who was staring at the “Kiss My White Ass” graffiti on the ceiling with spaced-out eyes.

Kaufman was in the first car. He had a journey of thirty-five minutes’ duration ahead of him. He let his eyes slide closed, reassured by the rhythmical rocking of the train. It was a tedious journey and he was tired. He didn’t see the lights flicker off in the second car. He didn’t see Mahogany’s face, either, staring through the door between the cars, looking through for some more meat.

At Fourteenth Street the black woman got out. Nobody got in.

Kaufman opened his eyes briefly, taking in the empty platform at Fourteenth, then shut them again. The doors hissed closed. He was drifting in that warm somewhere between alertness and sleep and there was a fluttering of nascent dreams in his head. It was a good feeling. The train was off again, rattling down into the tunnels.

Maybe, at the back of his dozing mind, Kaufman half-registered that the doors between the second and first cars had been slid open. Maybe he smelled the sudden gush of tunnel air, and registered that the noise of wheels was momentarily louder. But he chose to ignore it.

Maybe he even heard the scuffle as Mahogany subdued the youth with the spaced-out stare. But the sound was too distant and the promise of sleep was too tempting. He drowsed on.

For some reason his dreams were of his mother’s kitchen. She was chopping turnips and smiling sweetly as she chopped. He was only small in his dream and was looking up at her radiant face while she worked. Chop. Chop. Chop.

His eyes jerked open. His mother vanished. The car was empty and the youth was gone.

How long had he been dozing? He hadn’t remembered the train stopping at West Fourth Street. He got up, his head full of slumber, and almost fell over as the train rocked violently. It seemed to have gathered quite a substantial head of speed. Maybe the driver was keen to be home, wrapped up in bed with his wife. They were going at a fair lick; in fact it was bloody terrifying.

There was a blind drawn down over the window between the cars which hadn’t been down before as he remembered. A little concern crept into Kaufman’s sober head. Suppose he’d been sleeping along while, and the guard had overlooked him in the car. Perhaps they’d passed Far Rockaway and the train was now speeding on its way to wherever they took the trains for the night.

“Fuck it,” he said aloud.

Should he go forward and ask the driver? It was such a bloody idiot question to ask: where am I? At this time of night was he likely to get more than a stream of abuse by way of reply?

Then the train began to slow.

A station. Yes, a station. The train emerged from the tunnel and into the dirty light of the station at West Fourth Street. He’d missed no stops.

So where had the boy gone?

He’d either ignored the warning on the car wall forbidding transfer between the cars while in transit, or else he’d gone into the driver’s cabin up front. Probably between the driver’s legs even now, Kaufman thought, his lip curling. It wasn’t unheard of. This was the Palace of Delights, after all, and everyone had their right to a little love in the dark.

Kaufman shrugged to himself. What did he care where the boy had gone?

The doors closed. Nobody had boarded the train. It shunted off from the station, the lights flickering as it used a surge of power to pick up some speed again.

Kaufman felt the desire for sleep come over him afresh, but the sudden fear of being lost had pumped adrenalin into his system, and his limbs were tingling with nervous energy.

His senses were sharpened too.

Even over the clatter and the rumble of the wheels on the tracks, he heard the sound of tearing cloth coming from the next car. Was someone tearing their shirt off?

He stood up, grasping one of the straps for balance.

The window between the cars was completely curtained off, but he stared at it, frowning, as though he might suddenly discover X-ray vision. The car rocked and rolled. It was really traveling again.

Another ripping sound.

Was it rape?

With no more than a mild voyeuristic urge he moved down the see-sawing car toward the intersecting door, hoping there might be a chink in the curtain. His eyes were still fixed on the window, and he failed to notice the splatters of blood he was treading in. Until—

— his heel slipped. He looked down. His stomach almost saw the blood before his brain, and the ham on whole wheat was halfway up his gullet catching in the back of his throat. Blood. He took several large gulps of stale air and looked away—back at the window.

His head was saying: blood. Nothing would make the word go away.

There was no more than a yard or two between him and the door now. He had to look. There was blood on his shoe, and a thin trail to the next car, but he still had to look.

He had to.

He took two more steps to the door and scanned the curtain looking for a flaw in the blind: a pulled thread in the weave would be sufficient. There was a tiny hole. He glued his eye to it.

His mind refused to accept what his eyes were seeing beyond the door. It rejected the spectacle as preposterous, as a dreamed sight. His reason said it couldn’t be real, but his flesh knew it was. His body became rigid with terror. His eyes, unblinking, could not close off the appalling scene through the curtain. He stayed at the door while the train rattled on, while his blood drained from his extremities, and his brain reeled from lack of oxygen. Bright spots of light flashed in front of his vision, blotting out the atrocity.

Then he fainted. 

 

§

 

He was unconscious when the train reached Jay Street. He was deaf to the driver’s announcement that all travelers beyond that station would have to change trains. Had he heard this he would have questioned the sense of it. No trains disgorged all their passengers at Jay Street; the line ran to Mott Avenue, via the Aqueduct Race Track, past JFK Airport. He would have asked what kind of train this could be. Except that he already knew. The truth was hanging in the next car. It was smiling contentedly to itself from behind a bloody chain-mail apron.

This was the Midnight Meat Train.

There’s no accounting for time in a dead faint. It could have been seconds or hours that passed before Kaufman’s eyes flickered open again, and his mind focused on his new-found situation.

He lay under one of the seats now, sprawled along the vibrating wall of the car, hidden from view. Fate was with him so far. He thought: somehow the rocking of the car must have jockeyed his unconscious body out of sight.

He thought of the horror in Car Two, and swallowed back vomit. He was alone. Wherever the guard was (murdered perhaps), there was no way he could call for help. And the driver? Was he dead at his controls? Was the train even now hurtling through an unknown tunnel, a tunnel without a single station to identify it, toward its destruction?

And if there was no crash to be killed in, there was always the Butcher, still hacking away a door’s thickness from where Kaufman lay.

Whichever way he turned, the name on the door was Death.

The noise was deafening, especially lying on the floor. Kaufman’s teeth were shaking in their sockets and his face felt numb with the vibration; even his skull was aching.

Gradually he felt strength seeping back into his exhausted limbs. He cautiously stretched his fingers and clenched his fists, to set the blood flowing there again.

And as the feeling returned, so did the nausea. He kept seeing the grisly brutality of the next car. He’d seen photographs of murder victims before, of course, but these were no common murders. He was in the same train as the Subway Butcher, the monster who strung his victims up by the feet from the straps, hairless and naked.

How long would it be before the killer stepped through that door and claimed him? He was sure that if the slaughterer didn’t finish him, expectation would.

He heard movement beyond the door.

Instinct took over. Kaufman thrust himself further under the seat and tucked himself up into a tiny ball, with his sick-white face to the wall. Then he covered his head with his hands and closed his eyes as tightly as any child in terror of the Bogeyman.

The door was slid open. Click. Whoosh. A rush of air up from the rails. It smelled stronger than any Kaufman had smelled before: and colder. This was somehow primal air in his nostrils, hostile and unfathomable air. It made him shudder.

The door closed. Click.

The Butcher was close, Kaufman knew it. He could be standing no more than a matter of inches from where he lay.

Was he even now looking down at Kaufman’s back? Even now bending, knife in hand, to scoop Kaufman out of his hiding place, like a snail hooked from its shell?

Nothing happened. He felt no breath on his neck. His spine was not slit open.

There was simply a clatter of feet close to Kaufman’s head; then that same sound receding.

Kaufman’s breath, held in his lungs till they hurt, was expelled in a rasp between his teeth. Mahogany was almost disappointed that the sleeping man had alighted at West Fourth Street. He was hoping for one more job to do that night, to keep him occupied while they descended. But no: the man had gone. The potential victim hadn’t looked that healthy anyway, he thought to himself, he was an anemic Jewish accountant, probably. The meat wouldn’t have been of any quality. Mahogany walked the length of the car to the driver’s cabin. He’d spend the rest of the journey there.

My Christ, thought Kaufman, he’s going to kill the driver.

He heard the cabin door open. Then the voice of the Butcher: low and hoarse.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

They knew each other.

“All done?”

“All done.”

Kaufman was shocked by the banality of the exchange. All done? What did that mean: all done?

He missed the next few words as the train hit a particularly noisy section of track.

Kaufman could resist looking no longer. Warily he uncurled himself and glanced over his shoulder down the length of the car. All he could see was the Butcher’s legs, and the bottom of the open cabin door. Damn. He wanted to see the monster’s face again.

There was laughter now.

Kaufman calculated the risks of his situation: the mathematics of panic. If he remained where he was, sooner or later the Butcher would glance down at him, and he’d be mincemeat. On the other hand, if he were to move from his hiding place he would risk being seen and pursued. Which was worse: stasis, and meeting his death trapped in a hole; or making a break for it and confronting his Maker in the middle of the car?

Kaufman surprised himself with his mettle: he’d move.

Infinitesimally slowly he crawled out from under the seat, watching the Butcher’s back every minute as he did so. Once out, he began to crawl toward the door. Each step he took was a torment, but the Butcher seemed far too engrossed in his conversation to turn around.

Kaufman had reached the door. He began to stand up, trying all the while to prepare himself for the sight he would meet in Car Two. The handle was grasped; and he slid the door open.

The noise of the rails increased, and a wave of dank air, stinking of nothing on earth, came up at him. Surely the Butcher must hear, or smell? Surely he must turn—

But no. Kaufman skinned his way through the slit he had opened and so through into the bloody chamber beyond.

Relief made him careless. He failed to latch the door properly behind him and it began to slide open with the buffeting of the train. 

 

§

 

Mahogany put his head out of the cabin and stared down the car toward the door.

“What the fuck’s that?” said the driver.

“Didn’t close the door properly. That’s all.”

 

§

 

Kaufman heard the Butcher walking toward the door. He crouched a ball of consternation, against the intersecting wall, suddenly aware of how full his bowels were. The door was pulled closed from the other side, and the footsteps receded again.

Safe, for another breath at least.

Kaufman opened his eyes, steeling himself for the slaughter pen in front of him.

There was no avoiding it.

It filled every one of his senses: the smell of opened entrails, the sight of the bodies, the feel of fluid on the floor under his fingers, the sound of the straps creaking beneath the weight of the corpses, even the air, tasting salty with blood. He was with death absolutely in that cubbyhole, hurtling through the dark.

But there was no nausea now. There was no feeling left but a casual revulsion. He even found himself peering at the bodies with some curiosity.

The carcass closest to him was the remains of the pimply youth he’d seen in Car One. The body hung upside-down, swinging back and forth to the rhythm of the train, in unison with its three fellows; an obscene danse macabre. Its arms dangled loosely from the shoulder joints, into which gashes an inch or two deep had been made, so the bodies would hang more neatly.

Every part of the dead kid’s anatomy was swaying hypnotically. The tongue, hanging from the open mouth. The head, lolling on its slit neck. Even the youth’s penis flapped from side to side on his plucked groin. The head wound and the open jugular still pulsed blood into a black bucket. There was an elegance about the whole sight: the sign of a job well done.

Beyond that body were the strung-up corpses of two young white women and a darker-skinned male. Kaufman turned his head on one side to look at their faces. They were quite blank. One of the girls was a beauty. He decided the male had been Puerto Rican. All were shorn of their head and body hair. In fact the air was still pungent with the smell of the shearing. Kaufman slid up the wall out of the crouching position, and as he did so one of the women’s bodies turned around, presenting a dorsal view.
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He was not prepared for this last horror.

The meat of her back had been entirely cleft open from neck to buttocks, and the muscle had been peeled back to expose the glistening vertebrae. It was the final triumph of the Butcher’s craft. Here they hung, these shaved, bled, slit slabs of humanity, opened up like fish, and ripe for devouring.

Kaufman almost smiled at the perfection of its horror. He felt an offer of insanity tickling the base of his skull, tempting him into oblivion, promising a blank indifference to the world.

He began to shake, uncontrollably. He felt his vocal cords trying to form a scream. It was intolerable: and yet to scream was to become in a short while like the creatures in front of him.

“Fuck it,” he said, more loudly than he’d intended, then pushing himself off from the wall he began to walk down the car between the swaying corpses, observing the neat piles of clothes and belongings that sat on the seats beside their owners. Under his feet the floor was sticky with drying bile. Even with his eyes closed to cracks he could see the blood in the buckets too clearly: it was thick and heady, flecks of grit turning in it.

He was past the youth now and he could see the door into Car Three ahead. All he had to do was run this gauntlet of atrocities. He urged himself on, trying to ignore the horrors, and concentrate on the door that would lead him back into sanity.

He was past the first woman. A few more yards, he said to himself, ten steps at most, less if he walked with confidence.

Then the lights went out.

“Jesus Christ,” he said.

The train lurched, and Kaufman lost his balance.

In the utter blackness he reached out for support and his flailing arms encompassed the body beside him. Before he could prevent himself he felt his hands sinking into the lukewarm flesh, and his fingers grasping the open edge of muscle on the dead woman’s back, his fingertips touching the bone of her spine. His cheek was laid against the bald flesh of the thigh.

He screamed; and even as he screamed, the lights flickered back on.

And as they flickered back on, and his scream died, he heard the noise of the Butcher’s feet approaching down the length of Car One toward the intervening door.

He let go of the body he was embracing. His face was smeared with blood from her leg. He could feel it on his cheek, like warpaint.

The scream had cleared Kaufman’s head and he suddenly felt released into a kind of strength. There would be no pursuit down the train, he knew that: there would be no cowardice, not now. This was going to be a primitive confrontation, two human beings, face to face. And there would be no trick—none—that he couldn’t contemplate using to bring his enemy down. This was a matter of survival, pure and simple.

The door handle rattled.

Kaufman looked around for a weapon, his eye steady and calculating. His gaze fell on the pile of clothes beside the Puerto Rican’s body. There was a knife there, lying amongst the rhinestone rings and the imitation gold chains. A long-bladed, immaculately clean weapon, probably the man’s pride and joy. Reaching past the well-muscled body, Kaufman plucked the knife from the heap. It felt good in his hand; in fact it felt positively thrilling.

The door was opening, and the face of the slaughterer came into view.

Kaufman looked down the abattoir at Mahogany. He was not terribly fearsome, just another balding, overweight man of fifty. His face was heavy and his eyes deep-set. His mouth was rather small and delicately lipped. In fact he had a woman’s mouth.

Mahogany could not understand where this intruder had appeared from, but he was aware that it was another oversight, another sign of increasing incompetence. He must dispatch this ragged creature immediately. After all they could not be more than a mile or two from the end of the line. He must cut the little man down and have him hanging up by his heels before they reached their destination.

He moved into Car Two.

“You were asleep,” he said, recognizing Kaufman. “I saw you.”

Kaufman said nothing.

“You should have left the train. What were you trying to do? Hide from me?”

Kaufman still kept his silence.

Mahogany grasped the handle of the cleaver hanging from his well-used leather belt. It was dirty with blood, as was his chain-mail apron, his hammer and his saw. “As it is,” he said, “I’ll have to do away with you.”

Kaufman raised the knife. It looked a little small beside the Butcher’s paraphernalia.

“Fuck it,” he said.

Mahogany grinned at the little man’s pretensions to defense.

“You shouldn’t have seen this: it’s not for the likes of you,” he said, taking another step towards Kaufman. “It’s secret.”

Oh, so he’s the divinely-inspired type is he? thought Kaufman. That explains something.

“Fuck it,” he said again.

The Butcher frowned. He didn’t like the little man’s indifference to his work, to his reputation.

“We all have to die some time,” he said. “You should be well pleased: you’re not going to be burnt up like most of them: I can use you. To feed the Fathers.”

Kaufman’s only response was a grin. He was past being terrorized by this gross, shambling hulk. 

The Butcher unhooked the cleaver from his belt and brandished it.

“A dirty little Jew like you,” he said, “should be thankful to be useful at all: meat’s the best you can aspire to.”

Without warning, the Butcher swung. The cleaver divided the air at some speed, but Kaufman stepped back. The cleaver sliced his coat arm and buried itself in the Puerto Rican’s shank. The impact half-severed the leg and the weight of the body opened the gash even further. The exposed meat of the thigh was like prime steak, succulent and appetizing.

The Butcher started to drag the cleaver out of the wound, and in that moment Kaufman sprang. The knife sped toward Mahogany’s eye, but an error of judgment buried it instead in his neck. It transfixed the column and appeared in a little gout of gore on the other side. Straight through. In one stroke. Straight through.

Mahogany felt the blade in his neck as a choking sensation, almost as though he had caught a chicken bone in his throat. He made a ridiculous, half-hearted coughing sound. Blood issued from his lips, painting them, like lipstick on his woman’s mouth. The cleaver clattered to the floor.

Kaufman pulled out the knife. The two wounds spouted little arcs of blood.

Mahogany collapsed to his knees, staring at the knife that had killed him. The little man was watching him quite passively. He was saying something, but Mahogany’s ears were deaf to the remarks, as though he was under water. 

Mahogany suddenly went blind. He knew with a nostalgia for his senses that he would not see or hear again. This was death: it was on him for certain.

His hands still felt the weave of his trousers, however, and the hot splashes on his skin. His life seemed to totter on its tiptoes while his fingers grasped at one last sense…then his body collapsed, and his hands, and his life, and his sacred duty folded up under a weight of grey flesh.

The Butcher was dead.

Kaufman dragged gulps of stale air into his lungs and grabbed one of the straps to steady his reeling body. Tears blotted out the shambles he stood in. A time passed: he didn’t know how long; he was lost in a dream of victory.

Then the train began to slow. He felt and heard the brakes being applied. The hanging bodies lurched forward as the careering train slowed, its wheels squealing on rails that were sweating slime.

Curiosity overtook Kaufman.

Would the train shunt into the Butcher’s underground slaughterhouse, decorated with the meats he had gathered through his career? And the laughing driver, so indifferent to the massacre, what would he do once the train had stopped? Whatever happened now was academic. He could face anything at all; watch and see.

The loudspeaker crackled. The voice of the driver: “We’re here, man. Better take your place eh?”

Take your place? What did that mean?

The train had slowed to a snail’s pace. Outside the windows, everything was as dark as ever. The lights flickered, then went out. This time they didn’t come back on.

Kaufman was left in total darkness.

“We’ll be out in half an hour,” the loudspeaker announced, so like any station report.

The train had come to a stop. The sound of its wheels on the tracks, the rush of its passage, which Kaufman had grown so used to, were suddenly absent. All he could hear was the hum of the loudspeaker. He could still see nothing at all.

Then, a hiss. The doors were opening. A smell entered the car, a smell so caustic that Kaufman clapped his hand over his face to shut it out.

He stood in silence, hand to mouth, for what seemed a lifetime. See no evil. Hear no evil. Speak no evil.

Then, there was a flicker of light outside the window. It threw the door frame into silhouette, and it grew stronger by degrees. Soon there was sufficient light in the car for Kaufman to see the crumpled body of the Butcher at his feet, and the sallow sides of meat hanging on every side of him.

There was a whisper too, from the dark outside the train, a gathering of tiny noises like the voices of beetles. In the tunnel, shuffling toward the train, were human beings. Kaufman could see their outlines now. Some of them carried torches, which burned with a dead brown light. The noise was perhaps their feet on the damp earth, or perhaps their tongues clicking, or both.

Kaufman wasn’t as naive as he’d been an hour before. Could there be any doubt as to the intention these things had, coming out of the blackness toward the train? The Butcher had slaughtered the men and women as meat for these cannibals; they were coming, like diners at the dinner-gong, to eat in this restaurant car.

Kaufman bent down and picked up the cleaver the Butcher had dropped. The noise of the creatures’ approach was louder every moment. He backed down the car away from the open doors, only to find that the doors behind him were also open, and there was the whisper of approach there too.

He shrank back against one of the seats, and was about to take refuge under them when a hand, thin and frail to the point of transparency appeared around the door.

He could not look away. Not that terror froze him as it had at the window. He simply wanted to watch.

The creature stepped into the car. The torches behind it threw its face into shadow, but its outline could be clearly seen.

There was nothing very remarkable about it.

It had two arms and two legs as he did; its head was not abnormally shaped. The body was small, and the effort of climbing into the train made its breath coarse. It seemed more geriatric than psychotic; generations of fictional man-eaters had not prepared him for its distressing vulnerability.

Behind it, similar creatures were appearing out of the darkness, shuffling into the train. In fact they were coming in at every door.

Kaufman was trapped. He weighed the cleaver in his hands, getting the balance of it, ready for the battle with these antique monsters. A torch had been brought into the car, and it illuminated the faces of the leaders.

They were completely bald. The tired flesh of their faces was pulled tight over their skulls, so that it shone with tension. There were stains of decay and disease on their skin, and in places the muscle had withered to a black pus, through which the bone of cheek or temple was showing. Some of them were naked as babies, their pulpy, syphilitic bodies scarcely sexed. What had been breasts were leathery bags hanging off the torso, the genitalia shrunken away.

Worse sights than the naked amongst them were those who wore a veil of clothes. It soon dawned on Kaufman that the rotting fabric slung around their shoulders or knotted about their midriffs was made of human skins. Not one, but a dozen or more, heaped haphazardly on top of each other, like pathetic trophies.

The leaders of this grotesque meal-line had reached the bodies now, and the gracile hands were laid upon the shanks of meat, and were running up and down the shaved flesh in a manner that suggested sensual pleasure. Tongues were dancing out of mouths, flecks of spittle landing on the meat. The eyes of the monsters were flickering back and forth with hunger and excitement.

Eventually one of them saw Kaufman.

Its eyes stopped flickering for a moment, and fixed on him. A look of inquiry came over the face, making a parody of puzzlement.

“You,” it said. The voice was as wasted as the lips it came from.

Kaufman raised the cleaver a little, calculating his chances. There were perhaps thirty of them in the car and many more outside. But they looked so weak, and they had no weapons but their skin and bones.

The monster spoke again, its voice quite well-modulated, when it found itself, the piping of a once-cultured, once-charming man.

“You came after the other, yes?”

It glanced down at the body of Mahogany. It had clearly taken in the situation very quickly.

“Old anyway,” it said, its watery eyes back on Kaufman, studying him with care.

“Fuck you,” said Kaufman.

The creature attempted a wry smile, but it had almost forgotten the technique and the result was a grimace which exposed a mouthful of teeth that had been systematically filed into points.

“You must now do this for us,” it said through the bestial grin. “We cannot survive without food.”

The hand patted the rump of human flesh. Kaufman had no reply to the idea. He just stared in disgust as the fingernails slid between the cleft in the buttocks, feeling the swell of tender muscle.

“It disgusts us no less than you,” said the creature. “But we’re bound to eat this meat, or we die. God knows, I have no appetite for it.”

The thing was drooling nevertheless.

Kaufman found his voice. It was small, more with a confusion of feelings than with fear.

“What are you?” He remembered the bearded man in the deli. “Are you accidents of some kind?”

“We are the City Fathers,” the thing said. “And mothers, and daughters and sons. The builders, the lawmakers. We made this city.”

“New York?” said Kaufman. The Palace of Delights?”

“Before you were born, before anyone living was born.”

As it spoke the creature’s fingernails were running up under the skin of the split body, and were peeling the thin elastic layer off the luscious brawn. Behind Kaufman, the other creatures had begun to unhook the bodies from the straps, their hands laid in that same delighting manner on the smooth breasts and flanks of flesh. These too had begun skinning the meat.

“You will bring us more,” the father said. “More meat for us. The other one was weak.”

Kaufman stared in disbelief.

“Me?” he said, “Feed you? What do you think I am?”

“You must do it for us, and for those older than us. For those born before the city was thought of, when America was a timberland and desert.”

The fragile hand gestured out of the train.

Kaufman’s gaze followed the pointing finger into the gloom. There was something else outside the train which he’d failed to see before; much bigger than anything human.

The pack of creatures parted to let Kaufman through so that he could inspect more closely whatever it was that stood outside, but his feet would not move.

“Go on,” said the father.

Kaufman thought of the city he’d loved. Were these really its ancients, its philosophers, its creators? He had to believe it. Perhaps there were people on the surface—bureaucrats, politicians, authorities of every kind who knew this horrible secret and whose lives were dedicated to preserving these abominations, feeding them, as savages feed lambs to their gods. There was a horrible familiarity about this ritual. It rang a bell—not in Kaufman’s conscious mind, but in his deeper, older self.

His feet, no longer obeying his mind, but his instinct to worship, moved. He walked through the corridor of bodies and stepped out of the train.

The light of the torches scarcely began to illuminate the limitless darkness outside. The air seemed solid; it was so thick with the smell of ancient earth. But Kaufman smelled nothing. His head bowed, it was all he could do to prevent himself from fainting again.

It was there; the precursor of man. The original American, whose homeland this was before Passamaquoddy or Cheyenne. Its eyes, if it had eyes, were on him.

His body shook. His teeth chattered.

He could hear the noise of its anatomy: ticking, crackling, sobbing.

It shifted a little in the dark.

The sound of its movement was awesome. Like a mountain sitting up.

Kaufman’s face was raised to it, and without thinking about what he was doing or why, he fell to his knees in the shit in front of the Father of Fathers.

Every day of his life had been leading to this day, every moment quickening to this incalculable moment of holy terror.

Had there been sufficient light in that pit to see the whole, perhaps his tepid heart would have burst. As it was he felt it flutter in his chest as he saw what he saw.

It was a giant. Without head or limb. Without a feature that was analogous to human, without an organ that made sense, or senses. If it was like anything, it was like a shoal of fish. A thousand snouts all moving in unison, budding, blossoming and withering rhythmically. It was iridescent, like mother of pearl, but it was sometimes deeper than any color Kaufman knew, or could put a name to.

That was all Kaufman could see, and it was more than he wanted to see. There was much more in the darkness, flickering and flapping.

But he could look no longer. He turned away, and as he did so a football was pitched out of the train and rolled to a halt in front of the Father.

At least he thought it was a football, until he peered more attentively at it,and recognized it as a human head, the head of the Butcher. The skin of the face had been peeled off in strips. It glistened with blood as it lay in front of its Lord.

Kaufman looked away, and walked back to the train. Every part of his body seemed to be weeping but his eyes. They were too hot with the sight behind him, they boiled his tears away.

Inside, the creatures had already set about their supper. One, he saw, was plucking the blue sweet morsel of a woman’s eye out of the socket. Another had a hand in its mouth. At Kaufman’s feet lay the Butcher’s headless corpse, still bleeding profusely from where its neck had been bitten through.

The little father who had spoken earlier stood in front of Kaufman.

“Serve us?” it asked gently, as you might ask a cow to follow you.

Kaufman was staring at the cleaver, the Butcher’s symbol of office. The creatures were leaving the car now, dragging the half-eaten bodies after them. As the torches were taken out of the car, darkness was returning.

But before the lights had completely disappeared, the father reached out and took hold of Kaufman’s face, thrusting him round to look at himself in the filthy glass of the car window.

It was a thin reflection, but Kaufman could see quite well enough how changed he was. Whiter than any living man should be, covered in grime and blood.

The father’s hand still gripped Kaufman’s face, and its forefinger hooked into his mouth and down his gullet, the nail scoring the back of his throat. Kaufman gagged on the intruder, but had no will left to repel the attack.

“Serve,” said the creature. “In silence.”

Too late, Kaufman realized the intention of the fingers— 

Suddenly his tongue was seized tight and twisted on the root. Kaufman, in shock, dropped the cleaver. He tried to scream, but no sound came. Blood was in his throat, he heard his flesh tearing, and agonies convulsed him.

Then the hand was out of his mouth and the scarlet, spittle-covered fingers were in front of his face, with his tongue, held between thumb and forefinger.

Kaufman was speechless.

“Serve,” said the father, and stuffed the tongue into his own mouth, chewing on it with evident satisfaction. Kaufman fell to his knees, spewing up his sandwich.

The father was already shuffling away into the dark; the rest of the ancients had disappeared into their warren for another night.

The loudspeaker crackled.

“Home,” said the driver.

The doors hissed closed and the sound of power surged through the train. The lights flickered on, then off again, then on. The train began to move.

Kaufman lay on the floor, tears pouring down his face, tears of discomfiture and of resignation. He would bleed to death, he decided, where he lay. It wouldn’t matter if he died. It was a foul world anyway.

The driver woke him. He opened his eyes. The face that was looking down at him was black and not unfriendly. It grinned. Kaufman tried to say something, but his mouth was sealed up with dried blood. He jerked his head around like a driveller trying to spit out a word. Nothing came but grunts.

He wasn’t dead. He hadn’t bled to death.

The driver pulled him to his knees, talking to him as though he were a three-year-old.

“You got a job to do, my man: they’re very pleased with you.”

The driver had licked his fingers, and was rubbing Kaufman’s swollen lips, trying to part them.

“Lots to learn before tomorrow night …”

Lots to learn. Lots to learn.

He led Kaufman out of the train. They were in no station he had ever seen before. It was white-tiled and absolutely pristine; a station-keeper’s Nirvana. No graffiti disfigured the walls. There were no token booths, but then there were no gates and no passengers either. This was a line that provided only one service: The Meat Train.

A morning shift of cleaners were already busy hosing the blood off the seats and the floor of the train. Somebody was stripping the Butcher’s body, in preparation for dispatch to New Jersey. All around Kaufman people were at work.

A rain of dawn light was pouring through a grating in the roof of the station. Motes of dust hung in the beams, turning over and over. Kaufman watched them, entranced. He hadn’t seen such a beautiful thing since he was a child. Lovely dust. Over and over, and over and over.

The driver had managed to separate Kaufman’s lips. His mouth was too wounded for him to move it, but at least he could breathe easily. And the pain was already beginning to subside.

The driver smiled at him, then turned to the rest of the workers in the station.

“I’d like to introduce Mahogany’s replacement. Our new butcher,” he announced.

The workers looked at Kaufman. There was a certain deference in their faces, which he found appealing.

Kaufman looked up at the sunlight, now falling all around him. He jerked his head, signifying that he wanted to go up, into the open air. The driver nodded, and led him up a steep flight of steps and through an alleyway and so out on to the sidewalk.

It was a beautiful day. The bright sky over New York was streaked with filaments of pale pink cloud, and the air smelled of morning.

The streets and avenues were practically empty. At a distance an occasional cab crossed an intersection, its engine a whisper; a runner sweated past on the other side of the street.

Very soon these same deserted sidewalks would be thronged with people. The city would go about its business in ignorance: never knowing what it was built upon, or what it owed its life to. Without hesitation, Kaufman fell to his knees and kissed the dirty concrete with his bloody lips, silently swearing his eternal loyalty to its continuance.

The Palace of Delights received the adoration without comment.
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Foreword

 

Jeff Buhler

 

I still remember my first copy of Books of Blood. The corners of the paperback cover had been worn away, passed around a group of friends like a sacred tome, handed over with reverence.

This was the ’80s and horror had wormed its way back into the public consciousness with a vengeance. Mostly slasher fare punctuated with the occasional stroke of genius. But my appetite for the genre had been whetted by ’70s classics and there was something unmistakably superficial about the movement at the time.

The Books of Blood (and Hellraiser not long after that) changed everything.

I devoured the stories. I digested them, internalizing their components and their words. They became a part of me, etched into my skin from the inside. My own book of blood.

Many lifetimes later, I arrived in an imaginary city called Hollywood yearning to make my own imprint on the genre of horror films. And it was there I met a man named Joe Daley, one of my closest and dearest friends to this day. 

At the time, Joe worked for Clive and had provided an introduction on a number of occasions. Usually at one of Clive’s art openings or the occasional tour of his paintings at Clive’s incredible house/office/studio surrounded by a pack of loyal dogs. 

Eventually, Joe approached me about adapting one of the stories from Books of Blood. 

The team at Seraphim Films was looking to turn a series of short stories from the collection into feature films and Joe handed me a hardcover copy of the book. ‘Read it again,’ he told me. ‘Find a story that speaks to you and bring us a pitch for a feature.’

I happily accepted the book (hardcover signed edition) and told Joe it wouldn’t be necessary to re-read them all again. I knew which one I wanted to do. 

“The Midnight Meat Train.”

Joe smiled politely and suggested that perhaps I think about picking a different one. 

Everyone wanted to do “Meat Train” and there had been various attempts at an adaptation over the years (most recently with Bernard Rose who did delightful work on Candyman.)

There were certain narrative limitations inherent to “The Midnight Meat Train” that made the story difficult to translate to the screen. The story unfolds through the eyes of Leon Kaufman, an accountant who has recently moved to a fantastic new city.

We experience Leon’s internal wonder and fascination with this city of lights. We’re inside his head, moving with him through the city as he eventually steps onto a late night subway train and descends into the majestic mystery awaiting him underground.

Leon has precious few interactions with anyone else in the story aside from a fateful encounter with an old butcher on the subway inexplicably named Mahogany.

If you’re reading this, you know what happens next so I’ll spare you the details…

Mahogany is a working man. Years of hard labor have taken their toll on his worn-out body. He’s tired, likely ailing from some unseen disease. And for some reason unclear at the outset, Mahogany doesn’t speak.

Suffice to say, these two men do not constitute the typical leads in your average Hollywood two-hander.

But with a simple shift in Leon’s character we were able to crack things open. 

What if he wasn’t an introverted accountant? What if his fascination for the city, all the awe and wonder he experiences in the story, was represented in a visual medium that film audiences could experience along with him? What if Leon was a photographer?

This switch changed everything. Now Leon was proactive. A hunter of images, roaming the streets at night in search of some hidden “truth” beneath the surface.

Initially, the city itself is the subject of Leon’s fascination. But very quickly he crosses paths with this strange Butcher, and after witnessing Mahogany performing his sacred duties, Leon is hooked.


He has finally found what he’s looking for. The bloody beating heart of the City.

Clive was incredibly receptive to this shift in his story. As an accomplished director and screenwriter, he knew the story would have to undergo some form of shift to translate to the big screen. What surprised me was the unbridled sense of collaboration from Clive.

Naturally, I was nervous presenting my ideas. I was still green around the ears and this was Clive’s baby. A classic. I remember tiny beads of sweat on the back of my neck as I sat down across from the guy who dreamed up Pinhead. What if I flopped? What demons would he conjure to come after me?

After presenting my take, there was a moment of silence…and Clive smiled. This was a structure we could work with. A framework that honored the original story but opened up the world to cinematic exploration. 

Now we needed to fill that world up.

First we gave Leon a girlfriend. Maya represents everything that Leon stood to lose as he succumbed to his obsession with Mahogany. The physical representation of a “normal life.” Leon’s last chance at happiness that he turns his back on in order to finally unmask the truth lurking at the end of the subway line.

We gave Mahogany a day job. We know from the story he’s a butcher. His nighttime duties taking place on carefully scheduled subway trains. But what’s his cover? 

Not too many years ago in New York City there existed an entire neighborhood of meat packing plants just north of Greenwich Village where trains and trucks would unload live cattle to be slaughtered right in the middle of Manhattan. Early in the morning as the city awoke to go about its day, tired men would stand on the sidewalk spraying down the blood and offal into the gutters, letting it seep down into the subway tunnels below.

Perhaps the “The Midnight Meat Train” was not so far removed from real life, after all. 

We gave Leon a best friend, Jurgis. Someone connected to the greater conspiracy who could gently guide Leon toward the truth. At first blush it might seem like a strange name, and while it presented some pronunciation challenges for our actors, the origin is honorable. 

Leon’s best friend is named after Jurgis Rudkus, the immigrant meat worker from Upton Sinclair’s shocking novel The Jungle, which exposed the horrific conditions of Chicago meat yards of the late 19th century. 

This was part of an overall goal to take real world neighborhoods and historical events and slowly weave a world around Leon and Mahogany that felt grounded and realistic. A world we could believe might actually be happening. The events that occur in “The Midnight Meat Train” are so horrific and strange, we needed these real world touches to make the horror visceral.

Our final addition came in the form of art dealer Susan Hoff, the woman who lays the bait for Leon. Susan Hoff knows how badly Leon wants to break into the art scene and in a pivotal moment challenges Leon to look deeper into the city. Leon takes this to heart.

What Leon eventually finds at the heart of the city is vintage Clive Barker. A truth much grander than we could ever expect, a revelation steeped in reverence and honor. 

Leon finds his place in the order of things. His position in a sacred tradition.

Suddenly we had a movie on our hands, and over the next six months I worked extensively with Clive and his creative team on the project—Joe Daley, Anthony DiBlasi and producer Jorge Saralegui.

As we were developing the script, I was continually amazed at Clive’s openness and generosity. Once we had finalized the outline for the script, he let me run with it. I would go off to my house and work late into the night, usually accompanied by a bottle of red wine and slab of rare steak in homage to the material.

I would bring pages back to the team. As the script came into focus, Clive would enter back into the process, offering thoughts and suggestions. When something wasn’t working, Clive never instructed me on what to write but would roll up his sleeves and join the working group to find the correct choices. 

After a certain point, I could see the excitement building in Clive’s face. He knew we had something good, and like a proud parent, he had reunited with a story he had birthed many years earlier only to see it grow into something new and different.

Eventually my role in the creative process came to an end and I had to stand back and wave goodbye as the script ventured out into the big, scary world. It continued its journey through the pre-production phase at Lakeshore Entertainment, shepherded by one of the most creative visual directors of our time, Ryûhei Kitamura.

Ryūhei and Clive continued working on the script right up to principal photography. It was during this final stage of development that the original ending (which was far closer to the ending in the story) began to come under scrutiny from forces beyond the initial creative team. Clive’s imagination had once again proved itself to be slightly too potent for members of the suit and tie committee.

I’ll leave it to fans to decide for themselves if the ending in the film satisfies in the same manner as it does in the book. I absolutely adore the film, and having gone back and re-read the story many times, feel that it serves as a worthy companion to the original story.

But as is often the case in literary adaptations, the story in its untouched form remains nearly perfect. A work of genius that reveals the spiritual underpinnings of urban life through its brutal and unforgiving language. The language of a butcher’s mallet.

Adapting Clive’s story into a screenplay was a transformative experience for me. Clive had used the steel mallet of his genius, hammering my brain into a new form, giving me a new understanding of his wonderful, dark world. 

Clive peeled back my skin and showed me secrets buried inside my flesh long ago. But as Mahogany did with Leon, he left me alive for a reason.

So that I, too, may fulfill my duty to The Maker. That great well of energy that inspires all of us to express ourselves creatively. And each day as I pack up my tool bag and step out into this fantastic city of lights…

I serve with honor.

 


 

The Midnight Meat Train
The Film
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Afterword

 

Clive Barker

 

It is not always the case that a story as vicious and uncompromisingly violent as “The Midnight Meat Train” would be rooted in something that was close to a personal experience, but believe it or not that is the case with this story. I was in New York City for the first time and I was learning about the way that the underground (the subway) was laid out, when the experience that follows took place.

I’d been left for an evening on my own and had decided to visit some fairly obscure corners of the city. It was a mistake to do so. I didn’t understand the subway as well as I had thought and I ended up on a train which was going, unbeknownst to me, to the ends of the world. That’s the first part of the tale. The second part is that there had been, at the time of my visit to the Empire State, a series of brutal attacks on the benighted subways of New York.

I cannot be certain all these years later, but it is my belief that these vicious assaults had been perpetrated by a white man of unspecified age who was reportedly attacking people with a variety of instruments. I distinctly remember an ice pick being one of them. Not surprisingly, people were dying. After all, if struck by an ice pick with violence, I do think people tend to die. So here I am, on a train, at night, on a subway system that I don’t fully understand, rattling through the darkness and expecting to be delivered to some station that I had previously decided I wanted to go visit. The train, however, did not stop at that station. It hurtled pass the station in question and indeed hurtled on past every station thereafter. I was made considerably uneasy by this fact.

I’d been on the underground in London a lot and could not ever remember being on a train that brazenly passed by a large number of stations. Normally the underground stops at every station along the route. And for some reason, the train I was riding was on its way to some destination that I could not yet name. Did my mind fill with the icepick-wielding madman moving along this empty (or damn near empty train) to pick off the few foolish passengers who had remained on board? Many years have passed and I cannot rightly recall if these were my exact thoughts, but I have to assume that the madman was close to my thoughts because certainly by the time the train had reached Far Rockaway—its final destination; the name itself bespeaking its remoteness—and I had got off, I was sweaty with gratitude.

I swiftly exited off the train, very happy to be no longer moving and no longer trapped beneath the ground, determined in the mindset that wherever I was now and however I was to find my way back into Manhattan, it would not be by train. Finally, I hailed a cab from Far Rockaway back into New York (which cost me a fortune, I remember but that was my own damn fault) and what I ultimately got out of the experience was a story.

I’m sure by the end of that night I had in my head the bones (and why not the flesh, too?) of the story that is now The Midnight Meat Train; the tale of a lonely man (and I was certainly that at the time), on a lonely train, hurtling through a lonely night, to a destination that he cannot yet predict.

—Clive Barker, May 2014
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Born in Liverpool in 1952, the man once announced by Stephen King as ‘the future of horror’ has evolved into a Master of Horror, a mini-mogul of books, films, video games, art exhibitions – and even soft toys… Although he’d prefer to be known simply as ‘an imaginer’ this self-professed purveyor of the fantastique has been translating the inside of his head into the nightmares of his audience for more than 30 years. 

 

First hitting the radar in 1984 with a series of horrific short stories, his Books of Blood, it was 1987’s Hellraiser movie and its sequel the following year that cemented his reputation.

 

Recipient of 1985 and 1986 British Fantasy Awards, a World Fantasy Award in 1985, inductee of the Fangoria Hall of Fame in 1987, World Horror Convention Grandmaster in 1995, honored as the 1996 Living Legend by the International Horror Guild, a Bram Stoker award in 2006, the Lifetime Achievement award at 2006’s Screamfest, a 2006 International Horror Guild award and the Lifetime Achievement award from the Horror Writers Association in 2013, the New York Times’ bestseller author Clive Barker continues to be recognized by his peers whilst pushing his audience to ever wilder and more grotesque visions.

 

His free use of different media is driven by his great hero, the polymath Jean Cocteau and his freedom of imagination reflects that of another touchstone, the artist and visionary William Blake. He cites painters as influences as often as he does great filmmakers and authors.

 

He moved to Los Angeles, his current home, in 1991.

 


About Dark Regions Press

 

Dark Regions Press is an independent specialty publisher of horror, dark fiction, fantasy and science fiction, specializing in horror and dark fiction in business since 1985. We have gained recognition around the world for our creative works in genre fiction and poetry.  We were awarded the Horror Writers Association 2010 Specialty Press Award and the Italian 2012 Black Spot award for Excellence in a Foreign Publisher. We produce premium signed hardcover editions for collectors as well as quality trade paperbacks and ebook editions.  Our books have received seven Bram Stoker Awards from the Horror Writers Association.

We have published hundreds of authors, artists and poets such as Clive Barker, Joe R. Lansdale, Ramsey Campbell, Kevin J. Anderson, Bentley Little, Michael D. Resnick, Rick Hautala, Bruce Boston, Robert Frazier, W.H. Pugmire, Simon Strantzas, Jeffrey Thomas, Charlee Jacob, Richard Gavin, Tim Waggoner and hundreds more.  Dark Regions Press has been creating specialty books and creative projects for over twenty-seven years.

The press has staff throughout the United States working virtually but also has a localized office in Portland, Oregon from where we ship our orders and maintain the primary components of the business.

Dark Regions Press staff, authors, artists and products have appeared in FANGORIA Magazine, Rue Morgue Magazine, Cemetery Dance Magazine, Publishers Weekly, Kirkus Reviews, Booklist Online, LA Times, The Sunday Chicago Tribune, The Examiner, Playboy, Comic-Con, Wired, The Huffington Post, Horror World, Barnes & Noble, Amazon, iBooks, Sony Reader store and many other publications and vendors.

Support Dark Regions Press by ordering our titles directly at: 

http://www.DarkRegions.com
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