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Waiting for a Train 

by Mike Cummins 

 

 

The second padlock snapped shut. Foster could struggle no more.   'I'll have your family 

sliced open for this...' 

'I don't think so, Foster,' replied the stocky and vicious looking man in charge. The 

fact that he knew Foster's name came as something of a shock. It meant that someone 

higher up than Foster had organised this. 

'What are they paying you?' 

'Enough. You shouldn't sell bad stuff - especially to Stone's beloved son. Stone 

doesn't that,' the man was clearly enjoying himself as he and his two teenage accomplices 

turned away into the mist. 

'Come back..." yelled Foster, his plea was met with faint laughing from the icy mist. 

Two iron pipes had been hammered into the ground each protruding about three feet. 

Foster's legs were bound tightly to the pipes by two lengths of chain, each padlocked 

around the railway sleeper that Foster had no choice but to stand on. He stood helpless 

like an impeccably dressed scarecrow.   He could see the tracks disappear into the mist; 

the overhead cables followed them. The mist was a wall of grey, except for a small area 

that had a a hint of crimson caused by a red light somewhere in the obscured distance. To 

his right he could just make out the rising embankment, somewhere beyond a tree was 

faintly silhouetted by an orange street light. He struggled violently, hoping that the chain 

would somehow slip off or that the padlock was not properly locked. The chain stayed in 
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place and the padlocks were secure. 

'Okay, c-a-l-m  d-o-w-n...' said a thought in his head as he took forced deep breaths.    

Foster heard something, his head jerked upwards towards the sound. It sounded like a car 

door slamming shut.   'Hey, you up there. Help! I'm on the railway track,' he paused, 

awaiting a response. None came. 'Hey you at the car!'   Again he waited for them to 

respond. A car engine suddenly started to rev up. 'No, don't go!'   The tone of the engine 

became deeper. The car started to drive away and within a few seconds Foster was once 

again standing in silence. 

It was getting colder; his breath turned to vapour as it slipped from Foster's mouth. 

Foster's tailiored suit gave little warmth or protection from a cold night like tonight. 'Think!'  

He looked over his shoulder at the two imprisoning pipes, if only he could pull the pipes out 

of the ground a little it might give a little bit of slack on the chains. His right hand reached 

behind his back and firmly gripped the pipe attached to his right leg. The cold, rusty pipe 

stung his numbed hand as he pulled upwards. It wouldn't move. 'Try again,' urged the 

voice in his head, 'it's got to give'. Mucus was beginning to trickle from his nostrils, he 

quickly wiped it off on his sleeve. He grabbed the pipe and pulled. The muscles in his arm 

strained but the pipe remained in the ground. He released his grip and turned his efforts to 

the pipe binding his left leg. His fingers were numb as he gripped the pipe. He pulled as 

hard as he could. The pipe refused to move. He tried again this time twisting the pipe as 

he pulled on it, he felt it withdraw a few inches. 

He released his grip and reapplied it lower down. His grip was weaker than before - 

the cold had removed most of the sensation from his fingers. He pulled on the pipe; his 

hand scraped over the rusty surface, cutting his forefinger. His hand was trying 

desperately to grip on the cold metal. 
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A salty taste in his mouth caused him to release the pipe and wipe the mucus from 

beneath his nose. He stood for a moment, staring into the mist. The red light was not as 

bright as before - the mist was getting thicker. A smell of diesel was wafting up from the 

tracks. He cupped his hands and blew into them in an attempt to restore sensation, but 

they remained numb. He looked down at his chained legs; the steel chains shined like the 

polished surface of the railway tracks. 'There's a way out of this,'  said voice returning 

Foster's thoughts to the urgency of his situation. Ahead the red light changed to green.   

'How long have I got?' - said the voice suddenly speaking aloud. 

'A signal!' cried Foster silencing the voice, 'I'll signal the driver!'   His numbed fingers 

began to search his pockets. Two white specks appeared in the mist, tiny at first but 

getting brighter and further apart. He found something in his jacket pocket, he willed his 

numbed hand to grip it. He removed his hand from the pocket, it was empty. The hand re-

entered the pocket. Foster found the object and clenched his fist around it; he removed his 

hand. In his hand was a disposable cigarette lighter.   The two dots of light were becoming 

brighter as they pierced through the mist.   Foster moved the lighter towards his face and 

grabbed it with his teeth. The overhead cables began to tingle. Foster slipped his jacket off 

his right shoulder and wriggled his arm free of the sleeve. His right arm reached across to 

grip the cuff of the left sleeve. When Foster was satisfied that his hand had a grip on the 

cuff he pulled the jacket from his left arm.   His left hand took the cigarette lighter from his 

mouth. In the distance he could hear the hollow beat of the approaching train. He gripped 

his jacket between his teeth. His right hand come to rest on the thumb-wheel of the lighter. 

He made his hand slip across the flint wheel. A flame fluttered for a moment and then was 

gone. He repeated the act. This time the flint failed to spark. The two headlamps were 

bright stars, illuminating the mist as the train roared onwards. 
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The wind cease for a moment. Foster placed his hand on the flint wheel and pushed. 

It lit!   He cupped the flame with his other hand and placed it to the sleeve of his jacket. 

The jacket blackened around the tip of the flame. The beating rhythm of the train and the 

tingling of the tracks had combined to form a single exciting noise. The sleeve smouldered, 

then it ignited. The flame began to rise up the sleeve, the lining burning faster than the 

outer material. Foster dropped the lighter and grabbed the jacket in his hands. He threw it 

as far ahead of himself as he could. It landed about six feet in front of him, the flames 

hidden by the thick black smoke bellowing from the garment.  Beyond the jacket he could 

see the piercing stare of the trains headlamps, the silhouette of the engine now visible 

behind them. The wind blew the black smoke to blow towards Foster stabbing his eyes, he 

immediately closed them. The sound of the approaching train had become a scream, 

mocking Foster and his desperation to stay alive. The screaming became a hideous 

screeching. Foster spluttered from a mouthful of smoke. The silhouette of the train, with its 

headlamps, was flanked on either side by sparks. 'It's stopping! - Thank God!' cried both of 

Foster's voices. The smoke from the jacket filtered the headlamp beams, casting surreal 

swirling patterns onto Foster's white shirt. Foster realised that his bottom lip was trembling. 

Above Foster the ringing cables became louder and louder. Beyond the headlamps the 

beating became faster and faster,  mimicking his pounding breaths. The headlamps leapt 

through the grey wall. Behind them the filthy, grime infested train lunged forward. The 

screeching of brakes became louder, sparks spitting from the wheels like fireworks as it 

passed over the smouldering jacket. In the middle of the filthy windscreen the wipers had 

cleared an arc through which Foster could see the silhouette of the driver.  The driver 

stared from the cabin of the train, not knowing what more to do and having too little time in 

which to do it anyway.   Foster closed his eyes as his ripping flesh bound itself to the oiled 
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machinery beneath the train. 
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