The Railway Track From Hell
The Railway Track from Hell is one of my old short stories. Originally it was written in Danish and published in 1998 in my short story collection ”Månekalven og andre noveller” (Mooncalf and Other Short Stories). Later it was re-written for the American market where it was published in 2003 in my short story collection ”Twisted Tales of Thanatos”. Now (after numerous requests, thank you) I’ve decided to put an English version on this blog for all of you to read. So please, enjoy:


The Railway Track From Hell
553, 554, 555. Joel was walking on the crossbeams between the rails, counting them while walking. 556, 557, 558. He was on his way home from a birthday party, 559, 560, 561, and he had found a rhythm, 562, 563, 564, so he could walk from beam to beam without thinking and without looking, 565, 566, 567.

   Joel wasn’t alone. Next to him walked Harry, 568, 569, 570, his mate, 571,572, 573, he’d been to the party, too. Maria was there as well, 574, 575, 576. She was Joel’s girlfriend and they had been going steady for 577, 578, 579, 80 days now. She was really cool, 580, 581, 582.

    The shortest way home went along the closed railway track in the woods. It had been closed 583, 584, 585, 30 years ago. You just had to force the brush and go down the wooden steps on the embankment where 586, 587, 588 black slimy slugs crawled and 589, 590, 591 hawthorn tore your legs. Then you came to the track. People called it 592, 593, 594, the railway track from Hell.

As if Maria was able to read Joel’s mind she asked, “Do you know why it’s called the railway track from Hell?”

    “Hell no,” Harry smirked. He was relatively new in town. He’d only been living there for 595, 596, 597, 8 months.

    “Well,” Maria said, an ironic look in her teasing green eyes, “There are just as many definitions of sin as there are people and some of the sins are so grave that you go to Hell for them.”

    598, 599, 600. Joel only listened with half an ear. He had heard the story so many times before, 601, 602, 603, but Harry seemed interested.

    “Go on,” he said, overlooking the irony in Maria’s eyes.

    “Most people agree that there are seven deadly sins,” she smiled, “Pride, envy, wrath, sloth, greed, gluttony and lust and that you go to Hell for them. But to tell you the truth, there is one sin more grave than the seven cardinal sins all put together.”

    “And that is?” Harry asked. 604, 605, 606, Maria smiled.

    “Indifference,” she said firmly.

    “Indifference?”

    It didn’t sound of 607, 608, 609, much.

    “Yes,” Maria nodded, “Some people don’t even realise that they are alive. They’re so busy with work and money and material goods, that they don’t take the time to enjoy life. To enjoy being alive. Others are so indifferent to life that they end it.”

    “Suicide, you mean?” Harry asked. 610, 611, 612.

    “Yes.”

   “But people…” Harry struggled to find the right words, “People can be in a fix. Maybe their circumstances are so bad that…”

    “Rubbish!” Maria interrupted while Joel was counting 613, 614, 615.

    “Life changes,” Maria said firmly, “Sometimes everything goes to Hell and so what? If you have the tiniest piece of knowledge about life, you’ll know that nothing lasts forever. Not even a possible reason for committing suicide.”

    Harry shrugged his shoulders. 616, 617, 618.

    “You’re probably right.”

    “Of course I’m right!”

    Maria let a hand run through her dark hair. 619, 620, 621.

    “You see, if you’re indifferent to life you reject the biggest gift ever bestowed on man,” she said, “and therefore this sin is bigger than the seven mortal sins. If you feel envy, greed, gluttony or lust, well then it’s probably not too good, but actually it’s only a sign that you want as much out of life as possible. Sloth indicated that you want as pleasant a life as possible, and wrath and pride are just unfortunate bi-products of being human. So as I see it, the cardinal sins are not as incriminating as the sin of indifference.”

    “Yeah, I got it, all right,” Harry snapped, “But what the hell does that have to do with the railway track from Hell?”

    Maria gave Harry a brief smile, 622, 623, 624, then she said, “Hold your horses, I’m getting there. You see, everybody who has committed the sin of being indifferent to life naturally goes to Hell, but down there they found burning and tormenting these people in an everlasting sea of fire too mild a punishment. So the Prince of Darkness summoned his devils in order to invent a punishment worse than eternal fire. And one of the devils, it might have been Astaroth or Beelzebub or even the Prince himself, came up with the perfect punishment. After a full 23 hours of torment each day, the indifferent were to be sent back to Earth for an hour. In that hour they would see what they’d once neglected. They were to get so close that they could almost touch this lost world without ever being able to posses it again. That was the ultimate punishment: once every 24 hours to see and long for the life they had neglected and at the same time knowing that hadn’t they been indifferent to start with, they would never have been sent to Hell.”

Maria smiled, pleased with herself. 625, 626, 627. Then she continued, “The devils then made a ghost train for the sinners to ride. From the compartment windows they can see the world but no matter how hard they hit and kick and scream, they won’t be able to escape from the train.”

    628.

    “And the Prince of Darkness found it a brilliant idea. 'Great!' he said, 'We can let sinners ride through the world every midnight hour until what? They die?' And they all had a good laugh about that in Hell.”

    Harry laughed, too. 629, 630, 631.

    “But beware!” Maria teased, “Each night precisely at midnight the train passes this closed railway track and I’ve heard that the ones who see the poor tormented souls behind the windows of the ghost train disintegrate from sorrow, fright and pity. And that’s the story about the railway track from Hell.”

632.

They had reached the point where Harry had to leave the track in order to get home.

    “What time is it?” he asked. 633, 634, 635. Maria looked at her watch, “00.46.”

    “Good,” Harry grinned, “Then I don’t have to worry about you.”

    Maria giggled, “Bye, Harry.”

    “Bye. See you tomorrow, Joel.”

    “Sure. Bye.” 636, 637, 638. They watched Harry climb the steps and shortly after he disappeared behind the embankment. 639.

Maria and Joel walked on.

    “Nice party, didn’t you think?” Maria said.

    “Sure.”

    “Harry’s nice.”

    “Yeah.”

    640, 641, 642, Joel felt uneasy, 643. He thought he heard a faint sound from the rail below. 644. Maria didn’t seem to notice, so Joel wouldn’t put his ear to the rail below to make sure. He walked on, 645, 646, 647.

    “You wanna hang out tomorrow?” Maria asked.

    “Sure.”

    648, what was that? A train whistle? 649. No, it had to be an owl hooting. It just had to, 650, 651, 652.

    “Is something wrong, Joel?”

    “No.”

   Joel looked at his watch, 653, 654, 655. Had it lost time? 656, 657, it looked like it, 658. Both hands pointed upwards. 659.

    “You’re awfully quiet.”

    “No, I…”

   660, 661, what was that? 662. Light? It seemed to be a small white light very far away, but didn’t it come closer, 663, 664, didn’t it increase? Suddenly Joel realised that Maria had forgot to set back her watch from daylight saving time. 665.

Maria managed to jump off the track just before the train hit her. Joel wasn’t that lucky. He stopped counting at 666.
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