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Tight Space

By Ron Harris

“So let me get this straight, you’re not even a real demon, you’re just a demon-in-training?”  Ted had only been dead for a few minutes, yet already he was having the same problems in the afterlife that had plagued him all through life.  He could never talk to the boss, only some pissant little entry-level underling.  Ted supposed that if he inquired as to the Devil’s whereabouts, he would probably be told that the Dark Prince was in a meeting.

“Apprentice Demon, actually,” countered Dratazac.  “With ten thousand years of training and internship, I rise to the rank of Lieutenant Demon.  It’s the highest rank we can hold down here.”

“And what are you in for, if I may ask?”

“The usual.  War crimes.  I had a few hundred or a few thousand Albanians taken care of, and all of a sudden I’m a bad guy.  Really, if you knew what these Albanians were like, you’d wonder what I was doing here.”  Dratazac sighed heavily.  “At least they didn’t make me a RDS.”

“RDS?” Ted inquired.

“Regular Damned Soul.  You folks have it bad.  Some worse than others, but they don’t call it Hell for nothing.”

“What’s going to happen to me, exactly?”

“Slow down, Teddy, all in time.  What’s the rush?  You’re here forever, anyway.  Well, maybe not, but I’ll get to that in a second.”  Dratazac, who looked no more sinister or frightening than Ted himself, walked him through the smoky brimstone corridors.  Ted followed, as the cries of billions of the damned were already starting to bother him.   Misery sure sounded miserable.   Better to be with a tour guide than alone.

“Now, the real beauty of this place, I think, is the endless space and resources.  This gives us the opportunity to let the punishment truly fit the crime.”

“How do you know so much if you’ve only been here a few months?” Ted asked.

“We had an orientation,” Dratazac said curtly, “now please don’t interrupt when I’m speaking again.”  Ted obeyed.  Dratazac seemed kindly enough, but if he had indeed been a Serbian war criminal, then he probably had a nasty side.  Ted would rather not see that side if it was at all possible.

“We always tailor the punishment to fit the crime.  Most times we’ll make it wildly ironic, but it’s always quite cruel.”

“How do you go about getting into this demon training program?” Ted wanted to know.  He didn’t have a clue what his eternal punishment was to be, but Dratazac’s job didn’t seem so bad.  Kind of like a combination tour guide and welcome wagon.   The future Lieutenant Demon, a stocky little man with connected bushy eyebrows and deep acne scars from a long-ago adolescence, stopped and put his hands on his hips.

“Mr. Dalangin,” he stated, “Few are chosen by the eternal ones for this sort of thing.  Only those of us who transcended the usual human capacity for evil are considered.   You barely even made it to Hell.  You cheated on your wife, you cheated your way through college, and you cheated on your taxes.  You’re a garden-variety cheat.”

“Taxes?  Why does God care about taxes?  The government just uses them to buy eight-hundred-dollar toilet seats, anyway.”

“Look, it’s the principle of the thing, alright?  Don’t you remember that New Testament line about rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar’s?  Plus you had no faith in God.  And let’s not forget that incident with John Frayter when you were twelve.”

“Sheesh, that?  Everyone experiments when they’re a kid.”

“No, Ted, everyone does not.  Besides, John was only nine.  You should have known better.  He ended up becoming bisexual, for your information.”  

Ted blushed.  He badly wanted to change the subject.    “With all due respect, Mr. Dratazac, shouldn’t you be getting punished as well?  Why are they giving you a cushy job instead of roasting you over a spit or something?”  Ted cringed, hoping he hadn’t overstepped his bounds and offended his guardian for the moment.

“Simple logistics.  There just weren’t enough demons in Hell to take care of all the sinners that kept pouring in.  They were terribly understaffed.  For a while, some folks had to wait around for centuries to get some decent torture.   Most people found the boredom worse than anything else.   It was a damned shame.  Everyone in Heaven was laughing at the inefficiency of it all.  Actually, I think it was God himself that came up with the idea of using us.  He’s a consultant, at times.  Him and the boss get along better than you would think.  They used to be the best of friends.”

Ted shook his head.  He wondered how long he would be able to amble along and chat amicably before his own torture began.  It was a dreadful feeling, but at least he was having a pleasant enough time so far.  They came upon a black iron doorway set incongruously in the brimstone.  “Here’s a good example of the punishment fitting the crime.  This woman owned a few tenements in Chicago where the poor were herded together like cockroaches.  The slums were also overrun with vermin.  Hence. . .”

He opened the door to reveal an elderly woman hopping around in a stone pit knee-deep in cockroaches of all sizes, shapes, and colors.   She wore an expression of shock as they teemed all over her body.  

“We actually have a lot of rooms like this,” Dratazac commented.  “Roaches are pretty tough to beat for fear and repulsion.   And no matter how many an RDS manages to kill, they breed extremely quickly.  It’s a very low-maintenance torture.”

“Well, it’s a little bit ironic, I suppose.  Frankly, I was expecting something more ironic than that.”   Dratazac seemed miffed.

“Oh, you want to see some great irony, do you?  Fine, I’ve got one.”  He deftly maneuvered them among twisting, smoky corridors.  Many of the doors they passed echoed with various types of screams; horror, excruciating pain, frustration, despair, and desolation.  It was beginning to wear on Ted.

“Here,” Dratazac proclaimed as he opened a door, “this is a good one.”  Ted poked his head in to see an emaciated skeleton of a man pounding on a thick window, behind which plump little men and women gorged on a sumptuous buffet of every imaginable food on glistening silver platters.  Actually, they were too short and stubby to be humans.  To Ted, they looked more like fiendish Cabbage Patch Kids with larger, saucer-like eyes and fat, blubbery lips.   Rather than ignoring the starving man, they taunted him by making an exaggerated show of enjoying the food.  They smacked their lips, grunted and groaned with pleasure, and allowed their overflowing mouths to drip half-chewed food down their chins and onto their chests.  It was actually quite repulsive.  

“He was a big fat bastard when he got here, I’d guess about a hundred and fifty kilos,”

“How much is that?”  Dratazac seemed irritated.

“Stupid Americans.  Your President Carter promised to have you all converted to the metric system by 1980.  Crude peanut farmer.  It doesn’t matter, he was fat, alright?”

“Sorry, kilos always got me confused.”

“For eternity he has to suffer hunger that gnaws in his belly like a hundred rats, while the gluttons stuff themselves in front of him.  Of course, he can smell the food as well.  That’s a big part of the effectiveness of this torture.”

“I don’t understand.  If he lost all the weight, how does he even have the energy to pound on the glass and beg like that?”

“We give him the energy.  Look, you’re not on earth anymore.  I could cut your head off and you wouldn’t die here.  We have people that are torn to shreds by animals every hour and always regenerate back to normal.  It’s part of what makes Hell so bad.”  Dratazac shut the door.  “Well, sorry to say, but it’s about time we got you to your punishment now.”

“Hold on a minute, you said there was no rush, what’s the hurry?”  Ted knew he sounded desperate, but there was no way to control his fear.  Dratazac was walking, and he turned back to see that Ted wasn’t moving.  He didn’t look pleased.

“I have a schedule to keep.  You think I’m going to risk losing this job?  Now come along.  I can make you move, if you really insist.”

Grudgingly, Ted picked up his feet and followed.   He had no doubt that the Serb could call upon whatever passed for security guards or police down here to enforce his authority.

“It’s really not such a terrible punishment, compared to most of the others,” Dratazac said consolingly.  “And it does actually have a bit of a hopeful element to it.  That’s rare.”  Ted was intrigued, but didn’t want to get too optimistic.  After all, this was Hell.   How good could it be?  He decided to continue their conversation for as long as possible.  Anything was better than simply waiting to be shown his punishment. 

“Does everyone have their own room?  I used to see all those old drawings and paintings of big groups of people together.”

“Apparently that’s how it was for a long time.   Like I told you, they were understaffed for centuries.  It was better than nothing, but now we really try to customize everyone’s torture.  They figured that being in groups was actually making the suffering a little easier on the RDS’s.  Being alone adds a lot more despair into the situation.  They’re really high on despair down here.  You saw the gate, right?”  Ted nodded.  The first thing he had seen entering Hell was the famous declaration. ‘Abandon hope all ye who enter here.’  It had indeed set a depressing tone from the outset.  Knowing that there was no hope of escape was a torture unto itself. 

“However,” Dratazac continued in what suddenly seemed almost a cheerful tone, “that isn’t necessarily the case for everyone down here.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“Well, for those who just barely qualified, we give you something like a sporting chance to escape.”  Ted’s eyes went wide, and he contained his initial burst of joy.  Deep down, he sensed this had to be trick.  It had to be.

“Escape to where?  Heaven?”  He was dubious even as he got the words out.  Dratazac chuckled.

“No, you don’t go from Hell to Heaven, just like that, stupid.  You go back to earth.  Then you have whatever time you can manage to stay alive to try to do good deeds and all that hogwash.”  His nose crinkled in disgust.  “Feed the poor, preach, whatever.  You have to figure that part out yourself.  I’m not going to tell you how to be good, that’s for damned sure.”  

“How do I know you’re not lying?”

“You don’t, silly.  But I was known to my troops as a man of my word.  That will have to be good enough for you, won’t it?”  Ted saw no options.

“Yes, it will,” he conceded.   What choice did he have?  This man worked for the Father of Lies, but he seemed to have been dealing straight with him so far.  Or was that all his act, a way of lulling him into a false sense of security before turning on him?  

“This is your door,” Dratazac informed him, as he stood before a black iron door exactly like all the others.  Ted’s heart sank.

“Now,” Dratazac said, rubbing his hands together, “Think about what you are most afraid of.”  The evil side of Dratazac was now more apparent.  He definitely enjoyed inflicting punishment.  For the first time, he was actually smiling.  Ted didn’t have to think long.  Since he was a small child, claustrophobia had been his greatest fear.  When all the other kids played hide and seek, he would go off and sulk.  Not being part of the fun was disheartening, but it was nothing compared to the suffocating feeling of being trapped in a tight, dark space.  Endless nightmares had plagued him throughout life of being stuck in innumerable places like these; caves, between walls, under debris, on and on.  He had always awoken from these dreams short of breath and with a constricted feeling in his chest.   Though he hadn’t had to worry much about such situations in daily life, there had been plenty of times when his claustrophobia had been activated.  As a teenager, his best friend Jake had owned a Volkswagen Beetle.  On weekend nights they would often pile as many as six kids in the tiny vehicle.  Since Jake’s girlfriend (whoever that happened to be at the time) got shotgun, that put Ted in the back.  Even the thrill of having a girl sitting on his lap (although more often it was just another one of the guys instead) couldn’t override the choking, cloying feeling of being imprisoned with no air to breathe or room to move.  By the time he got out of the car, he used to suck in giant breaths and stretch his limbs crazily for minutes.  Return trips were always worse, because he would be dreading the crowded backseat the entire time they were at a party, movie, or the beach.  Surprisingly, elevators weren’t too bad.  Knowing that it was only a short trip alleviated most of the stress.  Crowded buses were bad, and subways were out of the question.   Just knowing that he was underground in a tunnel made the jostling crowd seem that much more intolerable.

“Of course, we know that you hate and fear tight spaces most of all, right?” Dratazac was now grinning like a little boy about to open his Christmas presents.  Ted noticed that he had the yellow teeth of a lifetime smoker.  He didn’t like this guy anymore.  Ted nodded to acknowledge agreement.  

“Let me explain the rules here, Mr. Dalangin.  You must go continually forward until you pass through six doors.  You should be grateful that I am informing you of the amount of doors, Mr. Dalangin.”  Ted shrugged his shoulders.

“I could have just as easily said ‘a series of doors,’ which could have been anything from two to a trillion.”

“Right, I see.  Thank you.”

“Now, you are only allowed to go forward.  After you pass through each door, it closes forever.  Should you try to go backwards, the particular passage you are in will fully close up.  You will effectively be crushed and immobile in complete darkness and isolation, and remain so for eternity.”  Ted shivered at the prospect.

“What’s at the end?”

“Earth.  Earth is at the end, my friend.”  That sounded much better.  “Now, ready or not, here you go.”  Dratazac undid the latch and swung open the heavy door, which creaked mightily.  The creaking, Ted thought, was probably meant to add to the ominous effect.  Dratazac shook his hand.  “If you do die on earth and end up coming here again, I’m afraid your torture will have to be significantly worse.  That’s how it works.  I hope I made your introduction to Hell as easy as possible.”

“Yes, I appreciate that.  You didn’t have to be so cordial, I suppose.”  Dratazac put his hand to his chin.

“Actually, I did.  You’re classified as a level four out of a hundred.  You should see how I treat the ones over fifty.”

Ted peered inside the chamber.  It was much like a foyer, with a little staircase leading up to a door which was no more than four feet high.  It was dark and filthy, with graffiti on the walls and trash strewn everywhere.  Grimy frosted glass windows with grilles over them looked into the next room or passage, but it would have been pointless to try to see through them.  Dim bulbs in little cages flickered from the ceiling, which was abnormally low.  Already a queasiness was starting to broil in Ted’s stomach.  Dratazac gestured for him to step through.  He looked to the man, trying to contain his apprehension.

“Welcome to your own private Hell,” Dratazac announced importantly.  “Best of luck getting to the other side.”   Begrudgingly. Ted stepped over the threshold and looked back at Dratazac.   The little man gave him a cheery wave, then slammed the door with a clang.  It echoed throughout the tiny room.  Ted stared at the door, then realized he wanted one last question answered.

“Dratazac, does that count as the first door or not?”  He waited for response.  Only his own voice resounded.  He was alone.  He was actually more alone than he had ever been in his entire life.  Despite the dread that was creeping through him now like an illness, he had no choice but to go forward.  The only other option was to stay here in this foyer forever, but that was also out of the question.   He had to get back to earth and try to earn a spot in heaven.

This foyer looked eerily familiar, but he could not place it.  Then it came to him.  It was a replication of the foyer at Ruggles Elementary, a place of very bad memories.  He had been just a first-grader when his name had been called to report to the office.  There, Vice-Principal Malone, (or had it been Mallory?) had informed him that there had been a family emergency and that his mother would be arriving soon to pick him up.  Panic had enveloped him, and when his mother arrived seemingly ten years later to pick him up, her eyes were puffy and red from crying.  With a simple “Come on, Teddy,” she had led him out.  Before they had exited the dingy old school, Mom had broken down in the foyer.  

“He’s gone, Teddy, there’s been an accident and Daddy is gone.”  She had bent down and hugged him, clinging so tightly.  The foyer of the school had always struck Ted as being too small.  It had been built in 1850, when people were smaller.  At that moment of overwhelming grief, it had seemed to close in on him and his mother like a prison of dark, dusty bricks.  He had started to hyperventilate, and couldn’t get in enough air.  When his mother had at last let him go from her embrace, which had been meant to comfort but had only served to strangulate, he had made a running burst for the door to escape.  All he knew was that his big strong construction worker Daddy was dead and he had to get out of that dark, constricting foyer that had been closing in on him.

Hadn’t that been when it had all really started, the claustrophobia?  It dawned on Ted that indeed it seemed as if that one moment had been the catalyst.  That dark, too-small foyer had been the beginning of his irrational fear.  How fitting that his torture in Hell should also begin there.  

“Ironic, isn’t it?”  Ted said aloud to himself.  But was it really ironic?  He decided it was something, but did not qualify as ironic.  He gave the room one last look.  Aside from being even smaller and filthier than the original, this was a dead ringer for that dreaded place.  It sure did look authentic, down to the dust balls in the corners he had remembered.  The janitor at his school had been a 

fat, red-faced old man who spent more time drinking in his broom closet than he did tidying up.   Boy, these demons, or devils, whoever had put this together, apparently had total access to all his memories and weren’t afraid to dredge up the worst ones.  Was this real?  Ted supposed reality didn’t even mean anything anymore.  That had been a luxury while he was alive.  There was no reality here but what they wanted him to live in.  And that was that.

He climbed the tiny steps, a churning knot of dread already chewing away at his gut.  The top of this door barely came up to his chest.  This was not a good portent of things to come.  Yet there was nowhere to go anymore but forward.  He could definitely see light on the other side.  That was something.  Ted screwed up his courage and opened the miniature door with a creaking groan of rusty metal and stale air.  Steam hit his face in a soaking wave.  

It looked like a shower room of sorts.  Ahead of Ted lay a corridor of dully gleaming mildewed white tile.  About ten yards were visible, after which the hallway, or whatever it was, veered off and out of sight.  Ted looked back one last time at the foyer of Ruggles Elementary where his childhood had ended so abruptly and miserably.  Then he began his journey through his personal Hell proper.

It was hot inside the tiled passage.  Ted was stooped, which didn’t make things any easier.  He estimated the temperature at something like a hundred degrees, made even more intolerable by the steam.   After a few feet, the door back to the foyer closed by itself.  Ted, frightened by the sudden noise, jumped and knocked his head on the ceramic ceiling.  He had barely made it fifteen feet, and already his clothes were starting to soak through with the steam and his own sweat.  Weak, flickering light came from stained fluorescent bulbs spaced at regular intervals.  Where was the steam coming from?  It was tough to say, and it really didn’t matter.  It wasn’t as if he was likely to find a valve to shut it off.  Hell was certainly not concerned with his comfort.  He rounded the first bend.

With dismay, he realized that the corridor had just shrunk a bit in circumference.  Not much, but definitely some.  Ted had to hold back panic as he came to a realization.  Dratazac, assuming he had been telling the truth, had informed him that six passages had to be negotiated.  However, there had been no mention of the length of said passages.  They could be ten feet long, or ten miles.  This was Hell – who was to say that they couldn’t be ten million miles long?  Even though he had eternity to complete this journey, Ted’s spirits sank as he pictured this taking hundreds, thousands, maybe millions of years.  The only thing that brightened his attitude up a smidgen was the fact that he had no other choice but to move forward.  Things would be bad, things would seem endless perhaps, but earth was at the end.  He had to keep that in mind or he was doomed to crawl up into a fetal ball and sob himself through eternity in a mire of hopelessness.   

Ted had followed the tiled corridors around several bends now.  At some points there were little windows which looked in on black darkness.  Things squeaked and chirped in there, and moved about with a swishing sounds, as if little barbed legs were sliding across dry wings.  Cockroaches.  Dratazac had told him how common they were down here.  And Ted indeed hated the disgusting vermin.  He had once lived in an apartment, when he was just out of college, which had a bathroom and kitchen that were infested with cockroaches, despite his every attempt to exterminate them.   As if it would help, Ted prayed that the claustrophobic element of his punishment would be deemed terrible enough, without having to add in the extra discomfort of creepy crawlies.  

Either the steam was getting thicker, or there was less air to breathe.  There had to be enough air for him to breathe, didn’t there?  Even though he was dead, his body seemed to feel just the same as it had in life.  Therefore, he reasoned, without oxygen, he would not be able to move.  Of course he wouldn’t have to worry about dying, but suffocating was beginning to seem like an imminent concern.  The space was getting tighter now as well, as Ted had feared it might.  He was now on hands and knees, since walking upright had become far too uncomfortable a little while back.  The third time he had inadvertently knocked his skull on the unforgiving tile had been enough to convince him  of that.    Another lovely treat had been added to the corridor in the past couple sections; the flat floor would slope first upwards, then down.  The angles were steeper the further he went.  Sometimes he had to wedge himself between the slippery walls and squeeze his way up an inch at a time, or else he would only succeed in sliding down after making a little progress uphill.   Other times he would slip uncontrollably down the slick tiles like a child in the summer on a Slip n’ Slide, crashing painfully into the wall at the bottom.  

How far had he come already in this tiled nightmare?  There was no way to tell.  Time had no relevance here, at any rate.   Who knew if time even ran at the same speed here as it did on earth?  Maybe a thousand years had already gone by since his death.  Maybe it had been mere seconds, and his corpse was still warm.   What was going on in the lives of the people he had known and loved?  His wife, Sally?  His children?  Were they grieving?  Was he missed?  Were some perhaps even happy that he had died?  The questions may have been pointless, but anything was better than nothing to occupy his mind in this maddening journey.  

Soon the cockroaches did indeed come out of their hiding places.  At first there were just a few scattered hither and there, and they were easy to avoid.  Soon they were numerous enough that he had to brush them aside to avoid crushing them.  Ted drew back in revulsion at the filthy, shiny little insects, who watched him with tiny black beady eyes as their delicate antennae danced in the air.  For all he knew, they could be smelling him, or talking to their cockroach friends about him.  Since this was in fact Hell, it wouldn’t have shocked him too much if they started actually speaking.   Actually, he almost hoped they would.  The loneliness and isolation were already starting to seep into his bones with a heavy sigh.  No, the roaches would offer him no conversation.  That would be making things slightly more bearable, and Hell wasn’t interested in that.  His body was now a chorus of aches and pains from crawling for so long.  His neck and back throbbed from being stooped, his knees and elbows felt bruised to the bone.  Focusing on the pain was useless.  Ted knew there was no relief, so he did his best to ignore it.

After what could have been days or weeks more of squeezing through what were now skin tight passages of steamy tile, Ted’s revulsion of the insects had evaporated.  He crunched them to death under his hands and knees.  They crawled over his sweaty body and in his hair.  He tried to scratch and swat them off in the beginning, but eventually it became too hard to move his arms anywhere but forward through the tunnel.  If they ventured into his nose, he would snort them out with a blast of breath.  He kept his mouth closed after the first time a fat bug trundled in like it was its own personal apartment.  At last he came upon a widening of the tunnel where he could almost stand up.  It was the door to the next passage.  

Ted didn’t rush to open it.  The only thing he knew was that it would be different from the first passage.  Would the passages become more difficult to negotiate as he went on?  Smaller?  That didn’t seem possible, unless it was all part of an ironic joke played on him.  They had to give him a sporting chance, didn’t they?  He wondered about that.  Why did he suppose there was anything honorable about the intentions of the ultimate evil?  Only the fact that he hadn’t been a complete bastard in life gave him any hope.  In life, he had pondered on several occasions whether he would go to Heaven or Hell in the afterlife.  Of course, he hadn’t really believed in an afterlife.  Religion had always seemed like a scare tactic to keep people in line and behaving within a certain set of moral parameters.  Obviously he had been wrong.  Still, he had been good enough so that Hell had never really frightened him.  He supposed the really evil people never even considered it.  Dratazac had probably never worried about any eternal repercussions for his actions.  Aside from having to reside in Hell, he seemed to have gotten off scot-free anyway.  The curiosity and the desire to escape the world of slick tile walls finally led him to turn the beveled brass doorknob.

A comforting blast of cold air blew past him and invigorated his body.  He breathed it in deeply, feeling the coolness fill his lungs like a brisk breeze on a fall day.  Ted’s wet clothes caught the chill as well, and for a moment it was positively heavenly.  He brushed the remaining cockroaches off of himself and stared into the next passage.  All he saw was darkness.  Pure, inky darkness without the slightest hint or glimmer of illumination.

Ted wasn’t afraid of the dark, was he?  It was a question he hadn’t even really considered since he was a small child and had wrestled with his mother over the issue of a nightlight.  Certainly in the years following his father’s death a renewed terror of darkness had filled his nights.  Then it had represented death, the ultimate void.  He had just spent what had felt like at least a week or two in the first chamber, which had at least had been lit.  What if this chamber was twice as long or worse, and was encased in total darkness the entire time?  How would that affect his sanity?  He decided that his sanity was no longer an issue.  The bottom line was that he had no choice other than to go forward.  Having no options made decisions remarkably simple.  He stepped forward, and the second door slammed shut with a ringing echo of metal.

Ted felt around him.  Before he could outstretch both arms, they were stopped by cold, wet stone.  He put a hand over his head and was not surprised in the least to collide with solid rock just inches above.  At least for now he could stand.  That was a blessing for the moment.  He began trudging forward with dogged determination.  

After what he had counted as four hundred and twenty one steps, something totally unexpected occurred.  He came to what seemed to be a fork in the passage.  How could this be?  Wasn’t it bad enough that he had to negotiate and squeeze his way through what was bound to be miles upon miles of claustrophobic terror?  Now, it seemed as if another cruel element had been added on top of everything else.  This tunnel wasn’t a straight line, but a maze.     

His suspicions proved to be correct.   Ted was expected to make his way through a vast maze of nearly impossibly narrow stone tunnels in total darkness.  He had only been in one maze in his life, and that had been on a sunny day in May in the countryside of Connecticut.  Even then, the high shrub walls had seemed to be closing in on him as he had started to run in desperate search for the exit.   That maze had only been on a half-acre of land.  For all he knew, this one could go on for a million miles.  And it was quite small, just tall enough and wide enough for him to uncomfortably squeeze through .  Often he had to travel sideways to negotiate tighter sections.  When this happened, he would hyperventilate, desperately trying not to go insane with the stifling claustrophobia.

Ted hit the first dead end fairly quickly.  At first, he wasn’t sure that this was what it was.  He felt all around the dank rock, expecting some sort of narrow aperture that he would have to crawl through.  It was somewhat of a relief to find only solid rock, until the possibility began to dawn on him that there might be thousands of false passages like this to slow him down.   In this he proved to be correct, or so it seemed.  He decided that it would only intensify his frustration to keep any sort of track regarding numbers or measurements.  Whether he ran into ten dead ends in this maze or ten million, knowing about figures and percentages wouldn’t help him one bit.  And how was he to know if he had been running down the same few wrong passages over and over?  At least in this he developed a successful plan.

In the cold, wet darkness with only the sound of his muffled breathing to comfort him, Ted’s mind kept returning to the old Grimm Brothers fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel, the two lost waifs in the Bavarian Black Forest.  How had they tried to keep their way in the woods?  They had scattered bread crumbs, which were snapped up by hungry birds shortly thereafter.  Ted didn’t have any bread, but he thought of something that should work just as well.  He started rubbing the knuckles of his chilly hands against the rough rock at the level of his nose.  Ignoring the pain as best he could, Ted felt the skin break as blood began to ooze out of the abrasions.   He dabbed a little bit on the wall every few paces, grinding the wounds fresh whenever he felt them beginning to scab over.  Soon he hit raw bone on that hand and switched to the other.  He imagined he could hear the far-off squeaking of bats.  Like the birds in the forest, maybe these bats would lap up the blood with their little sliver tongues and thwart his meager plan to hasten his passage.  But there were no bats except in his mind.  His hell seemed to exist almost entirely in his mind now.   It was a hell of cloying, suffocating darkness.  Ted wished many times for the old stereotype of Hell from literature, great masses of tortured souls burning together.   He could have found comfort in being part of a group.   Dratazac had been right.  Desolation and loneliness made it all so much worse.

After months or years of sniffing for what had to be gallons of his blood to avoid returning down the same tunnels, Ted finally came to the third door.  He had seen the faint outline of light peeking from under the bottom from a distance.  That tiny band of light had given him such incredible joy, and could it even be?  Hope.  The one thing he was supposed to have abandoned when he crossed over into this terrible place.  So far, so good.  Dratazac had been true to his word, it seemed.  So eager was Ted to at last escape the world of dark stony mazes that he literally kicked the door open and leaped into the next passage.   His eyes exploded in burning pain and they squeezed shut before he could even get a glimpse at his new environment.  He lay like that for some time.  Trying every now and then to crack his eyelids open just a millimeter and satisfy his curiosity, he was met again and again with pain.  Ted knew he had been in the dark for a very long time, and his eyes were now strangers to the light.  He had become like a mole or an eyeless cave fish.  It would take a while before he would be able to see in light.  Patiently he waited, and eventually he found there was no pain when he opened his eyes.  

He was inside a hallway in a house.  Except that this wasn’t just any hallway in any house – it was the upstairs hallway in his childhood home, where his parents’ bedroom and his own had been.  Of course, it was longer in Hell, and a little lower in the ceiling.  Apparently they didn’t want him to feel too much at ease.  But here was the thing – the fourth door was at the end of the hall, no more than thirty or forty feet away.  Ted blinked, not trusting his eyes.  It couldn’t be this easy, could it?  Not that he didn’t deserve a break, but why would they be giving him one?  Ted noted that the floor was soft carpeting, the same worn brown shag that he used to pad over in his little pajamas with the feet attached.  It was a tempting thought to simply stay there forever.  It was warm, there was bright electric light coming from the lamps high on the walls, and compared to the previous two passages, there was plenty of room to stretch out, at least on the ground.  No, that would accomplish nothing.  He had come this far.  He was going all the way, and that was that.  That was when he noticed the pictures.

There had been a few simple pictures on the walls of his actual childhood hallway: a family portrait, cheap oil paintings of seashores and mountain lakes, that sort of thing.  The pictures on the wall here in Hell were another matter.   This was his own personal Hall of Shame.  Culled from what he supposed were the sinning highlights of his unremarkable life, Ted felt deeply embarrassed to look at them, even though he was still utterly alone.   One showed him en flagrante delecto with his brother Frank’s wife, a homely girl barely half his age who had divorced Frank just months after their fling.  His nephew, a newborn at the time, would often squall in the next room during these hasty unions.  Ted had thought to himself what a terrible mother this young woman was, even as he was furiously pumping away inside her.  He caught a glimpse of another photo and saw that it was actually a video monitor set flush into the wall.  On it played his humiliating pre-adolescent homosexual encounter with little Johnny Frayter.  He recognized his childhood bedroom and his younger self and turned away.  The pictures only grew more intolerable.  By the end of the hallway he was filled with a heavy negative energy that made him want to crawl up in a corner and stay there forever.  Ted had never thought of himself as a bad person, but the series of images showcasing his most dismal behavior over four decades made him feel absolutely vile and worthless.  The drive to move forward was ebbing out of him like blood from a giant stab wound.  The door out was right there in front of him, but he was finding it difficult to reach out to open it.  Why did he want to suffer through more of this never-ending claustrophobic nightmare when he could just stay here in relative comfort instead?  If he made it back to the world, what then?  Live a while longer only to die and come back here?  Now that he had a better understanding of the afterlife and the infinitely horrifying tortures of Hell, he postulated that this may actually have been one of the easier tortures bestowed.  If he came back after escaping, maybe something unimaginably worse would await him.  All of a sudden he was hearing audio from the Johnny Frayter incident.

“Now you hold mine,” his high-pitched 12-year-old voice said.  Suddenly Ted summoned all the incentive he needed to get out of that cursed hallway.  

Ted opened the door and couldn’t believe what his eyes beheld.  In what appeared to be little underground parking lot, lit with bluish fluorescent lights, a perfect little black convertible car sat waiting for him.  Intrigued and suddenly full of a strange hope, he closed the door behind him.   A lighted tunnel was the only other way out of the garage, paved with blacktop and leading seemingly straight ahead.  Could it be this easy?  This tunnel was driven through in the luxury of that cute little car?  He laughed out loud.  Immediately the doubt hit him like a rude slap.  No.  It had to be more than that.  Why would they be doing him any favors?  The last tunnel, though psychologically devastating, had been a simple stroll down a well-lit hallway.  After what he had endured thus far, the hallway had felt a little too easy.  Now this.  It seemed unlikely that the hard work and misery were all behind him.  But, who was to say?  Maybe after this one came a million miles through shit or vomit.   His recently accumulated instinct was to constantly move forward if space allowed, or even if it didn’t quite allow.  

He sat down in the car.  It was not built for an adult, more like the plastic toy cars with rechargeable batteries that toddlers tooled around their living rooms in.  Mickey Mouse or Barbie decals were likely to adorn such a vehicle.  Ted’s ride was definitely not of this variety.  He touched the hood.  No plastic here, just cold steel.  The seats, also black, felt like leather.  Ted decided to try to squeeze in.  It was a tight fit, with the steering wheel poking uncomfortably into his ribs.  The dashboard had nearly everything a regular car would have, including a speedometer, odometer, ignition, and even a radio.   A single key was already in the ignition, with a silver pentagram dangling off for a keychain.  Ted looked around the silent underground garage.  What was he waiting for?  Holding his breath, Ted turned the key, fully expecting nothing to happen.  Instead, the tiny engine sputtered to life.  It didn’t sound much bigger than a lawnmower engine, but it would get the job done.  It was an automatic transmission, a stroke of luck.  Ted had never learned how to drive a stick.  He had tried once when he was fourteen and had badly dented his late father’s truck.  Now Ted could smell the noxious fumes emanating from the rear of the vehicle.  He hadn’t noticed when he had inspected the car, but now it was apparent.  There was no muffler.  For however long he was to drive this car, he would have to listen to the knocking and chugging of its engine.  He now saw that there was no gas gauge either.  Did that mean there was an unlimited supply?  If he ran out, he didn’t expect to find a Mobil station anywhere nearby.  There were three gears: P for park, R for reverse, and D for drive.  Ted slipped it into drive and cautiously advanced down the miniature highway in hell.  

So far, so good, Ted thought.  There was plenty of room to drive, the tunnel was well lit, and the car seemed to be running perfectly.  A glance at the odometer told him he had already traveled eight miles.  Either the car had been new when he found it, or they had reset the odometer to zero.  For the first time in his punishment, he would have an accurate indication of how far he had gone.  As hard to believe as it all was, Ted found himself smiling at his situation.  His instinct while alive had been to always drive with the radio on, and without even realizing it he now switched it on.   Loud static poured out of two speakers set into the dash.  Turning the little round dial, he found some jazz music – with tortured screaming in the background.  Continuing his search down the dial, there were stations with classical, rock, speed-metal, chanting, country-western, Spanish, and every other conceivable form of music.  There was even one that sounded, ironically enough, like gospel.  All had no vocals, only the screams of the damned as they were burned, slashed, eaten alive by piranhas, who knew what.  He turned it off.  Maybe there would come a time when boredom would tempt him to listen again, but not now.  The lights dimmed in the tunnel just ahead.  Ted squinted to see if there was anything to be concerned about, when two explosions rocked the car, one under the front end, one under the back.  He had just blown out all four tires.

After screeching to a halt, Ted looked back to see a black spike strip, as you might find in a parking lot with the ubiquitous "Warning – Severe Tire Damage” telling you not to proceed.  No such courtesies in hell.  In fact, the lowering of the lights and painting the spikes black had both been to assure that his tires never had a chance.  Of course, the car was still running.  Ted shrugged it off and returned to his journey.  Driving on the rims was much bumpier, even though the road seemed level enough.  The steering wheel now felt like it was a bare-knuckled boxer trying to break his ribs with a never-ending volley of powerful jabs.   Things could always get worse, Ted thought.  Here, in fact, they always did.  It was only a matter of time.  Now the tunnel was curving.

Within what Ted noted on the odometer as less than half a mile, the curves became severe enough to slow his speed down to under five miles an hour.  The tunnel was also becoming steadily narrower.  He could now reach up and touch the ceiling just inches over his head.  The exhaust fumes were now more cloying as they had less room to dissipate.  The curves were soon so extreme that they were requiring three-point turns, and he could rarely see more than five or ten feet ahead.  The roof was now so low that he was forced to hunch forward so that his head didn’t scrape it.  Where he had been making good time before at what had seemed a lightning-fast fifteen miles an hour with the pedal floored (the speedometer had been a gag, going up to one-hundred-and-twenty miles an hour), his progress could probably be better measured in feet.  The odometer registered that he had traveled twelve miles.  Out of how many?  A hundred?  A million?  

Three-point turns soon seemed like a luxury.  The sharp angles of the road sometimes required Ted to back up, turn the wheel, and repeat the process up to a hundred times just to move a few inches.  How was he to know if  the turns weren’t so sharp that they couldn’t possibly be negotiated geometrically?  For some absurd reason he held onto the faith that they all could, as impossible as it was seeming at times.  Meanwhile, he choked on the black exhaust and was now almost over the hood.  Thankfully, there was still light. 

At some point there was no light left.  Having no idea of which way the tunnel was curving meant that his efforts were now completely random.  He would have tried to get out and feel the walls for some guidance, but unfortunately he was completely stuck inside the car.  Ted could manage to squeeze out backwards and lie on the blacktop as the exhaust smoke poured into his lungs.  He was afraid that if he turned the engine off, it may not start again.  Though he didn’t seem to need sleep in hell, just as food or water no longer seemed necessary, he desperately needed these breaks to relieve the cramping in his neck, back, and shoulders.    There were times when he wished he could see the odometer just to know how far he had driven.  He would have thought that his tormentor or tormentors would have wanted him to do so, if only to make him maddeningly aware of his exquisitely slow progress.  

After what was probably several years of this, Ted saw light peeking around a corner.  It truly was the light at the end of the tunnel.  Soon the space opened up, and he was in another garage identical to the one at the starting point.   The odometer showed twenty miles.   The first half of this distance had been covered in the initial hour if the journey, whereas the second half had taken roughly half a decade.  How had he not gone mad from the interminable frustration of these passageways?   Either Ted was mentally resilient to a degree he had never suspected, or madness wasn’t permitted in hell.  They wanted you constantly in the moment, acutely aware of every tiny nuance of your torture.  They were not about to let their handiwork be negated by the dulled perceptions of an insane consciousness.   Ted killed the ignition, climbed out of the car for the last time and examined the damage.  The sides of the car had been almost completely scraped off.  They were down to a thin layer of bare, gleaming metal.  The steel of the rims had worn down to nubs that weren’t much wider than tea saucers.   Here was another door.  Before even thinking about opening it, he stretched out on the concrete floor and rested for how long he knew not.  Again he was tempted to stay here where he had room to move.  Yet he knew that eventually he would get up and keep moving.   In the meantime, he savored the rare freedom of open space.

Laboriously, Ted pulled himself up into a sitting position.  The concrete floor was cold on his bare buttocks.   His clothes had been scraped off back in the cave tunnels.  Ahead of him lay the fifth passage, as always a complete mystery.  What did this one have in store?  Would it take two minutes to get through, or two thousand years?  Ted had acquired a new emotion in hell, one that was a complete blend of dread and curiosity.  That unnamed emotion filled him now and brought him to his feet.  It forced his steps to the fifth door, and gingerly pulled it open.

Ted groaned.  This narrow passageway was four walls of various sized and shaped pipes. They were steel and copper, perhaps even iron and bronze, new and rusted.  Judging from the hissing steam that fogged its air, these pipes were all scalding hot.  At least he still had his battered shoes on.  For the time being, there was sufficient room to avoid contact with the pipes.  Ted knew in his gut that this would not be the case for very long.  He was going to be burned, scalded, and scorched, and there was nothing he could do about it except to accept that fact.  Holding out hope of avoiding pain was almost a worse form of torture than the actual agony itself.   Ted wondered if he had studied some Eastern form of meditation like Zen, could he have been able to disconnect the pain?  He had seen people on television walk on fire and stick long needles through their skin with no pain.  Boy, they must have had it made when they got here.  Then again, the Devil seemed quite ingenious at dreaming up these punishments.  Somehow he would bring them eternal pain if they made it to hell.  Ted stepped forward and began his new chapter in pain and suffering.

The door closed behind him with a clang.  The network of pipes surrounded him, cloaking him immediately in stifling heat and the stench of corroded metals.  Had there been a thermometer to consult, he estimated it would read somewhere around a hundred and fifty degrees.  It reminded him of an old Toyota he had owned in his early twenties that for some odd reason was like a greenhouse.  If he left it with the windows up in the summer for more than an hour, the blast of hot air that leapt out at him when he opened it was almost fiery enough to singe his eyebrows off.   Since it had no air conditioning, he had to drive around and let the air circulate for a few minutes before the feeling of baking like a roasting chicken went away.  This passage was like being stuck in that Toyota on a July day with the windows stuck shut.  He breathed in deeply, the hot air invading his lungs and threatening to burn them from the inside out.  Gingerly he stepped forward, managing to avoid contact with the pipes on all sides.  Their heat was palpable, angry waves that lapped outward and couldn’t wait to inflict their red rage upon his naked flesh.  Soon they would have their victim to caress.  Ted could see the passage already narrowing just ahead.

He screamed in a high pitch the first time the pipes full of boiling water his skin.  As much as he had tried to fold his torso in on itself, there was only so narrow he could make his body.  His triceps and shoulders made a hissing, bubbling sound as they met the metal.  The skin blistered instantly.  Ted, who had come to think of himself as hell’s juggernaut, pushed forward ever faster.  Soon the passage was even smaller.  He was wondering if his hair could catch fire from the intense heat of the pipes on it, but it didn’t seem to be doing so.  His scalp, however, was being toasted, and eventually he knew it and the hair on it would become dead slough and slide off his bare skull.   The one favor they seemed to have done for him down here was to not provide mirrors.  Though he could see and feel his body regenerating, Ted was fairly certain that his face wasn’t looking too pretty.  Between the sharp stones of the cave maze, the years of exhaust in the road tunnel, and now the severe burns that were coming fast and furious from pipes and unavoidable geysers of white-hot steam, his mug was definitely battle-scarred almost beyond recognition.   Ted found that he didn’t really care.   What little sense of vanity he had once had now seemed meaningless.  The only thing that mattered now was getting through, enduring whatever pain was needed and pushing on.

The pain in this passage was like nothing he could have been prepared for.  It was constant, and it was formidable.  At any given second several parts of his body were in contact with the pipes, some of which were actually now glowing red-hot.  The stink of his own singeing flesh was so overpowering that it caused him to dry heave often.  Another level of difficulty had been added with the introduction of pipes criss-crossing his path which needed to be negotiated.  At first he could duck under them or crawl over them, but soon they required wriggling through.  After a time, the pain was diminished because his entire skin surface had been burned dead.  There was literally nothing left to burn that hadn’t already fallen victim.  Ted knew, however, that it was only a matter of time before it healed and would be capable of being agonizingly roasted anew.   He occupied his mind many times with the exemplary life he would lead on earth if he somehow could manage to get there and make things right with God and the world.   Whatever good he was able to do, he would, whether it be spreading the Gospel or ministering to the poor and sick.  Nothing was going to temp him to sin in any way, for now he had experienced, literally, the tortures of hell.  Like a paroled convict determined to go straight, there was no way he was coming back here if he could help it.  Maybe he would even become a priest or a monk.  If that was what it would take, he would gladly do it.

How many times had his skin been charred, toasted, boiled, or broiled and grown back again?  Ted couldn’t have kept track even if he had wanted to, as it was a continuous process of destruction and rebuilding with no clear beginnings or endings.  At some points he swore he had been cooked completely through, as it felt like his internal organs had withstood a requisite amount of heat for long enough to do the job.  There were times when he could see his rib bones and the gristle underneath them, beating and pulsing over his heart and lungs.   Lake of fire, he thought.   Nobody had ever said anything about being trapped inside a nightmarish network of pipes that were as hot as any fire.  

After a time he even stopped recoiling from the heat and screaming.  The pain was still there in abundance, but there was only so much flinching and crying out that one could manage before one was spent.  The only bodily functions he would allow himself to expend energy on were squeezing through the maze of pipes and inching ever forward until it was over.  And so one day it was.

The pipes had cooled down all of a sudden.  At first Ted thought it was just his imagination.  Why would the punishment let up in any way?  Each passage prior had followed a very consistent and predictable pattern of increasing space, difficulty and discomfort.   There was only one passage left.   The pipe corridor widened up considerably, the pipes themselves now almost cold.  He pressed his body to them, running his battered and scarred skin over their welcome chill.  As an added bonus, cool water trickled and leaked from random leaks and bad seals.  That made sense, since he had been burned by this same water in boiling or steam form for miles and miles up to this point.   Though his physical sense of thirst had been gone from the moment he had died, Ted’s psychological sense was still quite intact.  He lapped out sloppily at the dripping water like an old dog, swallowing rust chips along with it but caring not.  Around the next corner, he could see the edge of a room that seemed to be walled in by plain cement blocks.   He assumed that was the end of this passage, and his attention returned to getting as much water down his parched throat as possible.  When he had taken his fill, he lay down on the frosty, wet pipes and rested his weary bones.  He was surprised to feel himself getting drowsy and falling asleep for the first time in the afterlife.

Ted awoke languorously, cracking open his bleary eyes just a slice, then shutting them again.  He had not dreamt, of this he was certain.  Hell would not allow the luxury of escaping to a fantasy reality, even if was relegated to the confines of his mind.  But how had sleep come to him?  Ted had been exhausted far beyond mortal human capabilities on many occasions, yet he was never allowed the comfort and peace of sleep.  In one way, that had been one of the most frustrating aspects of his punishment.  Who would have imagined that something so easily taken for granted while alive could be so sorely missed when deprived of in death?  Ted also felt hunger gnawing in his belly for the first time in hell.  Perhaps his thirst for the water before going to sleep was also related to all this?  There had to be a reason things were different now.  There was only one thing Ted could think of that made any sort of sense.  He was either out of hell already, or he was damned close to getting out.  Hell rules wouldn’t apply outside of its boundaries.  It was quite possible that he was already human again, in his former corporeal manifestation.  This was he was to return to earth, assuming he could have made it that far.   Ted thought Dratazac, an old soldier, would have been supremely proud of his tenacity and indefatigability in the face of daunting and often seemingly impossible challenges.  Almost there, Drat.  Didn’t think I’d do it, did you?   Indeed, Ted was almost at the end of his trail.  Yet one more passage still separated him from terra firma.

There was no time to hesitate.  Now that he could feel hunger, thirst, and real fatigue, all but the shortest tunnel would be infinitely more difficult to complete.  His ability to regenerate himself was probably gone now as well, but that couldn’t be helped.  All that mattered now was getting out at last.  He walked into a concrete cube of a room where one last door was set neatly into the wall opposite him.

He paused before opening the sixth and final door.  After the unbelievable pain and suffering of the hot pipes, what could he expect to find next?  What could be worse?  Ted couldn’t conceive of anything, but his mind was nowhere near the level of creativity and sadism that his tormentor’s seemed to be.   He decided not to think about it, and took three long strides before thrusting the heavy door open.  

At first all he saw was darkness, but within seconds two things caught his eye.  One was a glowing exit sign floating high in the darkness, identical to a million he had seen over doorways in every public building he had visited.  The other item that caught his attention was a splash of light on the ground.  It was daylight.  It had the golden quality of sunlight.  Though he hadn’t seen sunlight in many years, his instincts still remembered its nuances and particular color temperature.  He stepped forward to identify the source of the light, his heart soaring with hope.  That light was coming from the sky above, which meant he was now almost home.  The door slammed shut behind him, echoing mightily in what sounded like a stone cavern.  

Ted walked over into the light through the moist, chilly darkness.  Now that he was closer, he could see the exit sign was mounted into the side of the stone wall of what looked and smelled like a limestone cave.  At last under the light, he looked up to the sunshine.

It was a tunnel that looked to open up in the cave’s ceiling roughly fifty feet above him, but only wide enough for something no bigger than a cat to be able to climb through.  There was no way he would be able to fit through it, even if was somehow able to reach the opening.  No stepladder or hanging length of rope was in sight to aid him, and his mortal body wouldn’t be able to pulverize its bones in order to slither up the tiny rock chimney.

He sat there in the dark, alternately laughing, crying, and screaming.  Ted knew he would sit there until he died of hunger or dehydration.  He could let the frustration of this final irony drive him mad, if only the fear that consumed him wasn’t so insistent.  Dying didn’t scare him any more.  He had done that once and survived him.  Instead, one phrase kept repeating in his fevered brain.  Dratazac had said,

“If you do die on earth and end up coming here again, I’m afraid your torture will have to be significantly worse.  That’s how it works.”

Ted had no doubts that the cavern he was in was deep underground, but it was part of earth nonetheless.  It was only a matter of days before his abused body gave out and shut down for the second time.  Then Dratazac would be taking him somewhere that would make his first hell look like heaven.  

He screamed until his throat was raw and bleeding, until not a sound would come out anymore.  At last he collapsed.  The worst had finally happened to him.  The hope that had taken him through hundreds or thousands of miles of claustrophobic confinement now evaporated like a mist and wafted up to earth.  Without hope, he was at last a damned soul.   He would be doing life without parole now, and life was forever.  Ted prayed for mercy, not knowing who or what to pray to anymore.   He lay under the aperture, letting the sun wash over his face.  Soon enough he would be dead and ultimate misery would be his lot.  Until then, he stretched out and was thankful for the sunlight and the faint smell of fresh air that drafted down to his nostrils.  That was all he had.  That was enough.
