ABORTION GIRL settles back on the hospital trolley and adjusts her pyjama bottoms, which are pink and decorated with cartoon pictures of cats.
To protect herself against the October chill she wears socks which bear a Santa Claus motif. Around her, other girls work quickly. Heather, who plays a nurse, is tearing up pieces of gauze. A cowled demon sprinkles the walls with rubbing alcohol.
Amber, the delivering angel, is tutting over the long muddy mark up the front of her white surplice. But it's really Sarah's show: Sarah is Abortion Girl. There's a lot of competition for parts in Hell House, especially among the girls. "Everybody," Heather says, "wants to be Abortion Girl, or be in the Rape Suicide Scene. You get to act really dramatic."
"And," adds Michelle, another nurse, "they're the biggest chick parts." Sarah has been appearing in Hell House since the age of nine. "And my scenes have got more dramatic and better since then. I've played a demon, an angel, a girl in a car-wreck scene, a girl being abused by her father, and then this."
Playing Abortion Girl is the summit of Sarah's achievements so far. She is 14 this year. Abortion Girl is a particularly demanding part. Every seven minutes for the next two hours Sarah will be wheeled into the operating theatre.
She will have to scream, and scream: for her lost baby, for deliverance from her pain, and, finally, for Jesus to save her. Only then, under the protective gaze of Amber the Angel, will she die. Sometimes Sarah screams so much that she is unable to speak at school the next day.
There are only a few minutes to spare before the evening's performance. The first audience is outside. Sarah pops open a plastic bottle of a livid, viscous fluid and douses her pyjamas with it, working it in until the material is gruesomely saturated.
With practised relish, the girls explain that the blood is made specially - from syrup, cooking oil and red food colouring. It looks horribly realistic. And it's very sticky.
"But", says Sarah gleefully, "it tastes real good." Sarah loves doing Hell House. The late nights, the sore throat from all the screaming - it's all worth it. "You're sending people to heaven and getting people saved," she says. "It's for God's glory."

OCTOBER 2002 marked the 12th consecutive year hell House has been staged by the ministry and congregation of Trinity Church, Cedar Hill, Texas. The house was originally conceived as a Christian alternative to such secular attractions as trick-or-treating and, in particular, 'haunted houses'.
Every city in America has haunted houses - theme parks filled with gory tableaux and walk-through theatrical set pieces - which open annually for the Hallowe'en season. They're especially big in Texas, where the choice includes the Dungeon of Doom, Dr Blood's Screamscapes, the Asylum of Fear and, of course, Screams Park, 'the world's largest Hallowe'en theme park'.
Hell House offers something different. Instead of actors dressed as ghosts and ghouls, headless horsemen and vampires, the demon tour guides of Hell House walk visitors past scenes of human beings on the path to eternal damnation - under the gaze of a vengeful God.
"We used to advertise it as, 'You've been to a haunted house but you've never been to hell,' " says Tim Ferguson, who, as Youth Pastor at Trinity, has overseen the project since 1994. "And that's still kind of there. But now, pretty much everybody knows what we do. Most people know it's a church thing. But some still don't know."
Over the course of 40 minutes or so, the demons - or 'Death Monitors' - of Hell House escort groups of visitors down blackened tunnels, through a series of rooms and spaces. In each, a short scene from the dark side of everyday life is acted out - a drug deal, a rape, an abortion. In each, the protagonists make the wrong kind of decisions.
Unchristian decisions. Fatal decisions. Decisions that will send them to hell. "The theme of Hell House," says Tim, "is that in every scene, someone is going to die."

Finally, at the end of the tour, the audience is shown the inevitable results of all these lives lived, or at least extinguished, in godless ways: they are taken to hell itself. Tim Ferguson's target demographic is the same as the haunted houses': thrill-hungry teenagers.
The hope is that they will be terrified into accepting Christ. Or, at the very least, scared straight. Most of the Hell House audience is drawn from church youth groups. "There are certainly a lot of people who are in the church who do a lot of things they shouldn't be doing," says Ferguson. And it is a great tool to get them to go to a place where they can receive a message - and not be threatened by a church building."
In the single month of its run through late October and early November, Tim expects this year's event - 'Hell House XII: the Unseen' - to receive more than 10,000 paying visitors. "Kids want to come to it. It's a pretty cool thing."


WEDNESDAY, 3PM: from the outside, Hell House couldn't be less frightening. It consists of a cluster of clapboard huts on brick piers - used for most of the year by the Royal Rangers, the Trinity Church School scout troop - linked together with tunnels of black plastic sheeting nailed over timber frames.
The ramshackle building twists in on itself in a meandering U-shape, a confusion of locked doors and blacked-out windows. Greg Liles, a neat, bespectacled young man in a checked shirt, leads me through a split in the black plastic, struggles briefly in the enveloping darkness, and, finally, finds a way in.
When not providing spiritual counselling within Hell House, Liles runs a course to prepare Trinity students for the ministry. "This", he announces, as we emerge into the first space, "is our aeroplane." The darkened room has been filled with four parallel rows of comfortable-looking leather aeroplane seats.
Empty picture-frames have been glued to the wall where aircraft windows would be. The carpet is tracked with the muddy footprints of last weekend's visitors. This is the opening scene of Hell House: the re-enactment of the last moments of United Airlines' Flight 93.
The 11 September terrorists will be shown being seduced by demons who promise 70 virgins and an afterlife in paradise for those who join the jihad. When it began back in 1991 Hell House had only six scenes, lasted no more than 25 minutes, and had only 2,500 visitors.
As it's become more popular, it's grown in scope, cost and technical complexity. It has a cast and crew of 250, it takes 30 people two weeks to build the sets, and the production costs about £16,000. These days, script development begins in August.
The progress of each tour party is monitored by CCTV. From the control room, videos and soundtracks are remotely triggered for each scene. Every year, a few weeks after the end of Hell House, there is an awards ceremony for the actors.
There are prizes for Best Victim, Best Death Monitor, Best Adult Actor. Everyone gets a reproduction Oscar. We move on through the Rave Scene, the Hospital, and into the Family Violence Scene, in which a drug dealer proves instrumental in his mother's murder.
Liles explains the inspiration for this: partly Eminem lyrics, partly a series of recent homicides. There was the boy from nearby DeSoto who shot his friend and claimed it was a hunting accident; the two children in Florida who murdered their stepfather; and the Houston woman who systematically drowned all five of her children in the bath before simply turning herself in to the police.
"This", says Liles sadly, "is an incredible world we're living in. The Enemy knows his days are short. He's trying to get as many lives as he can."
Tim Ferguson and his team feel it's important to make Hell House topical. In 1999 this brought them national notoriety. Less than a year after the school shootings at Columbine, Hell House put on a nightly re-enactment of the killings.
Ferguson spent the month appearing on national television and radio debates, attacked by parents of those killed at Columbine. The publicity attracted an audience of rubbernecking non-believers to Hell House. It also inspired a documentary about the event which has proved to be a film festival favourite.
But many church groups, frightened by the publicity, stayed away. This kind of attention still worries Ferguson. "The media", he says, "could close us down if they wanted to."
At the end of Hell House is the Decision Room: bright, white, clean and neon-lit. Here each touring group hears a sermon explaining the significance of everything it has witnessed. The spectators will be invited to welcome Christ into their lives, to pass into the next room to pray with a member of the church.
There is no other way out of Hell House. "We used to have an alternate way," says Ferguson. "But nobody ever used it. Nobody ever wants to go that way, for some reason."

FRIDAY, 7PM: it has been raining for six hours and a storm is gathering. Inside the church the cast gathers in the music room for costume and make-up. Over by the grand piano is Melody Ellenwood, a small blonde girl with braces on her teeth.
She is using a hairdryer to set the puckered eight-inch latex scar on her left forearm. When it's dry, she explains, she will have to fill her scar up with blood. "When you rip it off later," she says, "that's the fun part."
Melody is Suicide Girl in Heaven. Jeff Green has already completed his make-up. He has a spectacular bloody bullet-hole right in the centre of his forehead. Jeff is Drug Deal Guy in Heaven. This is Jeff's second year in Hell House - last year, he played Car Crash Boy.
He enjoys it a lot, he says. But it isn't for the gore and the horror effects. "You get to minister to people," he says sternly, "and that's why I like it." Jeff is 13.
Dan Summers, 38, has five children of his own. A big cheerful man, he paces the room, face partly obscured by a mask of black make-up, the black robes of a Death Monitor floating around him. This is his first year in Hell House. What's the most enjoyable part?
"Seeing how it affects people. If there's not one scene in there that hits home at some point, then something's wrong."
Does he get nervous before he starts?
"Absolutely. I feel you're opening doors into the spiritual world..." He trails off. "You open up doors to other worlds - you don't know what you're doing."
He says it's dangerous to tinker with such powerful forces as those abroad in Hell House - unless you have God in your life. To explain what he means, he tells me about how, as a child, his sister played with a Ouija board.
For years afterwards, he says, things appeared near her in family photographs: sometimes a shapeless form in an empty chair; sometimes claw-marks across her face. "Five-fingered," says Summers, "fiery claw-marks."
Trinity church is part of the Assemblies of God, a revivalist church that emerged from Pentecostal and Nazarene churches in North America at the end of the 19th century. The Assemblies of God believe in 'gifts of the Holy Spirit' - spiritual manifestations mentioned in the Bible, including healing and speaking in tongues.
They also believe in the existence of Satan, and that hell is a real place. "As real", Tim Ferguson explains, "as it would be if you sat in a fire, and how much it would hurt you."
Ferguson is an affable, clever man in his early forties with a small moustache and a respectable haircut. He's keen to engage in spiritual debate, but says that there are some things that are beyond discussion: the church's views on homosexuality, for instance.
"We're not going to find any middle ground there," he tells me evenly. "Never going to happen."
Ferguson believes it’s his job to make sure Hell House frightens people into the church. "Absolutely. I'm trying to bring fear into their lives: a fear that without Jesus Christ they're going to spend eternity in hell."
But other ministers say you shouldn't need to frighten people into the faith. "Well, that's just not the Bible. They're just not applying God's word. It's not the only way you bring the message of Christ. It's a part of it: it's love, it's acceptance, it's forgiveness, it's mercy, it's compassion. But fear is a part of it."
Does he think it works?
"Yes. If it didn't work, I wouldn't do it." 

FRIDAY, 8.20PM: The storm lends a wholly unnecessary extra level of drama to the Occult Scene. The bedraggled audience - 12 of us, including an eight-year-old boy clinging to his mother - cower in the lashing rain.
Up on an outdoor stage, the Satanists, stripped to the waist and soaking wet, argue about what they should do next. "We've got one more thing to sacrifice that's bigger," shouts one, his voice barely audible against the storm. He waves a knife over his head, and, as he grabs his fellow diabolist by the neck, is suddenly backlit by a flash of lightning.
He mimes slitting his friend's throat. Yelling, "A sacrifice to Satan!" he flings his body into the middle of the pentangle painted on the stage. Ankle-deep in water, glassy-eyed, we troop grimly to the next scene: Rape Suicide.
Crazed by his addiction to pornography and furious to discover that the baby she is carrying is not his, Kyle rapes his girlfriend. "The only feelings you'll ever have are between your legs!" he shouts as he leaves. Alone and friendless, forsaking God, his girlfriend slashes her wrists.
In the Hell Room, you can no longer hear the rain for the screaming. Three giant television sets show videos of men and women burning alive, and characters from previous scenes renouncing Satan: "Where are our 70 virgins?" cries a hijacker. "You lied!"
And down there between the giant monitors are Melody the Suicide Girl and Jeff the Drug Deal Guy - on their knees, screaming and wailing as loud as they can, wringing their hands and pleading for release. In the Decision Room, a tall African-American pastor waits for us all to file quietly in. Rain thunders down on the corrugated steel roof.
"Isn't God great?" he shouts, against the din. "Isn't God great?" There is some muted agreement.
The rain hammers on. The man's voice is nearly inaudible. He delivers a keen sermon, and then summarises: "If God knows what you have done, and you know what you have done, who else knows what you have done?"
A pudgy ten-year-old with wire-rimmed glasses knows the answer. "The devil!" he says. "They can't hear you at the end!" shouts the pastor. "The devil!" yells the kid obediently. The pastor then encourages us to go through the next door into the prayer room, to pray with a counsellor.
"If you need to have somebody pray with you," he entreats, "please…"
Seven people file through the open door. Five of us remain behind. "Five seconds," says the pastor. "Five, four, three, two."
A middle-aged man - braces on his teeth, wire-framed specs, and a T-shirt reading BEND DON’T BREAK - shoots a sudden, furtive look toward the pastor and scuttles for the door. The rest of us stoically await our fate; to loiter uncomfortably while the others pray next door.
"One." With that, the door closes. The rain thunders down.
The Hell House at Trinity Church is the longest- established Hell House in America. But it's only one of several hundred Hell Houses staged every year throughout the United States. The concept has been spread across the country by the Reverend Keenan Roberts, who started his own Hell House at the Abundant Life Christian Center in suburban Denver, Colorado, in 1994.
Roberts is an Assemblies of God minister - a robust, soundbite-happy evangelist with a nice line in technical innovation. His Hell House proved an instant sensation, not least because of the outrage caused by the scenes he wrote.
One depicted a gay man dying of Aids; another an abortion featuring a foetus, made from raw meat, being sucked through a vacuum-cleaner hose; a third a satire on abortion in which a woman decides she no longer wants her teenage son, and takes him to the clinic to have him shot.
"I was dealing with things that were hot buttons," he tells me, "because those two areas [abortion and homosexuality] break my heart."
When other churches contacted him about his Hell House, Roberts began selling 'outreach kits' to them - including scripts, instructions on scenery, costumes and special effects. To date, Roberts has sold some 530 kits, at $199 a time, in 46 states, as well as in Japan and Britain.
"I'm a big believer," he says, "in utilising the power of the performing arts to communicate biblical scriptural truths that people need to understand. Hell House is a modern-day parable.
"We've got to be as contemporary as we can be. The methods have to change. But the message of the church will never change."

SATURDAY, 6PM: The weather is dry, and there is a party atmosphere as the crowd builds in the school car-park. There are glowsticks and fluorescent necklaces. In the queue for the short pick-up truck ride to Hell House I join Justin, 14, Cassey and Brandi, both 15, and the rest of their friends from the Bethel Church Youth Group.
Justin, a quiet, skinny boy in a baggy teen-goth ensemble, has dyed a blue patch in his hair. Brandi and Cassey are wearing matching shirts emblazoned with the logo of Slipknot, the masked and famously depraved metal band. Patricia, the Bethel youth leader, rolls her eyes at her charges' un-Christian attire.
"Oh, well," she says. "We want them to come to church. We don't care what they're wearing."
Guided by Death Monitors, the party jostles cheerfully into Hell House. As we file out of Flight 93 - the terrorists having been foiled by Christian passengers - there are giggles and titters. They do not last long.
The first gunshot in the Family Violence Scene - a real revolver, firing deafening blanks - is a total shock. And then Abortion Girl does her piece. "I keep having awful nightmares!" She screams, barely coherent, "I hear babies crying! My baby's crying!"
There is blood all over her. One girl in the crowd turns away in horror. By the end of the scene she huddles in Patricia's arms. Now, the group is walking silently from scene to scene. Brandi and Cassey hold hands with Justin and hide behind his back. In the Decision Room, it is Greg Liles's turn to preach.
"How is everybody doing tonight?" he asks cheerfully. "I've been better." "That was cool, man!" "Saved," says Patricia tightly, "thank you." During Liles's sermon, Brandi and Cassey's attention wanders. They fidget. Brandi catches my eye and smirks.
At the invitation to pray, Justin steps forward, and Cassey and Brandi go to follow. Liles stops them with his hand. "Don't go as a group. Go ahead through the door if it's your choice." Jason goes on, alone. The remaining 19 people in the room stay put.
Outside, Cassey and Brandi wait in the dark for Justin. "I liked it. It was cool," says Brandi. They didn't find it upsetting or frightening? "No. We know we're not going to hell, because we're saved," says Cassey.
"If you wasn't saved," explains Brandi brightly, "it would have been scary." After a while Justin emerges from his prayers with a counsellor. "He told me more about the Bible than I knew," he says, "and how God loves me, and how I need to worship him every day and go to church, like, more than I do."
Was there one scene that touched him more than the others? "The Ecstasy one with the dancing. Because I like to dance and everything. And I go to some raves." So what did he think after that? "That I'm never going to a rave again."
At the end of the night, as the final tour groups pass through Hell House, I wander backstage. I meet Thad Trober, who is drawing on his hands with a highlighter pen - it will show up only under the UV light of the rave room. It's part of his special routine to frighten the crowd.
"I've had to tone it down a bit," he says. "A couple of years ago I scared a girl so bad she vomited. I had to dig a hole and bury it."
Trober used to DJ at raves in Denver, and took Ecstasy a few times. Now 27, he oversees the rave scene at Hell House. It's where he met his wife: "She OD'd on some drugs, and I claimed her soul for hell."
I find Sarah, who tells me about the inspiration for her role as Abortion Girl: "A lot of women in my family had abortions - my aunts, even my mom. And it's tormenting them all. They're going through a really hard time, because they had abortions when they were younger."
And I meet up with Tim Ferguson again. He is guarding the door of the control room. Inside, a teenage girl is being held down on the floor by her pastor and a handful of counsellors. Going through Hell House with her youth group a few minutes ago, something happened to her: she emerged sobbing heavily. No one could calm her down.
Now, through the closed door, I can hear her shouting, in a voice that is not quite her own, "I want to kill her! I want to kill her!" 
What's going on? 
"It depends what you believe," says Ferguson equably. "It's a manifestation of demonic activity. It's how the demons express themselves."
The girl, it seems, is possessed. "Scarier than any Hell House. Because it's real." 

11.10PM: A GROUP of ten kids from the First United Methodist Church Youth Group loiters silently in the mud outside the Hell House exit. Anna - tall, pretty, 16, in charge - came last year.
"It's a good spiritual experience," she explains. "The type of renewal everybody needs to go through."
We chat for a while. Kolby and David are keen to know where I'm from; if I am bothered by redneck accents; or dislike big diesel pick-up trucks. Anna stands silently in the shadows. Eventually, she steps forward. "Can I ask you a question now? Are you saved?"
No, I explain. I am not saved. At this, the whole group closes in around me. As one, they have adopted expressions of sensitive concern, as if preparing to separate a drunken friend from his car-keys. This discussion will go on for some time.
But first, Anna has a simple question. "Why not? Don't you want to be saved? Have you been through this Hell House?"
Yes, twice.
"Why," asks Anna reasonably, "don't you go through it again?"
ENDS

