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​The Halfway Point to Heaven and Gone

A very, very long poem about the place between being remembered and being forgotten, between the last breath and eternity, between heaven and gone.
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​Prologue: The Place That Has No Name

[image: ]


There is a place beyond the morning,
Beyond the evening's final flame,
Where all the souls who left this world
Walk roads that never speak their name.
There is a place beyond the church bells,
Beyond the graves beneath the stone,
Beyond the voices of the living,
Beyond the feeling of alone.
It isn't heaven, not completely,
It isn't hell, not quite the same,
It's where the lost and nearly living
Wait beside an endless flame.
It's where the man who died at midnight
Still hears the clock strike twelve again,
Where every tear becomes a river,
Where every memory becomes rain.
It's where the woman who stopped waiting
Still keeps a candle in her room,
Where all the words that went unspoken
Grow like flowers beside the tomb.
It's where the children who went missing
Still chase their shadows through the grass,
Where all the days that should have happened
Stand behind a sheet of glass.
And standing there, between two worlds,
Where neither life nor death is clear,
A lonely traveler lifts his head
And wonders why he brought him here.
He looks above him.

Heaven glimmers.

He looks below him.

Nothing stays.

He looks behind him.

Life is fading.

He looks ahead.

There are no days.

And somewhere in that endless distance,
Where stars are hanging, cold and thin,
A voice begins to call his name
From somewhere that he's never been.
The voice is neither old nor young,
Neither angry, kind, nor cruel.
It sounds like someone he remembers
From a long-forgotten school.
It sounds like his father calling,
It sounds like his mother crying,
It sounds like the final whisper
Of a man who wasn't ready for dying.
It sounds like every door he closed,
Every promise left undone,
Every time he chose to disappear
When he should have faced the sun.
And so he walks toward the voice,
Through the twilight, through the gray,
Toward the halfway point to heaven,
Where the lost are sent to stay.
And there he learns a dreadful truth,
A truth the living never know:
Some souls are not quite gone from here.
Some souls have nowhere left to go.
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​Part I: The Road Between
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The road began beside a doorway
That had no handle, lock, or frame,
And on the wall beside the entrance
Someone had carved a stranger's name.
The traveler stopped to read the letters,
But every letter changed its shape.
One moment it resembled someone
He'd once helped to escape.
The next it looked like his own mother,
Then his brother, then his friend,
Then the name of someone he'd forgotten
Whom he'd never quite made amends.
He touched the wall.

The stone was breathing.

He stepped away.

The air was cold.

A thousand footsteps moved around him,
Though no one there was young or old.
The road was made of broken hours,
Of afternoons that never came,
Of birthday cakes with missing candles,
Of photographs without a name.
He walked across the years he wasted,
Across the years he never knew,
Across the words that he had swallowed,
And the promises he never grew.
He passed a field of empty windows,
Each one glowing with a scene:
A kitchen where a father waited,
A porch where someone might have been.
He saw himself at seventeen,
Standing beneath a summer tree,
Believing every road was open,
Believing he was meant to be.
He saw himself at twenty-one,
With restless hands and restless eyes,
Believing he could outrun sorrow,
Believing every wound would dry.
He saw himself at thirty years,
With tired shoes and thinning hair,
Pretending that he wasn't lonely,
Pretending no one knew his despair.
He saw himself at forty-five,
Still carrying the same old pain,
Still asking why the world was cruel,
Still hoping life would start again.
He saw himself at fifty-nine,
Standing beside an empty bed,
Remembering the things he'd promised,
Remembering the things he'd said.
And then he saw a final window,
A window darker than the night.
Behind it stood the man he'd been
Before he lost the will to fight.
The traveler turned away from it.

The window followed where he went.

He hurried down the endless road,
But every step was punishment.
For every road he tried to follow
Led back to where he'd first begun,
And every star above the darkness
Looked like an extinguished sun.
He shouted, "Where am I going?
What is this place? What must I do?"
The road replied with silence,
As though it had forgotten him too.
And then he heard a voice behind him.

"You're halfway there," the voice declared.

He turned to find a man in gray
With silver dust upon his hair.
"Halfway where?" the traveler asked.
"What lies beyond this dreadful place?"
The stranger looked into his eyes
With neither pity nor disgrace.
"Beyond this road lies what you wanted.
Beyond this road lies what you feared.
Beyond this road lies everything
You lost across your mortal years."
"Then take me there," the traveler said.
"I've walked enough. I've had my share."
The stranger shook his head and answered:

"You cannot reach it unaware."

"Unaware of what?"

"Of leaving."

"Of what?"

"Of what you've done."

"Of what?"

"Of who you were
Before your life was said and done."
The traveler stared into the darkness,
Where distant bells began to ring.
He'd spent his life avoiding questions.

Now questions were the only thing.
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​Part II: The Man Who Stood at the Gate
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At the end of the road stood a gate,
And the gate was taller than the sky.
Its hinges were the size of mountains,
Its locks were made of years gone by.
There was no keeper at the entrance,
No golden key, no sacred seal,
Just a man in clothes of winter
Whose face was difficult to feel.
He looked like every stranger passing,
He looked like every friend betrayed,
He looked like every man who promised
That the things he'd done would fade.
He looked like someone else's father,
He looked like someone else's son,
He looked like someone who had waited
For forgiveness that never would come.
The traveler approached the gatekeeper.

"Can I enter?" he asked.

The keeper said, "You may."

"Can I leave?"

The keeper said, "You may."

"Then why am I standing here?"

The keeper answered, "Because you have not decided
What it means to go away."
The traveler frowned.

"I am dead."

"Perhaps."

"I have crossed the final threshold."

"Perhaps."

"I have left the world behind."

"Have you?"

The traveler looked down at his hands.

He remembered holding his daughter's hand
As she learned to cross the street.
He remembered lifting his wife
When she slipped upon the snow.
He remembered carrying his father
When his father's legs grew weak.
He remembered all the things he'd held
And all the things he'd let go.
"I have left everything," he whispered.

The gatekeeper watched him quietly.

"Everything?" he asked.

The traveler could not answer.

The gatekeeper opened a little book,
A book without a cover,
A book whose pages were made of breath,
A book that had no other.
He read the first line.

It was a promise.

He read the second.

It was a lie.

He read the third.

It was a birthday.

He read the fourth.

It was a goodbye.

He read the fifth.

It was a letter
That the traveler never sent.
He read the sixth.

It was a lifetime
That the traveler never spent.
And when the keeper reached the final page,
He closed the book and said:
"You are not trapped because you're dead.
You're trapped because you're not yet gone."
The traveler looked toward the gate.

"Then tell me how to leave."

The keeper pointed to the road behind him.

"Go back."

"Back where?"

"To what you carry."

"I carry nothing."

The keeper smiled,
And all the stars went dim.
"Then why," he asked,
"are you still carrying them?"
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​Part III: The Town of Things That Never Happened
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Beyond the gate there stood a town
Where every house had doors of bone,
Where every street was paved with letters,
Where no one ever walked alone.
The buildings leaned against the heavens,
The rooftops bowed beneath the rain,
And every window showed a moment
That could not happen once again.
A little girl stood near a fountain,
Holding flowers in her hands.
She watched the water turn to silver,
Then watched it turn to shifting sand.
"Are you lost?" the traveler asked her.

The girl looked up and smiled.

"I've been lost since I was little.
I've been waiting for a while."
"Waiting for whom?"

"My brother."

"Where is he?"

"He went away."

"How long ago?"

"Three hundred winters."

The traveler knelt beside the fountain.

"Does he know you're waiting here?"

The girl looked down at her flowers.

"He might not know that I am here."

"Then why do you keep waiting?"

"Because he said he'd come back soon."

She pointed toward the cloudy heavens.

"He said we'd meet beneath the moon."

The traveler felt a strange sensation,
A sharpness somewhere in his chest.
He'd heard those words a thousand times
From people he had loved the best.
"I'll come home soon," he'd told his mother.

"I'll call you back," he'd told a friend.

"I'll see you when the winter passes."

He'd never thought about the end.

He'd never thought that soon could lengthen
Into years that never close,
That one small promise left unfinished
Could become a thousand rows
Of silent faces, empty doorways,
And people standing in the rain,
Who wait for those who never come
And learn to live with waiting's pain.
The girl gave him a flower.

It was wilted, gray, and small.

"This was for my brother," she said.
"I don't remember him at all."
The traveler held the flower gently.

It crumbled slowly in his hand.

The petals fell like distant ashes,
Like snow upon a foreign land.
"Can I help you find him?" he asked.

The girl shook her head.

"You cannot find the people
Who have already left the dead."
"But I'm dead too."

"Not quite," she answered.

"You're standing in between."

She pointed toward a distant tower,
Where a narrow light was seen.
"That is where the halfway ends.
That is where the gone begin.
But nobody can cross that distance
While they're holding on to sin."
The traveler looked at his hands again.

He found them full of names.

He found them full of empty promises,
Of losses, regrets, and flames.
He found them full of letters,
Of words he could not say.
He found them full of yesterday,
And yesterday would not go away.
The girl began to walk toward the fountain,
And the traveler called her name.
She stopped but did not turn around.

"Will I ever see my brother?"

The traveler wanted to tell her yes.

He wanted to make the world feel kind.

But the dead deserve the truth as much
As those who are left behind.
"I don't know," he answered softly.

The girl nodded once.

"That's all right.

At least you didn't promise
You'd come back tonight."
Then she vanished into the mist,
Leaving flowers in the sand.
And the traveler stood alone again,
With a broken flower in his hand.
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​Part IV: The House of the Living Man
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At the edge of town stood a house
With a chimney that gave no smoke,
A porch that sagged beneath the years,
And a door that never spoke.
The traveler knew the house at once.

He knew the faded paint.

He knew the crooked garden fence.

He knew the windows stained.

It was the house where he was born,
Where he had learned to speak,
Where he had cried beneath the stairs
On every lonely week.
It was the house where his father worked,
Where his mother sang at night,
Where he had first believed in heaven,
And first believed in fright.
He pushed the door.

It opened.

Inside, the air was warm.

A lamp was glowing in the hallway,
Though outside raged a storm.
He heard the clatter of a teacup,
The shuffle of familiar feet,
The sound of someone humming softly,
The smell of bread and something sweet.
His mother stood beside the table,
Her hair as dark as it had been,
Her hands as small as he remembered,
Her eyes as kind as summer wind.
She looked exactly as she looked
The day he left at seventeen.
She looked as though no time had passed.

She looked as though she'd never seen
The empty years that followed him,
The silence and the fear,
The calls he never answered,
The birthdays he missed each year.
"My boy," she said.

The traveler froze.

He'd heard a thousand voices there,
But none had struck him quite like those.
He stepped toward her.

She opened her arms.

He fell against her chest.

For one impossible moment,
He thought he'd finally found his rest.
He cried the tears he'd never cried,
He spoke the words he'd kept inside.
He told her he was sorry.

He told her he'd been wrong.

He told her he'd been frightened,
That he'd been gone too long.
He told her all the things he'd wanted
To tell her when she called.
He told her that he loved her,
Though his pride had built a wall.
She held him as she used to do
When nightmares filled his head.
She stroked his hair and whispered,
"You're home now, dear. You're home instead."
But something in her voice was different,
Something quiet, something strange.
She sounded like a memory
That could not ever change.
The traveler lifted up his head.

"Mother, are you really here?"

She smiled at him.

"My darling boy,
I'm here the way you hold me near."
He looked at her hands.

They were made of sunlight.

He looked at her face.

It was made of rain.

He looked at the chair beside the table.

It was empty once again.

"Are you dead?" he asked her.

She didn't answer right away.

She poured a cup of tea for him,
Then watched the steam decay.
"My body left this world," she said.
"My name is written in the ground.
But love is not a place, my son,
And love is not a sound.
Sometimes I am in the stories
That your sister tells at night.
Sometimes I am in the kitchen
When the morning feels just right.
Sometimes I am in the garden
When the first spring flowers grow.
Sometimes I am the little voice
That says you ought to call someone you know.
And sometimes I am only silence,
A space beside an empty chair,
A photograph you cannot look at,
A memory you cannot bear."
The traveler reached to touch her face.

His fingers passed through light.

He felt the coldness of the evening
And the weight of endless night.
"Can I stay with you?" he whispered.

"Can I live here as before?"

His mother looked toward the hallway,
Toward the long-forgotten door.
"No, my son. You cannot stay here.
This is not the end of you.
There are things you must remember,
There are things you must pass through."
"But I'm tired."

"I know."

"I'm frightened."

"I know."

"I don't want to be alone."

She kissed the place above his forehead.

"You were never quite alone."

Then the house began to fade,
And the lamp went dark and cold.
The traveler stood beneath the stars,
Feeling suddenly very old.
His mother was gone.

The house was gone.

The town had disappeared.

And all he had left was a whisper
That he wished he'd heard while living here:
You cannot make a home of heaven
By refusing to leave the earth.
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