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      He looked like I used to look: Shoes polished just right, blue three-piece suit with the correct button buttoned, hair stylishly short, combed up and off his forehead.

      Empty.

      He would never see my poem.

      Even though he had sight, he was truly blind. His body was nothing more than the bare walls of a pure white room. He needed to fill that room with the battered furnishings of a real life, then live there.

      He needed to push open that room by cooking his best meals, staining those white walls with layered smells. And with each meal he needed to invite someone hungry in to share the smells and the tastes and his company.

      Then, and only then, could he fill that empty room.

      But he hadn’t.

      He would never be able to see my poems. He was a selfish man. He had done nothing and given nothing.

      I watched as he came down the sidewalk with his friends. I knew without handing him a poem he was just like I had been.

      In fact, he would never think to ask for a poem. He would have no reason for doing so.

      But one of his two friends would. A man I had given poems to quite often. That man had gray eyes and always wore a gray suit. He had a hurt so deep inside that no one around him could see it.

      I knew it was there. I could smell the hurt like a piece of meat that had rotted and decayed and was poisoning everything about him.

      I sat on the sidewalk with my back against the rough brick of the National Bank building and waited for them to reach me.

      “Poet,” the gray man said. “You got a poem for us today?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I always have a poem for those able to see.”

      “Great.”

      The gray man reached into his pocket, pulled out a roll of bills, and tossed a five into my battered fedora.

      “Thank you for your kindness.”

      I looked up into his eyes as he took the flimsy white paper I offered. There was no telling what someone would read in my poems. It all depended on the reader.

      The gray man stood on the sidewalk and I watched as he moved his gaze back and forth across the page like a pendulum of an old grandfather’s clock. When he finished telling the time of my poem, he glanced down at me.

      “Thank you,” was all he said.

      I understood, so I just nodded.

      The man in gray then handed the poem to the third man while the empty man simply stood and watched, hands in his pockets.

      The third man quickly scanned the page. “Strange. Really strange.”

      I wish I knew what he saw, but he gave me no hint.

      Then the third man handed my poem to the empty man.

      The empty man glanced at it, then flipped it quickly over and glanced at the back before turning it to the correct side again. Just as I had sensed, he could see nothing.

      The empty man pretended to read. That’s what I had done when I was first given a poem. I watched his light blue eyes and rugged features.

      “Nice,” he finally said to his friends without looking up.

      Then he folded the poem and stuck it in his jacket pocket. “Now aren’t we running late?”

      The gray man nodded and the three of them moved off down the sidewalk talking of their business as if the stop with me had not occurred. That was the way of our society. No one paid attention to a beggar on a street corner who wrote poems that shouted at the deaf and splashed color at the blind.
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      I never expected to see that empty man again. Those who are truly empty will laugh at the blank page and toss it carelessly into a wastebasket, not realizing the wealth obvious in the blankness of the sheet. I expected as much from this man.

      I was wrong.

      He was like I had been.

      The empty man returned to my street corner at six that evening as I was getting ready to move toward the boarding house where I wrote my poems. It had been a good day giving my poems to the few who were interested in seeing something of themselves.

      The empty man who now stood in front of me might have made a thousand dollars during that same period. I used to make that much empty money.

      “Poet,” the empty man said, reaching into his pocket, pulling out a five, and tossing it into my hat. “I’d like a poem.”

      I sighed. “Why?”

      “Because the sheet you gave me this afternoon had nothing on it.”

      “So why would you like another?”

      I could sense his anger. He wanted to prove to himself that I was just a fraud so he could go home to his white-walled world and laugh at the stupidity of his friends.

      “You going to give me another poem or do I take my five back?”

      “You may have another of my works,” I said softly, “with or without your money. But you won’t be able to read it.”

      “I knew it. Charlie was just pulling my leg. There really wasn’t anything on that sheet.”

      “There was a poem there and your friend could read it. I’m not sure, but I think it was a good poem for him to see today.”

      The empty man nodded. “That’s what Charlie said. I gave it back to him and he tried to read parts of it to me, but I couldn’t hear him. I could see his lips move, but I couldn’t hear a word he said. Strangest damn thing. Charlie was almost in tears as he read it, too.”

      I nodded. That was why the empty man had come back. I hadn’t been totally wrong. He would have never done it on his own.

      Not like I did.

      “So why didn’t I see the poem?” the empty man asked. “Special ink or something?”

      “No,” I said as I pulled out another poem for him. “Only those who have given can receive.”

      “Just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “It is your life,” I said. “That is for you to decide.”

      I handed him another poem.

      He glanced at it, then flipped the sheet over. He could not see the poem.

      I could sense his anger like a fast river behind a very weak dam.

      He crumpled up the poem and tossed it at my feet.

      “You should be arrested for pulling a scam like this.”

      He reached into my hat and took back his five dollars, then stormed up the street, blowing other passersby out of his way with the force of his passage.

      I picked up the wadded sheet and smoothed out the paper. I had done the same thing. But I had come back the next day and talked to the poet. I doubted if this empty man would return.
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      Again I was wrong.

      He returned late the next afternoon. He nodded an uneasy hello and stood above me staring down at my folder of poems laying on the sidewalk.

      Finally, he broke the silence that had formed as a shell around us holding out the noise of the city. “Explain how this works, would you?”

      “What are you referring to?” I asked.

      “The poems,” he said, pointing at my folder. “Why can Charlie see your poems and I can’t? I want to know how you do it?”

      “I don’t do anything,” I said. “You can only receive if you have truly given. Very simple, really.”

      “No, you don’t understand. I asked Jim, that’s the third guy that was with me yesterday, what he saw on the page. You know what he said? He said he saw a bunch of scattered words that didn’t mean anything.”

      I nodded to that.

      “I want to know how you made Charlie see one thing, Jim another, while I couldn’t see one damn word. What’s the gimmick?”

      I shook my head slowly. I could remember having the same feelings. I too had been unable to accept the fact that I was blind. Truly blind.

      I too looked for any excuse or trick.

      “There is no gimmick,” I said. “You can only receive if you have given. You have given nothing. Therefore, you cannot see the poem and get what it has to give. I am truly sorry.”

      I could feel his anger. I expected him to suddenly kick out at me. That is the normal reaction for those who cannot understand something. They strike at it.

      I expected as much from the empty man.

      Once again he surprised me. With his face red, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a ten-dollar bill and tossed it in my hat. “Give me a poem.”

      I nodded and handed him the top one in my folder.

      He glanced at first one side, then the other, then turned and walked up the street, the poem clutched tightly in his hand.

      He returned at the same time the following evening with the gray man.

      The empty man paid for the poem, looked at both sides of the sheet, then handed it to his friend.

      The gray man took a long time to read the poem. I could sense it was speaking deeply to him. He finished, then reread the poem slowly. His face was the grayest I had ever seen it. The hurt that so damaged him was obviously moving closer and closer to the surface. One day it would explode into the light and he would be free from it. Scarred but free.

      After he finished the second time, he handed the poem back to the empty man and started slowly up the street.

      Again, the empty man looked at both sides of the page, then with only a quick questioning glance at me, moved quickly to follow
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