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First Edition

To The Breakfast Club,

a better support group than I deserve.

Thank you all.

PART ONE

Recognition

CHAPTER ONE
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White Face, Black Tears
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The box was the easy part. People thought the box was the hard part, the four flat invisible walls and the hands reading down them, the trapped man feeling for the seam, but the box was a child's trick, the first thing any mime learns, and Tomás Beaulieu could have built a box in his sleep, had built them in his sleep, woke some mornings with his fingers still pressed to a wall that wasn't there. What the tourists never understood, what Tomás himself only half thought about because it had always simply been true, was that the walls were not nothing. They could not be seen, but a hand laid flat against one felt the cool solid press of a real surface, and a fingernail dragged down it made the faint dry whisper any surface makes, and a coin flicked against one clicked and fell. They had no color and no shadow and threw back no light, but they had mass, and weight, and the quiet physical presence of a thing that is genuinely there, and a person who knew to listen, who was not fooled by their invisibility into assuming their absence, could have found the edges of them with sound alone. No one ever thought to listen. People believed their eyes and disbelieved their hands, and so the walls stayed secret. But they were there, as there as brick, and they had always made their small honest sounds for anyone patient enough to hear them.

The hard part was the face.

Not the paint. The paint went on the same way it had gone on for eleven years, in the dark before the plaza woke, white first and then the two black tears down the left cheek, his great-aunt's hand still in the gesture though his great-aunt had not painted his face since he was nineteen, the small brush moving the way she had taught him to move it, slow, chèr, a tear is not a stripe, a tear has a shape, it falls. The paint was nothing. The hard part was what you did with the face once it was painted, the way you had to hold it open and empty and available, a screen the whole plaza could throw its wanting onto, while behind it you kept the one thing that was actually yours, which was your silence, sealed and absolute, the way you keep a candle lit cupped against a wind.

He worked the box for the tourists from somewhere flat and cold, by their coats, Ohio maybe, and they laughed in the right places, and a child came up close the way children did, close enough to put a hand against the wall Tomás was leaning on, and felt it.

That was the thing none of them ever quite let themselves believe. The child's small palm met the invisible wall and stopped, and the child looked up, startled, into Tomás's painted face, and Tomás looked down and put one white-gloved finger to his lips, our secret, and the child's mother laughed and said oh he's good, isn't he, and never understood that her daughter had just touched something that was actually there, that the wall had pushed back with a real and gentle pressure, that the man in the paint had made a true thing out of nothing and let her child lean on it. The mother dropped two dollars in the hat. The child kept looking back over her shoulder all the way across the plaza, because the child knew. Children always knew. They had not yet been taught the thing the adults all knew, which was not to believe your own hand.

This was the whole of Tomás's life now and he had made his peace with it, mostly, the way you make peace with weather.

He performed. That was the first thing, the surface thing, the thing the plaza saw: the mime outside the Dallas Museum of Art, a fixture, scenery, a man in black and white who had been there so long the regulars no longer registered him any more than they registered the fountain or the heat. He did the box and the rope and the wall, the walking-against-the-wind, the lean on the lamppost that wasn't there, and the tourists tipped and the office workers ate their lunches and the museum let out its slow midday tide of schoolchildren and retirees, and Tomás Beaulieu was a thing they looked at without seeing, which was exactly what he was for now, exactly what he had become very good at being.

He observed. That was the second thing, the thing underneath, the thing nobody knew he did. A performer learns to read a crowd the way a sailor reads water, where the attention is moving, where the money is, where the trouble is gathering before it knows it's trouble, and Tomás had nine years of plaza behind him and a body that knew the exact weight of every object it had ever touched, and from behind the open empty screen of his painted face he missed nothing. He watched the whole square at once. He watched the pickpocket working the crowd by the fountain, a thin kid, scared, new at it, and he watched the security the museum did not know it telegraphed, and he watched the patterns of the plaza assemble and dissolve across the long flat hours, and he kept all of it, filed all of it, in the part of him that never stopped watching and never said a word.

And he protected. That was the third thing, the secret thing, the thing he had decided his hands were for now, since the rest of him had failed at it so completely. A stroller, mid-morning, a father distracted by his phone, the brake not set, and the small front wheels finding the gentle slope toward Harwood and the four lanes of traffic beyond it, the stroller beginning to roll, picking up the lazy unstoppable speed of a thing on a hill, and the father not seeing, and no one seeing, no one close enough, and Tomás already moving, already mid-gesture, his palms coming up and out in the heave he had performed ten thousand times for laughs.

He did not cry out. That was the discipline, the whole of it, the thing that lived in him now where his voice used to live: he did not cry out, he did not shout the baby, the stroller, look, though every cell in his body strained toward the shout the way a struck bell strains toward sound. He stayed silent. He built the wall. An invisible barrier bloomed across the slope in front of the rolling stroller, his hands pressed flat against the nothing, his whole body braced into it, and the stroller rolled the last foot and met the wall and stopped, rocked back an inch, settled, and the baby inside it slept on, and the father looked up a beat later and saw the stroller stopped at a strange angle two feet from the curb and felt the cold drop in his stomach of a near thing he didn't understand, and grabbed it, and clutched the handle, and looked around wildly for the slope that had almost taken his child and found only a flat plaza and a mime forty feet away leaning on a lamppost that wasn't there.

The father never knew. That was the shape of all of it. The father would go home and tell no story, because there was no story, because nothing had happened, because the wall that saved his daughter could not be seen and the man who built it could not be thanked and the whole event simply closed over itself like water and was gone. Tomás held the wall until the father had the stroller fast in both hands, and then he let it go, the pressure releasing back into nothing, and he went on leaning on his lamppost, his heart going hard behind the still white face, and nobody in the plaza knew that anything at all had occurred, least of all that a child was alive who might not have been.

Being felt is enough, he told himself, the way he told himself most days, standing in the after of it with his heart coming down. It has to be. It is the thing you have. Make it be enough.

He did not entirely believe it yet. But he was working on it. He had been working on it for eleven months.

•   •   •
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The hat was doing its slow honest business and the afternoon was tilting toward the museum's four o'clock close when Tomás felt the plaza change, the way water changes when something moves under it, and he did not turn his head, because he never turned his head, he had a performer's trick of seeing the whole field without aiming his eyes, and he found the change without looking for it.

There was a man by the north entrance who did not fit.

He had been there twenty minutes. That alone was nothing; people stood in plazas. But this man stood the way Tomás's great-aunt's herons had stood in the bayou shallows of her stories, the long grey patient birds that could hold so still the water forgot them, that were not resting when they stood that way but hunting, the stillness itself the technique, and the man by the north entrance had that stillness, that economy, the held quiet of a thing that has learned that prey comes to the patient. He wore a grey jacket that cost more than it wanted you to know. He had a coffee he was not drinking. He watched the plaza the way Tomás watched the plaza, which was the thing that had pricked the back of Tomás's neck in the first place, because Tomás knew that kind of watching from the inside, knew it was not idle, knew the man was reading the square for something specific and waiting for it to surface.

Tomás knew him. Not his name. But he knew him, had been seeing him in the plaza for the better part of a year, this man or men like him, the grey patient herons who came and stood and watched and, every so often, struck. He knew what the man was. He had learned what the man was eleven months ago, in the worst way a person can learn a thing, and he had not spoken since.

The man's eyes moved across the plaza in their unhurried sweep, across the fountain and the schoolchildren and the food cart and the mime, and they passed over Tomás the way they passed over the lamppost, the way everyone's eyes passed over Tomás, registering scenery, registering nothing, and moved on. The heron did not see the mime. The heron had never once seen the mime. To the heron, Tomás Beaulieu was a painted fixture of a plaza he was hunting, no more alive or relevant than the fountain, and that, Tomás had come to understand in the long months of watching the man who never watched him back, was either the cruelest thing in his whole cruel life or the most useful, and some days he could not tell which, and some days he thought they might be the same thing.

He watched the heron, from behind the face that the heron could not see watching. He kept very still, the stillness he had learned from a man who had learned it from the birds, and he waited to see if the man would strike today, and what he would strike at, and whether Tomás would once again have to stand forty feet away and watch it happen and keep his silence and his useless invisible hands.

Not today. At ten to four the man set down his undrunk coffee on the rim of a planter and walked north and was gone, unhurried, a heron lifting off, and the plaza did not know it had been hunted and went on with its afternoon, and Tomás let out a breath he had been holding behind his teeth, behind his paint, behind eleven months of silence, and began, with his hands, to take down the invisible architecture of his day.

•   •   •
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He counted the hat in the dark of the maintenance alcove where the museum let him change, eleven years of trust between him and a building that had never learned his name, and it was a fair day, thirty-one dollars and some change and a guitar pick somebody always threw in and a foreign coin he could not place. He folded the bills into the battered hat that had caught all of it, eleven years of it, and he wiped the white from his face with the cold cream and a rag, the two black tears last, the way Odette had taught him, the tears come off last, chèr, you earn taking them off, and underneath the paint was just a man, forty years old, tired around the eyes, a face nobody in the plaza would have recognized because nobody in the plaza had ever seen it.

He hung the tablet around his neck, the small dry-erase board on its cord that was his voice now, that said the few things he let himself say to the spoken world, and he checked it had its marker, and he put on the jacket that made him ordinary, and he became the other invisible man he was, the one without the paint, the one who walked through Dallas saying nothing because he had nothing he was allowed to say.

The comms unit went in his ear, the small one, the one he only ever listened to, never spoke into, the one tuned to the channels a man learns to find when he has spent eleven months wanting to know where the grey herons take the things they catch. It murmured its traffic, its dispatches, its codes, the low constant noise of a city moving its people around, and Tomás listened to it the way he listened to everything now, completely, silently, missing nothing.

And under all of it, under the comms and the Dallas traffic and the flat dying four o'clock light, the other sound, the one that never stopped, the one he carried: a city he had lost, brass on a wet street, his great-aunt's voice in the old language, vini, Tomás, vini, come, come, the drowned music of the place that made him, playing on and on in the one room of him that no one could see, the loud unbroken song inside the silent man.

He shouldered the day, and went home to Odette, who was waiting, and who would want, the way she always wanted, the one thing he could not give her.

CHAPTER TWO
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The Tablet and the Hat
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There was a woman named Pham who ran the bánh mì cart on the Flora Street side, and she was, by Tomás's private accounting, his closest friend in Dallas, which told you something true and sad about the shape of his life, because Pham did not know his name.

She knew him as the mime. She had known him as the mime for six years, since she'd brought the cart over from a worse corner near the convention center, and over those six years a friendship had built itself the way a callus builds, slow and from use, out of nothing but proximity and small daily kindness. She saved him a sandwich most days, the number four, no jalapeño, because she had noticed years ago which one he reached for and had simply started setting it aside. He paid her on the days the hat was good and she waved him off on the days it wasn't, and kept a running tab in her head that both of them knew she would never call in. They talked, in the way Tomás talked, which was that Pham talked and Tomás answered with his face and his hands and, when it mattered, the tablet, and Pham had gotten so fluent in him over six years that she could carry most of a conversation off nothing but his eyebrows.

"You look tired," she said, handing the number four across the cart, and Tomás tipped his head and made the small flat gesture, aren't we all, and she laughed, because she was, the cart was eleven hours on her feet same as it had always been, and for a moment the two of them stood in the noon glare in the easy quiet of people who had nothing to prove to each other.

She did not ask why he didn't speak. That was the thing Tomás loved her for, if he was honest, more than the sandwiches. Everyone asked, eventually, the new ones, the tourists, the office kids who came and went, can you not talk, are you deaf, is it like a religious thing, come on man just say one word, the endless poking at the silence as if it were a locked door that wanted opening. Pham had asked once, six years ago, early, you can't talk? and Tomás had taken out the tablet and written, after a moment, the only thing he could put that was true without being the whole truth, I used to, and Pham had read it and looked at him and nodded slowly and never asked again, and that had been the beginning of the friendship, the not-asking, the letting a man keep the one room he kept locked.

He ate the sandwich on his stool with the hat in front of him, and the plaza moved around him, and he listened to it the way he listened to everything.

•   •   •
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The guard was named Reyes and worked the museum's south doors and had decided, over the years, that Tomás was his responsibility in some loose unspoken way, the way men sometimes adopt the strays at the edges of their territory. Reyes brought him water on the worst days, the hundred-degree days when the plaza stone threw the heat back up at you and the tourists thinned to nothing and only a fool or a man with nowhere else would work it, and Reyes would come out on his break with a cold bottle and set it by the hat and say something about the heat and stand a minute in the thin shade of the entrance and then go back in. He thought Tomás was a little simple. Tomás had understood that for a long time and had stopped minding it. Reyes was kind to him in the particular way people are kind to those they believe to be less than themselves, a kindness with a little pity folded into it, a little relief, there but for the grace, and it was real kindness even so, and Tomás had learned to take real kindness in whatever shape it arrived, because it did not arrive often and pride was a luxury for men who got to be seen.

This was the texture of it, the thing nobody who could speak ever understood: that the silence did not only cost him the big things, the warnings and the connections and the one terrible word he would never say again. It cost him, every single day, in a thousand small denominations. It cost him the benefit of the doubt. A man who does not speak is assumed to have nothing to say, and from there it is a short cruel step to assuming he has nothing in him at all, and Tomás spent his days being handled gently by people who had quietly filed him as broken, as simple, as a sad fixture to be looked after, and he could not correct them, because correcting them required the one thing he had given up, and so he wore their small misjudgments the way he wore the paint, a second face over the real one, and let them think what the silence let them think.

There had been a man that morning, before the heron, a man in a good suit who'd watched the box routine and then crouched down to Tomás's stool level the way you crouch to a child or a dog and said, loud and slow, that. is. very. good, and put a five in the hat with the air of a man being magnificent, and waited, beaming, for the gratitude, and Tomás had looked at him from inside the paint and put his white-gloved hand over his heart and bowed his head, thank you, sir, you are too kind, the perfect mime of humility, and the man had gone away glowing with his own generosity and never once suspected that the silent fool he'd been so loud and slow at had read him in four seconds flat, the whole of him, the need to be seen being kind, the small hungry vanity under the suit, all of it filed and known and forgiven, because Tomás forgave them all, he had to, there was no living in the plaza otherwise. He saw everyone. Nobody saw him. He had made a kind of peace with the arithmetic of that, most days. Some days the peace was thin.

You wanted to be seen, he thought, watching the suit recede across the plaza glowing. For nine years you stood here and wanted nothing in the world but for one of them to really look. And now look at you. Now you'd give anything to stay exactly this invisible. Be careful what you ask the world for. It listens more than you'd think, and it has a terrible sense of humor.

He finished the sandwich. He folded the wrapper small, the way Odette had taught him, we are not animals, chèr, we do not leave a mess for someone else's hands, and he put it in his pocket to throw away properly later, and he went back to work, and the plaza forgot him again, which was the job.

•   •   •
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It was in the listening that the other work lived.

The comms unit was an old thing, a scanner really, the kind hobbyists used, and he had taught himself its channels over the long months the way you teach yourself anything when you have silence enough to study and a reason that will not let you sleep. He listened to the city move its people. Most of it was nothing, was traffic and weather and the ordinary churn of a metroplex, and he let it wash through him while his hands did the box and the wall, and he had learned to feel the shape of the not-nothing the way he felt the shape of trouble gathering in a crowd, the small wrongnesses, the codes that were not quite the codes the police used, the quiet handoffs between frequencies, the grey channels under the bright ones.

He had learned, for instance, that when one of the herons took someone, it did not go out over anything a normal person could hear. There was no siren, no dispatch, no record a worried family could call a station and ask after. There was only, if you knew how to listen, a brief flat exchange on a channel that wandered, a confirmation, a string of letters and a number that Tomás had come to understand was not an address but a designation, a way of referring to a person that had stopped using the person's name. He had a notebook, a real paper one, hidden where Odette's wandering hands would not find it, and in it he had written down every designation he had caught in eleven months, every flat coded confirmation of a person turned into a string, and there were more of them than anyone walking through the bright plaza in the sun would ever have believed, page after page of people who had been there and then were referred to, once, in a wandering frequency, as cargo, and then never again.

He did not know what the designations meant. He did not know where the people went. The channel that carried the confirmations never carried the destination; that, whoever they were, they were too careful to say aloud, even in code, even on a frequency they thought no one could find. The line went dark exactly at the moment it would have told him the one thing he needed. They were good. They were very good. They had built the whole thing the way you build a thing when you have decided that the people you are moving do not get to be found.

But Tomás was patient in the way only the silent learn to be, and he was a man who had spent his life making the invisible real with nothing but attention and his hands, and he believed, the way he believed very few things anymore, that a line that goes dark is still a line, that a thing built to not be found is still a thing, that everything that touches the world leaves a weight, and he of all people knew the weight of things. He would find where the line went. He had eleven months of designations in a notebook and a scanner in his ear and the rest of his life to listen, and somewhere at the dark end of that wandering frequency was a place, a real place with a real weight, where they took the ones they caught.

And in that place, eleven months gone, filed under a designation he had caught and written down and could not read, was the only person who had ever seen him.

He listened. The plaza moved. His hands built a wall that wasn't there, and held it, and let it go. And under the paint, behind the still open empty face that the whole city looked at and did not see, Tomás Beaulieu went on with the patient invisible work of a man assembling, one caught frequency at a time, the map of a railroad that did not exist yet, that he did not yet know he was going to have to build.

He did not have the word for it yet, what he was becoming. That would come later, and it would come from someone else, the way the only names that ever stick do. For now he was just a mime with a scanner and a notebook and a vow he had never said aloud, listening to a city carry its people into the dark, and waiting, though he could not have told you for what, the way you wait at a platform for a train you have not yet admitted you intend to catch.
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