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The Families
This is our world on a different timeline. The French were first to the Moon, in 1861; the British were first to Mars, in 1875. There were no world wars here. The money and the minds that would have gone into them went into the crossing, the domes and the machines, so the machines came early: the radios, the screens, the phones, the drones. The countries are real; the history is not.
Places
Hesh — the vault city under the surface of Mars, where the Vances begin.
Santa Inés — a coast valley in the far north-west of Mexico: the Vega orchard, the white house, the ditch and the lemon tree.
El Portón — the Gate: the high flat stone sixty miles over the passes, and the old town under it.
New Ares — the largest city of the Martian Republic, on the coast.
The Ridge of the Promise — the hilltop settlement above the valley.
The Rosarito Strip — a thin piece of coast round Rosarito, twenty-five miles by six, that everybody calls the Strip. Camp 4 is there.
Part One: The Ditch
Chapter 1: The Departure
The valley of Santa Inés and El Portón, Mexico, 1875.
The Stone was here before God thought of us. Be polite to it. — said in the Herrera yard, Santa Inés
Tomas Vega was nine years old the spring his grandmother took him to the Stone.
She had been promising for three years. Every spring the pilgrims went up from the coast valleys to El Portón for the Feast of the Stone — on foot, the devout ones, sixty miles over the passes, and in carts, the rest — and every spring Tomas begged to go, and every spring his father said next year, because there was the orchard to water, the lemons to pick and the channels to clear, and a boy was another pair of hands. And then in the spring of 1875, Abuela Inés stood up at the supper table in the white house and put both her hands flat on the wood and said, in the voice that made even his father go quiet, "I am seventy-one years old, Ramón. I have climbed the Stone fifty times. I will climb it once more, and the boy will climb it with me, and you will water your own lemons for a week."
So they went.
They went in the cart, with the mule: his grandmother on the seat with her black shawl and her rosary, Tomas beside her, and a sack of tortillas, a jar of beans and a jug of water from their own well. They went up the coast road from Santa Inés to the river and along the river to the ford, where his uncle Ignacio Morales had his house and his maize. Tío Ignacio came out, gave them a bag of oranges, kissed the old woman's hand and told Tomas to say a prayer for the maize. And then east, into the hills, up the long dry passes, among the oak and the chaparral, with the dust rising behind them and the other carts ahead and behind, all going the same way, families from every valley on the coast, singing.
It took four days. On the fourth evening, they came over the last pass, and Tomas saw it.
It stood up out of the high plateau like a tooth. Red. Enormous. Sheer on every side, streaked with black, three hundred feet straight up from the roofs of the town at its foot. The sun was going down behind them and the whole western face of it was on fire with the light, red and gold and orange, and at the top, tiny, he could see something white. A building. With a little tower.
"The Chapel of the Stone," said his grandmother. "Our Lady of the Gate. Built by the first friars, when your great-great-great-grandmother's grandmother was a girl. Before that—" She crossed herself. "Before that, nobody knows."
"How do we get up?"
"There are steps. Cut in the rock. Thousands." She glanced at him sideways. "You will count them, and you will lose count, and your legs will shake, and you will want to stop. And you will not stop, because I am seventy-one and I will not stop either."
The town at the foot of the Stone was full of pilgrims. They slept in the courtyard of a house in the old quarter near the bottom of the steps — the Quarter of the Moors, people called it, though his grandmother said there had not been a Moor in it for three hundred years, if there ever had been — where a family called Herrera rented the yard to pilgrims every year for a few centavos and gave them coffee in the morning. Señora Herrera was a big laughing woman with gold rings on every finger. Her husband had come up from Oaxaca, from the mountains where the cloud sits on the pines, when he was young, and had married a girl from El Portón, and stayed. Their children were dark and noisy and spoke Spanish and another language Tomas did not know, which sounded like water running over stones.
"You'll go up at dawn?" said Señora Herrera, handing his grandmother a cup.
"At dawn."
"Then sleep now. The steps are worse in the heat." She looked at Tomas. "And you — don't look down. Everybody looks down at the third turning. Don't."
"Why the third turning?"
Señora Herrera and his grandmother exchanged a look.
"You'll see," said his grandmother. "Sleep."
They went up at dawn.
The steps began in a little square at the bottom of the Stone, hemmed in on every side by old houses so close that their walls almost touched the rock. On the rock itself, just above the first step, there were carvings. Worn almost smooth. Lines and shapes. And a sign, cut deep, deeper than the rest, still sharp. Tomas did not know what it was. It was not a letter he knew. It looked a little like a bird, or a hand reaching up.
The pilgrims touched it as they passed. Every one. They put their fingers to it and then to their lips and crossed themselves.
"What does it say?" Tomas asked.
"Nobody knows," said his grandmother. She touched it, and kissed her fingers, and crossed herself. "It was here before the friars. Before anybody. Touch it."
He touched it. It was cold, even in the warm morning.
They climbed.
She was right. He counted, and lost count somewhere after six hundred. His legs shook. He wanted to stop. In front of him, step after step, his grandmother's black skirt went up, slow and steady, and her rosary clicked, and she did not stop, so he did not stop.
At the third turning, there was a wide ledge where the steps doubled back, and the pilgrims were resting there, sitting on the rock in the shade of the cliff, drinking water, fanning themselves. And along the face of the cliff, at the height of a man's shoulder, there was a band of carving. A long one. Running the whole length of the ledge.
Tomas stopped and looked at it.
Figures. Walking. In a line, one after another, climbing, the way the pilgrims were climbing. They were tall and thin, the figures, with long thin arms and long thin hands, and above them in the stone there was a shape like a seed-pod, or a cloud, with lines coming out of the bottom of it like rain. Or fire.
And here and there between the tall thin walking figures, other places. Patches. Where the stone had been cut flat. Chiselled away, carefully, so that only the rough marks of the chisel were left.
At the edge of one of the patches, where the chisel had missed, there was a hand.
It was not like the hands of the walking figures. It was short. Broad. With thick heavy fingers, spread out flat against the stone, as if the person it belonged to had been pressing their palm against something, hard. Pushing. Or holding on.
He put his own hand up next to it. His hand was nearly as big, though he was only nine.
"Don't look down," said his grandmother, beside him.
He had not looked down. He looked down. The whole of the Highlands lay spread out below him, brown and gold in the morning, going on for ever. He felt sick. He looked back at the carving.
"Abuela. Who are these?" He pointed at the tall thin walking figures. "And who was this?" The hand.
His grandmother did not answer at once. She looked at the frieze, leaning on the rock, getting her breath. Then she looked around the ledge at the other pilgrims, resting, fanning, drinking. A few of them were looking at the carving too. Most were not.
"Ask the Brother," she said. "At the top. Ask Brother Anselmo. He tells it better than I do."
The top was flat, bare and windy. The chapel stood in the middle of it, white, with its red roof, its little bell-tower and its iron cross, and pilgrims were going in and out of the door, kneeling on the rock outside it and lighting candles in the shelter of its wall. On the far side of the summit, you could see the sea. A line of silver, far off.
Brother Anselmo was sitting on a wooden chair by the chapel door. He was very old and thin, in a brown robe with a rope belt, and he had a big iron key on a string round his neck, a rosary and a face like a walnut.
Tomas's grandmother knelt and kissed his hand.
"Inés Vega," said Brother Anselmo. "From Santa Inés. Fifty years."
"Fifty-one, Brother."
"Fifty-one." He smiled. He had three teeth. "And this is?"
"My grandson. Tomas. Ramón's eldest." She put a hand on Tomas's back and pushed him forward. "He wants to know about the carving. At the third turning."
The old friar looked at Tomas at length with his small bright eyes.
"Sit," he said.
Tomas sat on the rock at his feet. His grandmother went into the chapel to pray.
"When I was a boy your age," said Brother Anselmo, "the old Brother who kept this chapel before me told me this. And the old Brother before him told him. And the friars before that heard it from the people who were here when they came, who climbed these steps before there was a chapel, to pray to — we don't know what. Something. Not to God." He crossed himself. "So. Listen."
Tomas listened.
"Before the friars," said the old man, "before the Spanish, before the people of the valleys, before anybody — there were the First Ones. Los Primeros. They lived in all this land. In the valleys and the hills and on the coast, and here, on the Stone. They were not like us. They were short, and broad, and very strong, with heavy hands, and heavy brows, and they did not build houses or plant fields. They hunted, and gathered, and lived in caves, and buried their dead with flowers. The old stories say they sang. Not words. Just sounds. Very beautiful."
He paused.
"And then one day — a very long time ago, longer than anyone can count — a boat came down out of the sky. Here. On the Stone. A boat of fire. And out of it came other people. Tall people. Thin people. With long thin hands. Like the ones in the carving. And they climbed down the Stone — they cut these steps, the old stories say, coming down, not going up — and they went out into the land."
"And the First Ones?"
Brother Anselmo was quiet for a moment.
"The land was emptied," he said. "That's what the old stories say. Those words. The land was emptied. Of the First Ones. All of them. In all the valleys, and the hills, and the coast. And the tall people from the sky took the land, and lived in it, and had children, and their children had children, and after a long, long time, they forgot they had ever come from the sky at all." He looked down at Tomas. "And the First Ones were gone. And somebody — later, much later, nobody knows who — came back up the steps with a chisel, and cut their faces out of the stone. So that nobody would remember them either."
Tomas sat on the rock and thought about the hand. The short broad hand, pressed flat against the stone at the edge of the chiselled patch, as if it were holding on.
"Who were the tall people?" he said. "From the sky?"
Brother Anselmo looked at him with his small bright eyes. Then he laughed, softly, and shook his head.
"Who do you think?" he said. "Look at your hands."
Tomas looked at his hands. They were long, and thin, and brown.
"Us?" he said.
"That's the story," said the old friar. "I didn't say it was true. I said it was the story." He fingered the key on the string round his neck. "The friars built this chapel on top of the Stone, when they heard it. Right here. On the place where the boat came down. Do you know why?"
"Why?"
"To keep the door shut," said Brother Anselmo. "In case the sky people ever came back. In case whatever they left behind came looking for them." He smiled his three-toothed smile. "A chapel is a good heavy thing to put on top of a door. And Our Lady is a good strong guard."
He stood up, slowly, with his hand on Tomas's shoulder.
"Go and pray," he said. "Light a candle. For the First Ones. Somebody should."
Tomas went into the chapel and lit a candle. He did not know any prayer for people who had been emptied out of the land and had their faces cut out of the stone, so he said an Our Father, and a Hail Mary, and then just stood there, looking at the candle, thinking about the hand.
Behind the altar, in the white plaster wall, there was a slab of red stone set into it, with carvings. The same kind of carvings as the ones at the bottom of the steps. Signs nobody could read. One of them, near the bottom, was the bird-shaped sign. Or the hand reaching up.
His grandmother came and stood beside him and took his hand.
"Did he tell you?" she said.
"Yes."
"Do you believe it?"
Tomas thought about it.
"I don't know," he said. "It's a story."
"Yes." His grandmother squeezed his hand. "My grandmother believed it. My mother didn't. I believe it on the Stone, and I don't believe it at home." She crossed herself, and turned to go. "Come. The steps are worse going down."
They went home by the river.
On the last day, the cart came down out of the hills into the valley of Santa Inés in the late afternoon, and they stopped at the ford, at Tío Ignacio's house, to water the mule. Tío Ignacio was in his maize. His wife came out with coffee. Esperanza, his eldest girl, who was six, came and stood by the cart and stared at Tomas because he had been to the Stone.
Tomas went down to the river.
It was low in the spring, the river, a few inches of water running clear over a bed of stones, round and smooth and grey and white and red. He took his sandals off and stood in it, in the cold water, and looked down at the stones. He thought about Brother Anselmo. Look at your hands.
He bent down and picked up a stone.
It was about the size of an egg. Smooth. Very smooth, polished by the water for — he did not know how long. A long time. Longer than anyone could count. It was dark red, almost the colour of the Stone at El Portón in the sunset, with a thin white line running round it like a belt.
He stood in the river and held it.
His grandmother was watching him from the cart.
"Bring it," she called. "If you like it. Bring it home."
He brought it. He climbed back up onto the seat beside her and held it in his lap. She looked at it.
"From your own river," she said. "Good." She took it from him and turned it in her old fingers, and held it up to the light, and gave it back. "Keep it, Tomas. Keep it somewhere safe. A stone from your own river is the only thing in this world that nobody can take from you."
"Why?"
"Because it was here before them," said Abuela Inés. "Whoever they are. Whoever comes. It was here first." She clicked her tongue at the mule. "Like the First Ones."
The newspaper came up from San Diego with the mail cart in October.
Tomas's father read it at the supper table, after the meal, with his spectacles on the end of his nose, the way he read everything — slowly, moving his lips, because he had learned to read late, from the priest, and was proud of it. Tomas's mother was clearing the plates. His brother Felipe, who was five, was under the table with the dog. His grandmother was in her chair by the stove with her rosary.
"Listen to this," said his father. "Listen. The British Martian Expedition. The English have sent a ship. To Mars. To the red star." He tapped the page. "In the spring, it says. In April. A ship, with men in it, shot up into the sky out of a great cannon in France, or on a rocket, I can't make out which — the French have had the Moon these fourteen years, it says, and the English won't be beaten twice — and gone across the black to Mars. And now—" He ran his finger along the line. "Now they've landed. In September. Six weeks ago. And they've telegraphed back. With their wireless."
"Telegraphed what?" said Tomas's mother, not very interested.
His father read it out, slowly.
"The expedition reports that it has made contact with a native population residing in extensive underground habitations beneath the planet's surface. The natives are described as human in form, of slight build and pale complexion, and apparently possessed of a primitive civilisation. They greeted the expedition with displays of apparent submission. A flag has been planted and the territory claimed in the name of His Majesty."
The kitchen went quiet.
"People," said his mother. She had stopped with a plate in her hand. "On Mars?"
"That's what it says."
"Under the ground?"
"Under the ground. In holes. Like moles." His father laughed, and took off his spectacles. "And the English have planted a flag on them. Of course they have."
In her chair by the stove, Tomas's grandmother had stopped telling her beads.
"Read it again," she said.
His father turned to her. "Mamá—"
"Read it again. The part about what they look like."
He read it again. Human in form, of slight build and pale complexion.
Abuela Inés sat without moving in her chair. Then she crossed herself, slowly, three times.
"Holes in the ground," she said. "Under the red star. All this time." She looked at the window, at the dark outside. "The English have woken them."
"Woken who, Mamá?"
She did not answer. She got up out of her chair, slowly, with her stick, and went out of the kitchen door into the yard.
Tomas went after her.
She was standing by the well, with her shawl round her shoulders, looking up. The sky was clear. The stars were out, thick and white, over the orchard and the dark hills. And low in the east, red, bright, brighter than he had ever seen it, there was the red star.
His grandmother held it a long while.
"Do you have your stone?" she said, without looking down.
"In my room. In my box."
"Good. Keep it there." She pulled her shawl tighter. "Brother Anselmo said the chapel was built to keep the door shut. In case the sky people came back. Or in case whatever they left behind came looking for them." She was quiet for a moment. "I never thought about that part. Whatever they left behind. Fifty-one times up those steps, and I never once thought about who they left behind."
"Abuela?"
She looked down at him at last. In the starlight her old face was strange, and soft, and frightened, in a way he had never seen it.
"If the sky people came from up there," she said, "and they came here, and emptied the land, and forgot — then who did they leave behind up there? In the holes? Waiting?" She looked back up at the red star. "And what happens now that somebody's knocked on the door?"
Tomas stood by the well and looked up at the red star too. It was very bright. It did not twinkle, the way the other stars did. It just hung there, steady and red, low over the dark line of the hills to the east, beyond which, sixty miles away, the Stone stood in the dark with its chapel on top and its steps cut into its face and its carvings, the tall thin walking figures and the chiselled patches and the short broad hand at the edge, holding on.
"Maybe they'll stay there," he said.
His grandmother put her hand on his head.
"Maybe," she said.
They went in. She did not say anything else about it, that night or for many nights afterwards. But in the morning, Tomas noticed, she had moved the little statue of Our Lady from the shelf in the kitchen to the windowsill. The east windowsill. Facing the hills.
He kept the stone in a box under his bed, a cigar box his father had given him, with a picture of a lady with a fan on the lid. He kept other things in it too, over the years: a Spanish coin, a bird's skull, a medal from school and a letter from a girl in Valle Verde called Lucía, when he was sixteen, which he read so many times the folds wore through.
But the stone was the first thing in it, and the thing he took out most. He would sit on his bed at night and hold it, the dark red stone with its white line, and feel how smooth it was and how cold, and think about the river, the Stone at El Portón and the hand at the third turning.
By the spring of 1883 he was seventeen, nearly as tall as his father, and did a man's work in the orchard, with the well and the channels and the lemons, while Felipe, who was thirteen, did a boy's.
And in the same spring, in February, the strangers came to the hill.
They came up the track from San Diego in mule carts, eighteen of them, and stopped on the dry slope above the orchard, on the far side of the boundary ditch, on the nine hundred acres of hillside that Don Esteban Ruiz de Aranda had owned for fifty years and never once set foot on. They got down from the carts. They were thin and pale and they moved slowly, painfully, as if the ground were pulling at them. They had round black glass circles over their eyes, like goggles, like the ones the men wore in the San Diego foundry. And they stood on the slope and looked around them, at the valley, the hills and the sky, and one of them — a young woman, with dark hair tied back — took her goggles off and then put them straight back on again, and laughed and cried, both at once.
Tomas watched them from the orchard, with a basket of lemons on his hip.
The next morning, they began to dig.
That night, his grandmother, who was seventy-nine, and nearly blind, and had not been out of the house since Christmas, asked him to take her out to the yard. He took her out. She stood by the well with her stick and her shawl, and turned her face toward the slope, toward the sound of spades in the dark.
"Is it them?" she said.
"Who, Abuela?"
"You know who. The ones from the holes. Under the red star."
Tomas looked up the slope. In the dark he could see lamplight, faint, coming out of a trench they had cut into the hillside. He could hear them talking. Not Spanish, not English. Something else, with a strange lilt to it, low and soft.
"Yes," he said. "I think so."
His grandmother stood by the well with her blind face turned toward the sound until the spades stopped.
"They've come looking," she said at last. "For the ones who left them." She crossed herself. "God help us. They've come to the wrong door."
Chapter 2: Contact
Santa Inés, 1883–1887.
When the landlord finds the valley on a map, then we'll worry. — a joke in the cantina, Santa Inés
Tomas had learned his English from an Irish priest.
Father Brendan O'Neill had come to the valley of Santa Inés in 1869, from a seminary in Cork by way of a mission in Texas, to take over the little church at the crossroads when old Father Ybarra died. Nobody knew why the bishop had sent an Irishman. Father Brendan did not seem to know either. He was red-faced and short-tempered and spoke Spanish like a man chewing gravel. He drank, he was kind and on Thursday afternoons he taught English and arithmetic to any boy in the valley who would sit still for two hours in the sacristy. Tomas sat still. He liked the English. He liked the way the words sat hard and square on the tongue, like stones in a wall.
"It'll be the language of the world one day," said Father Brendan. "Mark me. The English and their cousins in the States. They'll own the whole bloody planet, and then they'll start on the others." He sniffed. "You might as well know how to argue with them."
It was Father Brendan who told them about the strangers on the hill.
He came to the white house on the first Sunday after they arrived, after Mass, sat in the kitchen, drank Tomas's mother's coffee and told them what he had heard in San Diego. They were from the star. The red one. Mars. The English had found them there, eight years ago, living in holes under the ground — Tomas's grandmother crossed herself — and had been digging ore out from under them ever since. And some of them had come to Earth to work. And some of them had formed a society, and bought land.
"Here?" said Tomas's father. "Why here?"
"Because of the Stone," said Father Brendan. He looked uncomfortable. "At El Portón. They've a book, apparently. A holy book. And it says their people — their ancestors — came here. To the Stone. A long time ago. From the sky."
Nobody in the kitchen said anything.
Tomas looked at his grandmother. She was sitting quite still in her chair by the stove, with her blind eyes turned toward the window.
"Brother Anselmo's story," said Tomas.
Father Brendan raised his eyebrows. "What story?"
"At the Chapel of the Stone. The old Brother. He told me. When I was nine." Tomas told it. The First Ones. The boat of fire. The tall thin people. The land emptied. The faces cut out of the stone.
Father Brendan listened. When Tomas had finished, he finished his coffee, slowly, and put the cup down.
"That's a pagan story," he said. "And Brother Anselmo should be ashamed of himself, at his age, telling it to a child." He stood up. "And I'll tell you this for nothing, Ramón Vega. If I were you I'd keep my children on this side of that ditch."
Tomas did not keep to his side of the ditch. Not in his head.
He watched them. All that spring. From the orchard, with his basket, from the roof of the house, from the bottom of the slope where the dry boundary ditch ran between his father's lemon trees and the nine hundred acres that Don Esteban Ruiz de Aranda had sold to the strangers without ever setting eyes on it. He watched them dig. They dug like nothing he had ever seen. Into the hill, not on it. Long sloping trenches, roofed with timber, with rooms opening off them into the earth. Within a month, there were six of them, six dark mouths in the hillside, like eyes. Within three months, they had a cistern cut into the rock and things growing on the slope above it — grey things, strange things, lichens and mosses and pale leafy plants he did not know — and a row of saplings along the ridge at the top. Almond, he thought, from the leaves. And fig.
The figs were dying. He could see that from the orchard. Too much sun on that ridge, and the strangers watered them at noon, in the heat of the day, so that the water burned on the leaves.
"Fools," said his father, standing beside him at the bottom of the orchard. "Look at that. Watering at noon."
"They're from Mars," said Tomas. "Maybe they don't have noon on Mars."
His father eyed him sideways.
"They have noon everywhere," he said. "That's what noon is." He watched the strangers on the ridge with their watering cans. "Poor devils. They're just poor people a long way from home. Like the Chinese who built the railway. Leave them be."
His grandmother said they were devils, without the poor. His mother said nothing, but she would not let his little sisters go down to the bottom of the orchard any more.
In June, on a Sunday, Tomas went down to the ditch.
He did not decide to. He was walking along the bottom of the orchard after Mass, kicking at the dry clods in the channel, and one of them came down the slope on the other side. One of the women. The young one, with the dark hair tied back, who had taken her goggles off on the first day and laughed and cried. She came down to her side of the ditch and stood there, in her goggles, and looked at him.
He had been practising. He would not admit it, afterwards, even to Felipe. But he had been practising for weeks, in his head, in English, what he would say if he ever spoke to one of them.
She said, "Buenos días," in a terrible accent.
"Good morning," said Tomas, in English. And then, in a rush, before he could lose his nerve, the sentence he had been practising: "You dig like you're hiding from God."
She stared at him through her goggles. Then she laughed. A real laugh, surprised, from the stomach.
"From the sun," she said. "God we brought with us."
He grinned. He could not help it.
"My name is Tomas. Tomas Vega. That's my father's orchard."
"Rhea Vance."
"I know. The priest told us. He said you were the people from the star." He peered at her goggles, at the round black glass. "Is it true you can't see in the day?"
"Not well. It's getting better."
"My grandmother says you're devils," said Tomas, cheerfully, because it was true and he did not know what else to say. "My father says you're just poor people a long way from home, like the Chinese who built the railway. My mother says nothing, but she won't let the little ones come down to the ditch."
"And what do you say?"
Tomas thought about it. He thought about Brother Anselmo, the hand at the third turning, the red star and his grandmother by the well saying who did they leave behind?
He did not say any of that.
"I say your trees won't live," he said.
"What trees?"
He pointed up the slope, at the ridge, at the dying figs. He told her about the sun, and the noon watering, and the shade. He pointed at the cypresses along the western edge of his father's orchard.
She looked at them a while.
"Thank you," she said.
He shrugged. He turned to go. And then he turned back, because he had seen her face properly now, in the bright sunlight, and it was red and raw and peeling across the cheeks and the bridge of the nose, like a child who has fallen asleep on the beach.
"What happened to your face?"
She touched it. "It's the light," she said. "We burn."
He nodded slowly. "Wait there."
He went up through the orchard to the house. His grandmother kept her aloe in a clay pot in the larder, the green jelly from the plants by the well, for burns from the stove. He took the pot. He did not ask. Then he went to the nursery bed at the side of the house where his father kept the young lemon trees, the grafted ones, ready for planting, and pulled one up, and wrapped its roots in a wet sack.
He came back down to the ditch. She was still there.
He held out the pot. "My grandmother makes it. Aloe. For burns. Don't tell her I gave it to you."
She took it.
"And this." He held out the sapling. "It'll grow in your sun. Lemons don't mind."
She took that too. She stood there holding both of them, looking at him through her goggles, and he could not tell what she was thinking. Then she said, "Wait there," and went up the slope into one of the dark mouths in the hill.
She came back with a little jar. Glass, sealed with wax. Inside, something grey-green.
"For your grandmother's hands," she said. "I saw them. They're stiff. Rub this on them at night. It helps the bones."
Tomas took the jar. He broke the wax and sniffed it. It smelled of damp stone, and earth, and something ancient. He made a face.
"It smells like a cave."
"It is a cave."
He laughed. He put it in his pocket.
"Plant the lemon where the water sleeps," he said. "At the bottom of the slope. Not at the top."
"Where the water sleeps," Rhea repeated.
"That's what my father says. Water goes down and sleeps at the bottom. Plant where it sleeps." He touched his hat. "Good day, Rhea Vance from the star."
"Good day, Tomas Vega."
He went back up through the orchard. At the top, by the well, he stopped and looked back.
She was kneeling at the bottom of the slope, on her side of the ditch, by the dry channel, digging a hole with her hands. For the lemon. Exactly where he had said. Where the water slept.
His grandmother found the jar in his pocket that night, because she found everything. She could not see, any more, more than light and dark and shapes, but she could find a lie in a house the way a dog finds a bone.
"What is this?" She held it up. She sniffed it. "Ay, what is it? It smells like a grave."
"It's for your hands, Abuela."
"Who gave it to you?"
He told her.
She sat in her chair by the stove with the jar in her lap, turning it over in her stiff old fingers, until the fire was low.
"And you gave her my aloe," she said.
"Yes."
"And one of your father's trees."
"Yes."
"Hm." She broke the wax again, and sniffed again, and made the face Tomas had made. Then she dipped a finger in, and rubbed it, slowly, into the knuckles of her other hand. "Devil's grease," she said. "From the holes under the red star." She rubbed some more. "If I grow horns, it's on your head, Tomas Vega."
She used it every night that winter. By the spring, she could hold a needle again, for the first time in four years. She sewed a shirt for Felipe's confirmation, by feel, with her blind eyes turned to the window. When it was finished, she held it up and said, to nobody in particular, "Devils." And then: "Is there any more?"
Father Brendan heard about it, because Father Brendan heard about everything that happened in the valley, usually from Abuela Inés herself, in the confessional, where she told him things that were not sins at all, in great detail, to make him late for his dinner.
He came to the white house on a Sunday in Lent and sat in the kitchen with his coffee and looked at the little glass jar on the shelf above the stove.
"Inés Vega," he said. "Is that what I think it is?"
"It is devil's grease," said Abuela Inés, from her chair, with great dignity. "From the holes under the red star. Given to my grandson by a pagan woman across a ditch. I put it on my hands every night and say three Hail Marys over it so that it knows who it's working for."
"And does it work?"
"Better than your prayers, Father. I prayed to Saint Jude for my hands for four years. Every night. With your blessing. Nothing." She held up her fingers and wiggled them at him, slowly, all ten. "One winter of devil's grease."
Father Brendan studied the fingers. Then he looked at the jar.
"My knees," he said, after a while, not very loudly, "have been a cross to me since Cork."
Abuela Inés said nothing. She did not need to. She sat in her chair with her blind eyes turned toward the priest and her hands folded in her lap and the expression of a woman who has waited a long time for something and intends to enjoy it.
"In the interests of science," said Father Brendan.
"Of course, Father."
"Not a word to the bishop."
"Not a word, Father." She crossed herself. "Tomas. Fetch the Father a spoon. And a bit of paper to wrap it in. And then go down to the ditch and tell the pagan woman the Church wants more."
Tomas went down to the ditch and told her. Rhea laughed so hard she had to sit down on the bank. The next evening there were two jars on his side of the ditch, sealed with wax. One of them had a label on it, in careful English capitals, in an alphabet Rhea had only been using for a year.
FOR THE PRIEST. RUB IN. DO NOT PRAY OVER, IT CONFUSES IT.
The trouble came in September.
Tomas was at the ford when it happened. He had gone down with a cart to help his uncle Ignacio bring in the maize. Tío Ignacio was his mother's brother, a big slow laughing man with six children and a house by the ford that his grandfather had built and a field of maize on the river slope that his grandfather had cleared, with a channel from the river that his grandfather had dug by hand, with a mattock, in 1829. The Moraleses had farmed that slope since their great-grandfathers' time. As tenants. The Ruiz estate owned it. They paid their rent in maize and beans, twice a year, to Don Esteban's agent, who came out on horseback from San Diego, in a black coat, on a grey. They had never seen Don Esteban. Nobody had.
The agent came on the eleventh of September. Not twice a year. Out of season. In his black coat, on his grey horse, with two policemen from San Diego riding behind him with rifles in their saddle holsters.
He did not get off his horse. He sat on it in front of the Morales house, in the yard, among the chickens, and took a letter out of his coat, and read it aloud.
Tomas was standing in the maize with a basket. He heard every word.
Don Esteban Ruiz de Aranda had sold the land. All nine hundred acres. To a society in London. The sale had been completed. The new owners required vacant possession of the river slopes by the end of October. The tenancy of Ignacio Morales and his family, and of ten other families on the slopes, was hereby ended. Don Esteban thanked them for their years of service.
Tía Rosario came out of the house with the baby on her hip.
She listened to the agent read it. Then she started to scream.
She screamed and screamed. Not words. Just sound. The baby screamed with her. Tío Ignacio came out of the maize at a run, with his machete still in his hand, and one of the policemen put his hand on his rifle. Tomas dropped his basket, ran, caught his uncle by the arm, held on and said Tío, Tío, no, Tío, the machete, drop it, Tío, please.
His uncle dropped it.
The agent folded the letter and put it back in his coat. He looked down at Tío Ignacio from the grey horse with an expression of mild distaste.
"You've had a good long run," he said. "Three generations, rent-free, practically. Don Esteban's been very patient." He turned the horse. "End of October. Don't make us come back."
He rode away. The policemen rode after him. Esperanza, Tío Ignacio's eldest, who was fourteen now, stood in the door of the house with her arms round her little brothers and watched them go, and did not cry.
That night Tomas went down to the ditch and stopped at the edge of it, on the Vega side, where his father's land ran out. His hands would not open. He waited in the dark until she came down the slope. Perhaps she had seen him from the burrow. Perhaps she had sat at the mouth of it all evening, waiting for exactly this.
"My uncle's house," he said. His voice did not sound like his own. "The Morales house, by the ford. That's my mother's brother. He was born there."
"Tomas—"
"He has six children. Where are they supposed to go?"
"I didn't know," said Rhea. "None of us knew. The contract—"
"You bought the ground." His voice shook. He could not stop it. "You didn't buy the people on it."
"We paid for it. We paid everything we had. It was legal. Don Esteban owned it."
"Don Esteban has never seen it! He couldn't find it on a map! My uncle's grandfather dug the channel that waters it with his own hands!"
"Then your uncle should have bought it from Don Esteban!" She was shouting now too. He had never heard her shout. "We came forty-five thousand years to get here! Forty-five thousand years, Tomas! We are not going to give it back because your uncle never thought to get a piece of paper!"
He looked at her over the dry channel and could not find the next thing to say. The grillos were going in the lemon rows like a hundred little saws. Up the hill, in one of the black mouths of the burrows, somebody had lit a lamp, and somebody was singing in that low, closed-mouth language of theirs that sounded, his mother said, like people praying with their teeth shut.
Forty-five thousand years.
He thought about Brother Anselmo. The boat of fire. The tall thin people coming down the steps. The land was emptied. He thought about the short broad hand at the edge of the chiselled patch at the third turning, pressed flat against the rock. Holding on.
"Forty-five thousand years," he said at last, quietly. "And it never once occurred to you that somebody else might have got here first."
He walked away up through the lemon trees. He did not look back. He did not want her to see his face.
The Moraleses left in October. The Society — her people — paid them money. More money, Tío Ignacio said, counting it at the kitchen table in the white house with his big hands shaking, than Don Esteban had ever given him for anything. Less than nothing, said Tía Rosario, for a house and a field and a channel and three generations of graves in the churchyard at the crossroads. Tío Ignacio took the money. He took his family to Ensenada, down the coast, where a cousin had work on the docks.
Three of the eleven families refused the money. They said they would not go. The agent came back with more policemen. They went.
Tomas helped his uncle load the cart. At the end, when everything was on it — the beds and the pots and the chickens in their crate and the little statue of the Virgin from the niche by the door — Tío Ignacio stood in the yard and looked at the house. Then he went to the door and pulled it shut. He did not lock it. There was no lock. There had never been a lock. Nobody had ever needed one.
"Felipe," said Tío Ignacio, to Tomas's younger brother, who was thirteen and had come down from the white house to say goodbye and stood by the cart with his face white and his jaw set. "You remember this. You remember who lived here."
"I'll remember," said Felipe.
He said it in a voice Tomas had never heard from him before. Flat and hard and cold. A man's voice, in a boy.
In the spring of 1884, more of them came. Thirty. Then fifty. Then a hundred. They moved into the Morales house by the ford and the other empty houses on the river slopes, repaired them, dug new burrows behind them, cleared the channels the old families had let go to weed in their last summer and planted.
They planted tuber and lichen and their strange grey plants. And they planted lemons. From cuttings. Tomas recognised the leaves. They had taken cuttings from the tree at the bottom of the slope, the one he had given her, which was growing fast and strong where the water slept.
He did not go to the ditch for many days.
In the second summer he went down at dusk. To look at the tree, he told himself. Only to see whether the thing had taken. It had. It came up past her shoulder now, with new leaves the colour of limes. He sat on the Vega bank with his boots hanging into the dry channel and looked at it, and in a little while she came down the hill carrying a watering can.
"It's doing well," he said, nodding at the tree.
"You told me where to plant it."
"I know." He looked at it. He found he did not know what to say. So he said the true thing. "My grandmother used your cave stuff. On her hands. All winter."
"Did it help?"
"She can hold a needle again." He kicked at the dust. "She still says you're devils. But she asks if there's any more."
Rhea laughed. It surprised him how glad he was to hear it. "There's more."
They sat down, each on their own bank. Behind him the sun went into his father's cypresses.
"My uncle's in Ensenada," said Tomas. "He's working on the docks. His wife died in the spring. Fever."
He had not meant to say it. It had come out.
"I'm sorry," said Rhea.
"Are you?"
"Yes."
He looked at her across the ditch. At her face, thinner now, browner, the burns healed, and at her goggles, which she had pushed up onto her forehead in the dusk, so that he could see her eyes. Pale, grey almost. Strange. Not strange. Just eyes.
He thought about Tía Rosario screaming in the yard with the baby on her hip.
"I believe you," he said finally. "That's the worst of it, Rhea. I believe you. You're sorry, and you'll keep the land, and you'll be sorry for the rest of your life, and none of that will bring her back."
She looked at the tree instead of at him.
He stood up. He brushed off his trousers.
"Water at dusk," he said. "Not at noon. You're still doing it wrong with the figs."
In the spring of 1886 Tomas was walking home from Valle Verde along the Jamul road at midnight, with Lucía Ortega's father's opinion of him still ringing in his ears, when he heard the shouting.
It came from up the slope on the left of the road, where the Society had dug a new row of burrows the winter before on what had been the Ochoa family's goat ground. Torches. A dozen young men with torches and stones, in a half-ring round the mouth of the nearest burrow, and the stones going in at the door, which was planks, so that the planks boomed. He knew the voices before he could see the faces. Ochoa boys. Saavedras. Cousins of the families from the river slopes. And one voice he would have known anywhere, cracking on the high notes because it had not finished breaking.
He started to run.
By the time he got up the slope the part of it that was a fight was over. The door of the burrow had come open. There was a lantern on its side in the dirt, still burning, and a shovel, and a Martian man on his knees beside them, thin and pale, in his nightshirt, holding a boy against his chest. The boy was ten or so. He was making a high thin sound through his teeth, and his arm was bent between the wrist and the elbow where an arm does not bend. A woman stood in the burrow doorway saying the same word over and over in their language. The young men stood round with their torches, breathing hard, and nobody was throwing anything any more, and one of the Saavedra boys was staring at the arm with his mouth open as if somebody else had done it.
Felipe was nearest the door. His lip was split and the blood had run down his chin onto his shirt, and he had a stone in his hand that he did not seem to know he was holding.
"Felipe," said Tomas.
His brother turned round. For a moment it was a stranger's face.
The Martian man looked up at Tomas from the ground, over the boy's head. His goggles had come off and he was squinting into the torchlight. He did not say anything. Tomas had seen him before, at the market in Santa Inés, selling algae-cake; he had bought one once, to see, and the man had counted out his change very carefully, coin by coin, as if he had only just learned what the coins were.
Tomas took the stone out of his brother's hand and dropped it. He took him by the back of the collar, the way their father put a dog out of the kitchen, and walked him down the slope to the road, and Felipe let himself be walked. Behind them the torches broke up and went off into the dark in twos and threes. Behind them the boy was still making the sound.
Nobody had been badly hurt, the valley said afterwards. A Martian boy had a broken arm. Felipe had a split lip.
"Why?" said Tomas, in their room, in the dark.
Felipe was lying on his bed with his face to the wall.
"Because somebody has to," said Felipe. "Because you won't."
"I won't what?"
"You know what." Felipe turned over. In the moonlight from the window his face was swollen and very young. "You go to the ditch. You talk to her. Every week. Everybody knows. The whole valley knows. Tomas Vega and the red woman. Talking about trees." His voice cracked. "Tía Rosario's dead. In Ensenada. In a room over a fish shop. And you talk to her about trees."
Tomas did not have an answer.
He lay awake that night until the window went grey. Then he got up, quietly, so as not to wake Felipe, knelt down by his bed in the dark, pulled out the cigar box with the lady with the fan on the lid, opened it and took out the stone. The river stone. From the ford. From the river that ran past the Morales house, where her people lived now.
He held it until it was warm.
The only thing in this world that nobody can take from you, his grandmother had said. Because it was here before them.
His grandmother had died in the winter. In her chair by the stove. With her rosary in one hand and a little glass jar of grey-green devil's grease in the other.
The news came in April of 1887.
Tomas heard it before he knew what it was. He was in the yard, at dusk, mending a harness by the light of a lantern, and from up the slope, from the burrows, there came a sound he had never heard before. Singing. Not the low soft singing he heard from them sometimes at night. This was loud. Hundreds of voices. Pouring out of the burrow mouths and down the dark slope, rising and falling, a long strange swelling song in their own language, like a wave coming in.
He put down the harness. He went down through the orchard in the dark to the ditch.
She came down a few minutes later. Running. With her goggles off. Her face was wet.
"What is it?" said Tomas. "What's happened?"
She told him. She was laughing and crying at the same time and it came out in a rush, half in English and half in her own language. A letter, a declaration from the British government, from Lord Harrow himself, the Foreign Secretary, the man the first station on Mars was named for. His Majesty's Government looks with sympathy upon the settlement of the Martian people in a homeland of their own in the Mexican Southwest. And good offices. And bring this about. She said the words over and over, as if she were tasting them.
Tomas heard her out. Afterwards he did not say anything for a while.
"His Majesty's Government," he said. "That's England?"
"Britain. Yes."
"And they'll lend their good offices to give you a home here. In the Southwest."
"Yes!"
"Rhea." He said it gently. "This is Mexico."
She opened her mouth. She closed it.
"England doesn't own it," said Tomas. "England's never owned it. It's like — it's like me writing a letter to the King of England promising you his castle." He laughed, but it did not come out right. "Who are they to promise anybody anything here?"
"They're — they're Britain," said Rhea. "They're the greatest power on Earth. If they say—"
"And what does it say about us? About the — what was it — peoples already resident?"
"That nothing will be done to disturb their standing in faith and in law."
"Faith and law." He nodded slowly. He thought about Tío Ignacio counting money at the kitchen table with his hands shaking. About Tía Rosario in a room over a fish shop in Ensenada. About Felipe, lying on his bed with his face to the wall. "Not land. Not water. Not our houses. Faith and law. We can keep going to Mass." He stood up. "Good night, Rhea."
"Tomas—"
"It's a good letter," he said. "For you. I can see why you're singing." He looked up the slope, at the burrows he had watched them dig with their hands, every one of them lit and singing. Then he turned back to her. "I hope you know what it costs."
He went up through the lemon trees.
At the top of the orchard, by the well, where his grandmother had stood with her old face turned to the red star twelve years before, he stopped. He did not look back at the ditch. He looked east, at the dark line of the hills, beyond which, sixty miles away, the Stone stood in the night with its chapel on top.
To keep the door shut, Brother Anselmo had said. In case whatever they left behind came looking for them.
Behind him, the singing went on and on, rising and falling, pouring down the hillside in the dark like water.
In the house, Felipe was standing at the kitchen window, listening to it, with his split lip healed and his jaw set hard.
"What are they singing about?" he said, when Tomas came in.
"England's promised them a home."
"Where?"
Tomas sat down at the kitchen table. He put his head in his hands.
"Here," he said.
Chapter 3: The Closed Door
Mexicali, Santa Inés and San Diego, 1889–1908.
An Englishman shakes your hand so he knows where it is. — Ignacio Morales
The trench at Mexicali was nine feet deep and full of water, and Tomas Vega stood in it for nineteen days.
He had been called up in March, with every man in the valley between eighteen and forty, by a captain with a list who came to the crossroads church after Mass and read out names. Felipe's was on it too. Felipe was nineteen and went with his jaw set and a look in his eyes that frightened their mother. Tomas was twenty-three and went because there was no choice. They were sent east, together, on the train, to the river, where the Americans had crossed at Yuma and were coming down the valley toward Mexicali with their cavalry and their guns.
Nobody explained the war to them, not properly. It was about water, the captain said. The river. The Americans wanted it. Mexico would not give it. That was all a soldier needed to know.
They dug trenches along the canal south of the town, and stood in them, and the Americans shelled them. That was the war, for Tomas. Standing in a trench. The water came up from the canal through the mud and stood in the bottom of it, cold, to the knee, to the thigh. The shells came over from the north, from guns they never saw, and burst in the air, or in the mud, and threw up great fountains of earth and water and sometimes men.
On the nineteenth day, a shell hit the trench.
He did not hear it. He was talking to the man next to him, a fisherman from Ensenada called Paco who knew Tío Ignacio, about the price of sardines, and then he was lying under the earth. In the dark. With the weight of it on his chest so that he could not breathe. With his mouth full of mud.
He did not know how long he lay there. It felt like a long time. He could not move. He could not breathe. He could hear, faint and far away, through the earth, men shouting, and a spade, digging. He thought: this is what it's like for them, under the ground, in the holes. In the dark, waiting for someone to dig them out.
He thought about the woman at the ditch. We burn.
And he prayed. Not the Our Father or the Hail Mary. Something else, something without words, just a kind of pushing, in the dark, the way the short broad hand at the third turning was pushing against the stone. Let them find me. Let them dig. Let them dig.
They dug him out at dusk. Felipe was one of the diggers. Felipe, who had been in the next traverse when the shell hit, and had come running through the mud and the smoke, and dug with his bare hands until they bled, shouting Tomas's name. Of the six men in that bay of the trench, Tomas was the only one they dug out alive. Paco the fisherman was lying across his legs.
Three days later, in the attack on the canal bridge, an American cavalryman put a bayonet through the back of his left hand.
In June the war stopped, at a table in Geneva. Nobody won. Tomas came home in July with a bandage on his hand that the army doctor said would come off in a month, and two fingers that would never straighten again.
His mother met him at the door of the white house and held him for a long time without saying anything. Then she stepped back and looked at his hand.
"I went to her," she said.
"To who?"
"To the one you talk to. At the ditch. The red woman." Dolores Vega's mouth was set. "In May. When they said there was fighting at Mexicali. I went down to the ditch and called her and asked her if her people had prayers for soldiers."
Tomas stared at her. His mother had not been to the bottom of the orchard since the Moraleses left.
"What did she say?"
"She said they had prayers for people who were under the earth. In danger." His mother looked away. "I told her you were in a trench. I told her a trench was under the earth. I told her to say one."
Tomas stood in the doorway of his father's house with his bandaged hand and did not know what to say.
He went down to the ditch that evening. His first evening home. She was there. She had seen him come up the track.
He held up his hand for her to see. "Mexicali," he said. "An American bayonet. I was lucky."
"Your mother asked me to pray for you."
He stared at her. He had not believed it, quite, until she said it. "My mother did?"
"I said the prayer for people under the earth. Every night."
Tomas laughed. He had not laughed since March. It came up out of him like something breaking. And then he stopped laughing, because he remembered.
"It worked," he said. "I was in a trench that got hit. Six men. I was the only one they dug out." He looked at his hand. At the two fingers that would not straighten. He thought about lying under the earth, in the dark, with his mouth full of mud, pushing. "Maybe your God's better at underground than ours."
"Maybe ours has had more practice."
He sat on the Vega bank, where he always sat.
"Have you heard?" he said. "About Geneva?"
"The Trusteeship."
"The Trusteeship." He said it in English, the way the newspapers said it, and it tasted bad. "Britain. Running Mexico. Running my valley. Because some old men in Switzerland decided we're not fit to govern ourselves. We've been governing ourselves for a hundred years, Rhea. Who do they think was running the place?"
For once she had no answer ready.
He looked up at her. She was looking at the ground.
He understood then. He did not need to be told. He had heard the singing, the night the news came, all the way down in the trench at Mexicali, in his head. He had known it would come.
He got up and went back up through the orchard, and did not say good night.
He married Lucía Ortega in October of 1889, in the church at the crossroads, with Father Brendan, who was grey now and drank more, saying the words in his gravel Spanish.
Lucía was from Valle Verde. She was small and quick and dark and had a laugh you could hear across a field, and she had written him a letter when he was sixteen that he had read until the folds wore through, and she had waited for him through Mexicali, and when he came home with his ruined hand she took it in both of hers at the door of her father's house and kissed the two crooked fingers, one and then the other, and said, "Good. Now you can't go to the next one."
They lived in the white house, with his mother and Felipe and his father. Diego was born in July of 1890. Ramón, named for his grandfather, in 1893.
His father died in the winter of 1895, of his lungs, in the bedroom off the big room, with the
