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They traveled during the early hours of a freezing Sunday in November. The journey became longer than expected and the stomachs of the four occupants of the car croaked like a congregation of frightened storks. They still did not glimpse the coveted silhouette of the sanctuary of Torremesina. That sketch in the mists of the reservoir that gave it its name and that was built in 1919, inaugurated by Alfonso XIII in honor of the Virgin of Messina, whose appearance was given a good account of the treaties of the time.

The father, Luis Heredia, was never a believer. But hopelessness forced him to believe in the unbelievable and accept the unacceptable.

His wife, Juana Martos, was the first to encourage him to go to the sanctuary.

"It's our last chance, Luis. Our Lady will heal him.

Juana's devotion contrasted with the manifest atheism of her daughter, Sandra.

"Yes, of course, the Virgin will do much more than the doctors.

Then, Sandra avoided laughing out of respect for her mother and out of pity for her brother.

"You'll see how he heals," Juana insisted. You'll see how Martín returns safe and sound.

Martín was ten years old and had been imprisoned for cancer in an elderly person. A cancer that the doctors had not yet given a name to and that took over each of the muscles and bones of his whitish body and cut off his movements until he was prostrate on the sofa of the apartment where the four members of the family lived, in Barcelona.

"The plague," said Sancha, a neighbor of the Heredias, as soon as she heard what was happening to little Martín.

The old woman associated any unknown disease with the plague. It was she who induced the doctors in Barcelona to baptize Martín's illness as 'the plague of the bones'.

"Plague of bones, plague of bones, plague of bones," he repeated tirelessly as he held a white handkerchief in his arthritic hands.

It all started when Martín Heredia was nine years old and playing soccer, one afternoon in August, with his friends in the park in front of his house. There was a group of neighborhood kids of the same age running after the ball while laughing. The boy tripped and fell to the asphalt fracturing the knee of his right leg. The other children surrounded him, waiting for Martin to get up from the ground to continue playing. Her sister, Sandra, who was fifteen years old at the time and harbored the maturity of girls who have lived through poverty, ran in search of one of the few neighbors who had a telephone to call the clinic.

The parents, Luis and Juana, were alerted by a neighbor who sensed that the fracture of the knee was serious. Martín was always a joyful child and the fact that he was on the ground and with his face decomposed with pain, was enough sign that the fall was more serious than they could believe at first.

Martín suffered a lot and the wait for the doctor became eternal. Several neighbors gathered in the square, parents of the other children who were playing ball with Martín, and they made efforts to help, while they gave advice to alleviate the wait.

"It has to be on its side," suggested a neighbor whose triangular jaw contained huge teeth. It is the best way for blood to circulate through the wound and gangrene does not.

"We have to make a tourniquet," said another, while an extinguished cigar danced on his bruised lips.

"It's best not to move it until the ambulance arrives," said a woman with her hair pulled back in a hurried bun.

The badly injured boy realized the uproar that had formed because of him and tried to calm the spirits by downplaying the fall, especially so that his parents and sister would not worry.

"Mom," he cried, clutching his knee as if he feared it would slip from his leg, "though it hurts a lot, I don't think it's anything." Help me to stand up.

"No. "No," cried the father. Don't even think about moving.

The ambulance finally arrived. As soon as he entered the street he turned off the siren and the lights beat the eyes of those present. A young doctor, too much to instill confidence, made the first examination of the boy.

"Does this one already know what is caught?" whispered the mother.

"Yes, woman," said her husband. These doctors of today are very prepared; even if they are young. Let him examine it.

The doctor did not put on a good face after touching Martín's knee. With two fingers he was feeling carefully and finally said:

"The best thing to do is to take him to the hospital for an X-ray.

"Is there anything broken?" The mother asked.

"Yes," the doctor replied dryly. But it needs to be examined better to see the extent of the fracture.

The father, Luis, traveled with his son in the ambulance, while the tumult of neighbors downplayed the importance of Martín's fall and together they consoled the desperate mother who stayed there in the company of her other daughter, Sandra.

"It will be nothing, mother," the girl calmed.

"God forbid, daughter. God forbid.

Juana and Sandra arrived twenty minutes later at the hospital, when Benito, the owner of the newsagent, accompanied them in his Seat 133. When they arrived, they saw Luis sitting in the waiting room, with his head down, and with his right hand rubbing his head.

Martín was under observation for almost two hours. The doctor told them that he could not advance a diagnosis until he had done all the tests. The stethoscope hung around his neck, while several wooden sticks were sticking out of the pocket of his robe. He took off and put on his glasses, in a repetitive and maniacal gesture, while he did not stop making introductions of what he had come to tell them.

"Your son has broken the knee in his right leg," she said tersely.

"Please, doctor, the truth," Joanna begged. The mother did not want white lies.

"Martin has a variety of advanced osteoporosis," said the doctor, in response to the mother's request. We don't know what it is yet," he apologized for not being more explicit, "but we'll do blood tests, urine tests, and X-rays to determine the causes of his condition.

Was all that the fault of the coup? Juana asked.

"Not exactly. The fall has fractured his knee, but if it were not for the osteoporosis of the bones, he would probably have only sprained and recovered in a few days. The disease would have surfaced in any way, sooner or later," he predicted. But we were still lucky to catch it in time," he said to reassure them.

"The plague of the bones," said Dona Sancha. It is the plague of bones.

And the doctors adopted the name and in a couple of months they saw a report on television talking about such a strange alteration, using the name with which the old woman baptized her.

"Only one in a hundred thousand children before adolescence suffers from it," said an announcer with dyed hair and dressed in a masculine tie that took away all the charm she could have had.

After Martín's accident, the Heredias' life became hell. Their whole world revolved around their son, as they watched, with tears in their eyes, as his bones fractured as easily as a tree branch broken with a machete or the paint peeling off a damp wall with the passage of an iron scraper. The tiny muscles of her legs and arms were bruised, and the redness on her face appeared as simply as the mist floods the bathroom mirror after she gets out of the shower.
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They reached the curve of the bull, as the locals baptized it shortly after building the sanctuary of Torremesina, after a bull saved the life of a child. That day, a family was taking their son, just a few months old, to the Virgin. Then it began to rain with such force that it was impossible to stand on the mud formed by the water. The road was still unpaved and the mud never dried. The family ran to take refuge inside a stone cave that ceased to exist years later, when it was buried among the rocks. The young couple was made up of the father, the mother and the young child. The father hugged his son with titanic force and imprisoned him to his chest to prevent the cyclone from tearing him from his side. They entered the lair believing that it was safe and that the storm would not reach them. But the cave engulfed them and darkness was all they could see inside. They sat blindly on a stone bench carved by nature and waited patiently for the waterspout to subside to continue with the pilgrimage. The water grew and grew and flooded the cave in such a way that the family had to get out at the risk of drowning and falling off the wall of the swamp. The boy, removed from his father's arms by the storm, fell down the wooden railing that surrounded the reservoir and was left hanging on one of the beacons by a wool sweater that his grandmother braided to protect him from the cold. Everyone present screamed at the sight of him, but their lament was muted by the mother's shriek. That stark shriek that arose from the woman's bowels made the rain stop immediately. The storm subsided and the clouds shone illuminated by a blinding sun. That's when the beast appeared. A bull black as the nails of the devil, and out of nowhere, pounced on the boy, hooking one of his antlers in the woolen sweater and carrying him to where his parents were and leaving him by his side. Those present at that event could not believe what had happened. The bull disappeared inside the cave and for years it was said that the bull was sent by the Virgin to save the child.

As soon as he passed the curve of the bull, a swerve by Luis, caused by sleep and fatigue, made the boy wake up and open his eyes that resembled two moons about to explode.

"Is it long before we get there, Dad?" Martin asked from the back seat.

"No, son, we'll get there right away."

"Are you falling asleep, Luis?" Juana asked her, worried.

"I've been driving for many hours now, and my eyelids are heavy.

Then, Luis smiled at his son to reassure him and the reflection in his eyes was returned to him in the car's rearview mirror.

During the weeks leading up to the trip, Luis and Juana were explaining to their children why they were going to travel to the shrine of Our Lady of Messina. They were told that the Virgin would heal Martín's illness. Juana had been praying since she was a child and was always asking for someone. Louis, on the other hand, had become a believer more out of necessity than devotion. Sandra was looking at her father through the rearview mirror. He knew that he was not a believer, but he understood that his father wanted to ask the Virgin to heal his brother, because that was the last chance they had left. And despite the girl's outbursts of hatred towards her brother, she understood what was happening because she was born first and nature endowed her with the intelligence that spared her parents, as if nature wanted to compensate for her lack of culture. Sandra was born sixteen years ago, in the poor neighborhood of Barcelona where Luis was also born and where his mother was born, and where Martín was born. She was born on Tristeza Street, a very appropriate name for a place where tears make up daily life. Her cries filled the whole street occupying the peeling facades and the old neighbors brought butter sweets to the mother, meanwhile the young women filled the room and rubbed Juana's arms and legs to calm her down. The men lit black tobacco cigarettes without a mouthpiece at the door of the house and together encouraged Luis.

"You'll see how everything will turn out well," they told him.

The midwife cut the cord while Juana cried like a sponge just taken out of the bucket of water at the same time as she asked:

"Is the girl okay?"

Doña Sancha, the oldest of the neighbors, who boasted of having attended more than three thousand births, was the first to see Sandra. And when the girl cried, then Juana knew at that moment that she was fine.

But that day and in that same house, there were two women in labor. On the ground floor, Luisa Figueroa, the daughter of Matías, Gonzalo Aranda's wife, gave birth. They were not so lucky, because she died in childbirth. And the girl she was expecting also died.

"Is God punishing us?" Juana asked her husband.

God squeezes, but he doesn't suffocate.

Luis always answered the same, but his limited knowledge of the language and his limited erudition did not allow him to argue his words with more ingenious phrases.

Juana felt guilty about what happened the night Sandra was born and thought that God was punishing them.

"Here, Juana," Sancha said as she handed him a large wad of bills. Take your child to the Shrine and ask the Virgin to return him to us healthy.

Sancha was always very religious. He also felt guilty, and guilt and religion are a bad combination.

The Cortés family also gave money:

"Stay as long as you need."

And the contribution of neighbors, friends and relatives who wanted to contribute to the cure of the Heredia's son.

"Look, Dad! The houses!

Sandra always saw everything before anyone else. They were climbing the climb after the curve of the bull, when the granite houses appeared before their eyes. Two rows of perfectly aligned houses that seemed to be drawn on a fabric tapestry. Sandra counted twenty houses per row, which added up to a total of forty.

"Will there be any left unoccupied?" Juana asked as they drove up to the first of the houses.

The sun had hidden behind the mountains and the cold was entering through the Simca's ventilation grille. The place was not the same from there as when they saw it in the photographs that Sancha brought them. In those images you could see beautiful houses, surrounded by leafy trees and with vines that licked the facades as if they wanted to devour them. The houses did not have a garage and in front of the arches of the door there were some parked cars. "They are rich people's cars," Juana said then. Most were import vehicles such as Rover, Austin or Mercedes.

"They were prettier in the pictures," Juana said.

"Photographs are always deceiving," Sandra said. They were taken in spring, with the sun illuminating the street and with the flowers open. And now it's winter.

"We haven't been wrong, have we?"

Martín smiled at his mother's idea.

"Mom, you can see that these are the houses in the photographs that Sancha showed us. What happens is that they are empty and there is little light and they look like others.

The car stopped at the entrance to the street, just as it began to rain. They waited inside the car, in silence, until the rain stopped and they opened the doors of the Simca and the four of them got out.

The street was empty. It seemed as if no one had ever lived there, and now it was impossible to inhabit the dingy dwellings.

"They must be gone," Louis thought of the pilgrims who came to pray to the Virgin of Messina. It's Sunday, it's almost lunchtime and the inhabitants of these houses will have returned to their places of origin. Tomorrow they will have to work.

A winding Tramontane air crossed the street and knocked on the doorknobs and shook the bells of the arches and shook the brambles, while two bales of straw rolled around the car as if they were playing with each other.

"Let's get into the car, it's cold and it will rain again," the father told them.

Luis pondered whether he had done well to take his family there and whether that trip was going to be of any use. But the cure of his son Martín was well worth trying. His eyes were lost looking at the steering wheel without knowing whether to stay there or return to Barcelona.

Meanwhile, his wife settled down crossing her legs and Sandra and Martín leaned back in the back seat exploring the sky.

"The radio doesn't work," Juana said, as she pressed the power button. It is broken.

"We are in a sunken area," Luis replied, "the waves will not reach well.

During the trip they had trouble listening to the radio in some sections. Every time they passed through a tunnel or between mountains, the voices became distorted and inaudible clicks were heard. The music stopped being heard sometimes. And now the same thing was happening. Only unintelligible whispers could be heard, mingled with murmurs and whispers. It looked like a talk show where several people were talking at the same time, but nothing was understood.

“Can’t you hear it?” Martín asked as he sat up in his seat.  

Juana and Luis exchanged confused looks, unsure of what the boy was referring to.  

“What are we supposed to hear, Martín?”  

“The angels are talking,” he announced, to the astonishment of his parents and his sister's disbelief.  

Juana, sitting beside her husband, turned to see Martín's mischievous face.  

“Don’t joke around, son. You don’t play with things like that.”  

“Yes,” his sister scolded him, “As if we’re here because of you, and now you’re trying to pull our leg. Stop drawing attention to yourself.”  

The sound of an elderly man knocking on the window startled them in their seats. Juana quickly braced the glove compartment to secure the money, while Sandra automatically locked the back door. The only one who didn’t seem surprised was Martín, whose face broke into a smile.  

“Good morning.”  

A bearded old man, wearing a wide-brimmed hat, knocked on the car window with his knuckles. Tiny droplets from his beard splashed through the slightly open driver's window.  

“What’s going on?” Luis asked.  

“You’ve picked a bad day to come to the Loma Santa,” the man exclaimed, sliding his long fingers through the window and holding onto the glass as if afraid Luis would close it. “Why don’t you come inside the house?” he asked, pulling at his beard and wringing out the water. “You’ll be warmer inside.”  

Juana and Luis exchanged confused glances. Sandra stepped forward and rested her arms on the backs of the front seats, while Martín kept smiling.  

“What should we do?” Luis asked his wife.  

She got out of the car without answering. Then Luis, Sandra, and Martín followed, the latter needing his sister’s help.  

“There’s no need to close it,” the old man said.  

Luis couldn’t stop thinking about the money in the glove compartment of the Simca, the money they had been given for their stay.  

“It’s just a habit of city folk,” he responded.  

“Did you take the money?” Juana asked her husband once she was sure the old man couldn’t hear them.  

“No, dear. It will be safe in the car.”  

Inside the house, the old man removed his hat and coat, hanging them on a walnut peg with four hooks, which held both angelic and demonic engravings.  

The strange host invited them to remove their jackets. Juana took off a turquoise wool jacket she had inherited from her sister Rosalía, the same one her sister had given her the afternoon before she passed. Luis shed his waterproof coat, while Sandra removed her overcoat, took off her shoes, and pulled off her socks.  

“Help your brother,” Juana told her, giving her a disapproving look.  

“Oh, sure, he can’t do things on his own.”  

“Let’s keep the peace. And put your socks on, we’re not in our own place.”  

The old man led them down a narrow hallway, where pictures hung suspended from nylon threads, attached to the ceiling with yellow rings.  

“They’re made of gold,” Sandra whispered in Martín’s ear.  

“Liar.”  

The old man smiled upon hearing them.  

Whoever hung the pictures had made sure they were kept separate. On the right were angels, and on the left, demons. There were a total of twelve pictures, depicting scenes of biblical events.  

They reached the end of the hallway, where the living room of the house opened up before their surprised eyes.  

“Don’t step on the carpet,” the old man pointed out, indicating the shoes of Luis and Juana. “Take off your shoes, like the children did, and leave them in the hallway.”  

Sandra and Martín had already taken off their shoes at the entrance and tiptoed down the hallway to avoid dirtying the floor, with Juana keeping a watchful eye on Martín to make sure he didn’t touch the pictures and upset their strange host. Juana and Luis also took off their shoes and left them just outside the living room door. Accustomed to poverty, everything in the old man’s house seemed inconceivable to them. The table, the armchairs, and the chairs were all carved in the finest marquetry, and a chandelier made of bluish and orange crystals hung from the ceiling, casting a splendid glow over the room. On the bookshelf, there were figures made from all kinds of stones: marble, emerald, anthracite, and granite. In one corner of the room, there was a black ladder.  

One by one, they went to the bathroom and changed into the clothes the old man had provided for them.  

“And the money in the car, will it be safe?” Juana whispered to her husband.  

“Don’t be silly, I don’t think this man is going to steal from us with the kind of money he has in this house.”  

“Mum, you sound silly,” Sandra said, giving her a little kick.  

It was clear the old man had been expecting them. The clothes they put on were tailored to fit. Luis donned grey polyester trousers with large pockets and a beige turtleneck sweater. Juana wore a salmon-colored sweater and a long brown checkered skirt. Martín wore jeans and sneakers, while Sandra had on a corduroy skirt and a copper-colored pullover.  

“When we’re dry, we’re leaving,” Juana whispered to Luis when the old man entered the bathroom.  

“Dear, this old man seems like a good guy.”  

“Yes, but this will cost us. Or do you think it’ll be free?”  

“But we have money in the car to pay.”  

“Shhh, he might hear us.”  

“Don’t worry, you can stay as long as you want,” the old man said, having overheard Juana’s comment as he exited the bathroom.  

Ezequiel was the only resident of the Loma Santa, as the neighborhood of granite houses was called. He told them that it was built in the late 1960s as a refuge for pilgrims who came from the most remote corners of the world to visit the Torremesina sanctuary.  

“And the other houses?” Martín asked, still staring at his beard, which seemed straight out of a wizard’s tale.  

“None of them are occupied,” Ezequiel answered, taking a wooden pipe from the dining table and putting it in his mouth.  

Juana and Luis exchanged a look. Fifteen years of marriage and another fifteen of dating were more than enough for them to understand each other with just a glance, the slightest twitch of their lips, or a subtle look.  

“With how useful a house like this would be for us, and there are thirty-nine empty ones here,” their eyes spoke to each other.
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Ezequiel brought out a steaming coffee pot for Luis and Juana, and fresh orange juice for Martín and Sandra. The coffee pot was Italian, made of aluminum, with a base scorched from years of use over a brazier. The juice was freshly squeezed.  

“These are the ones that make the best coffee,” he said as he set the pot down on a small table.  

The couple nodded in agreement.  

“Definitely,” Juana commented. “It’s just like the one we have at home.”  

“There’s nothing like a hot cup of coffee to chase away the cold, and nothing like freshly squeezed oranges to quench your thirst,” the old man declared.  

A tray filled with cookies of various shapes and sizes completed the spread.  

They sat on black leather armchairs, not wanting to break the moment of hospitality by telling the kind man, who was showering them with attention, that they hadn’t eaten yet and would prefer a sandwich to cookies or a hot meal instead of coffee. Sandra discreetly drank her juice and chewed one of the biscuits slowly, while Martín stuffed his mouth, hardly able to speak for fear of scattering crumbs everywhere.  

Ezequiel must have sensed Martín’s hunger, as he quickly cleared the tray, leaving only one cookie, and brought out two more filled with sweets, pastries, and polvorones. A bottle of sweet liquor for the adults and a wide variety of juices for the children—peach, grape, and pear.  

The rain regained strength and began to pound against the house windows, while the occupants could hear the deafening sound of drops hitting the roof. They felt as if they were mountaineers lost atop the highest peak, far from any trace of civilization. The room filled with the scent of Ezequiel’s pipe, and the silence was broken when the old man got up and headed upstairs. With them alone for a moment, Juana whispered to her husband:  

“When are we going to the hermitage, Luis?”  

“We’ll go now. When the old man comes back down, we’ll tell him we’re leaving.”  

“So many cookies, but I’m starving,” Sandra remarked.  

“They’re really good.”  

“Don’t eat anymore, Martín. You don’t want to make yourself sick, son. The juice is a bit strong.”  

“Shh, the old man’s coming back.”  

Martín had fallen asleep on the leather couch while Juana watched her husband from across a round wooden table. The brazier in the middle of the room reminded her of the days when they were young, walking along the beach, listening to the calls of the seagulls, their smooth faces soaking in the sea’s dampness. Sandra remained lost in thought, staring out the window.  

“And the old man?” Juana asked. “He’s been gone a while.”  

“He’s upstairs. I can hear him walking,” Sandra answered.  

“What’s he doing?”  

“I don’t know, mom.”  

“Did you lock the Simca?” she asked her husband.  

“Quit being so paranoid,” Sandra scolded.  

“I don’t like this house, and I don’t like that old man. We should leave.” Juana nudged Luis. “Come on, it’s time to go to the Sanctuary. Martín, get up, we need to leave.”  

“This one won’t wake up even if a bomb went off,” Sandra muttered.  

Ezequiel slowly descended the stairs, his heavy boots echoing with each step as if the stairs themselves were groaning. He approached Martín, gently covering him with a small blanket, so tenderly that it seemed as if the blanket were made of feathers and the old man had just descended from heaven. Then he kissed Martín on the forehead, and the boy smiled in his sleep.  

“I’ve prepared the rooms,” Ezequiel said, his voice rough from years of pipe-smoking, and the sound lingered in the room for a few moments.  

Juana and Luis exchanged looks, and Sandra gave a smile.  

“So... are we staying here?” the girl asked, turning her gaze from the street and fogging up the window.  

“I don’t know, it’s very kind,” Juana said. “But we came to see the Virgin, and we don’t want to impose.”  

“You’ll need many days for the Virgin of Mesina to heal your son,” Ezequiel replied. “One visit won’t be enough. It’s best you stay here with me.” The rain started pouring harder. The trees bent under the storm’s force, and birds perched on the shelves in the inner courtyard, seeking refuge from the fierce downpour. “Stay for a week, and you’ll see how the Virgin heals your son.”  

“Oh no. A week is too long, and Martín can’t miss so many days of school. And the girl...” she said, looking at Sandra.  

“I’m fine, mom,” Sandra said.  

“I truly don’t mind. There’s plenty of room here for everyone. Think of your son.”  

“We’ll pay,” Luis said, sitting up on the comfortable couch.  

Juana nodded, and Sandra stood up to kiss the old man on the cheek. His face lit up with a flash of lightning that suddenly flooded the street with light as if a hundred headlights had gone off at once, pointing directly at the granite house. Luis didn’t know what to say, but his wife’s approval was enough for him to understand that staying in the granite house was the best option for now. He lifted Martín in his arms. The boy’s head rested on his left shoulder, and his hand gripped his father’s neck, as though afraid of falling. They climbed the stairs behind the old man’s nimble steps, with Luis careful not to hit any of the paintings on the wall with Martín’s feet. Despite his efforts, one of the paintings slid down slightly, becoming slightly crooked. The wall was divided into two sections, just like the entryway to the house: angels on the right and demons on the left.  

He climbed carefully, distracted by the gold-lettered labels identifying the characters in the portraits. Six demons and six angels. It seemed as if they had posed for the paintings. Kazbeel, the liar. Makkiel, the plague. Pariel, the ruthless. Zafiel, the spy. Asbeel, the deserter. Chitriel, the scourge. Facing them were six angels. Araziel, the musician. Camael, the visionary. Chamuel, the seeker. Gabriel, the governor of heaven. Rafael, the brilliance. Uriel, the strength. Luis thought that the owner of the house was some kind of fanatic about these spirits.  

The upper floor was even more impressive than the one below. The floor gleamed as if it were a mirror, and all around were finely carved figures of angels and demons. The ceiling resembled that of the Sistine Chapel, and even the window frames were finely crafted, depicting both angels and demons.  

Ezequiel led them to the room where Martín would sleep.  

“I’d prefer he sleeps with us,” Juana said.  
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