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      No part of this place would have made Rella’s nursing professors happy.

      Complete lack of sanitation. Flies everywhere. No plumbing. No bathrooms. People squatted in the dirt, wiped with rags. Added the rags to a pile that would be boiled at the end of patient hours and hung overnight on lines of dirty string to be used again the next day.

      People smoked in line while they waited for hours to be seen. They weren’t commercial cigarettes, but different homemade blends. Some of them smelled sweet, like burning sugar, some smelled like manure. All of them made Rella cough any time a breeze blew through and aimed the smoke into her face.

      The poverty of these people was appalling. No child wore shoes. Only half of the adults did, mostly the men. And those shoes looked like they had been made decades ago and worn every day since then. The leather peeled on the tops and sides. The soles looked like they might be repurposed chunks of old tires. They had the dusty black color and the tread, and looked rough along the edges where some sturdy knife must have cut the rubber into suitable sizes.

      Their clothing looked hardly newer or in better shape than the rags that got boiled overnight. Calf-length skirts for the women in faded yellows and blues, shapeless light-colored blouses with scooped necks and sometimes a little bit of cheerful embroidery along the neckline for trim. The men in thin plain T-shirts or the masculine version of the women’s shapeless cotton shirts. Cotton trousers or imitation jeans. No Levi’s made it all the way down here to the little Mexican town of Aguas Calmadas.

      Most of the children wore some variation of shorts and pullover cotton shirts. None of them looked very clean. They had dirt on their faces, a lot of them had runny noses, their hands and fingernails looked like they might be washed only once a month.

      When Rella first arrived on the rickety bus—her third rickety bus on a sweaty, bumpy, exhausting eight-hour journey from the airport—she took one look at this place and the dirty, pitiful crowd and nearly broke down crying.

      The bus was traveling on. It was no use getting back on it and saying politely in Spanish that she had changed her mind. Rella was stuck here for at least the next three days until another bus would come back this way.

      She had stepped off in her relatively clean American clothes that probably cost more than everyone else’s put together, and she stared at the patients and the medical staff while all of them stared back at her. Then the doctors and nurse went back to work, as doctors and nurses do. The crowd continued to stare. There was nothing else to do while they waited, and Rella was the most interesting thing to watch at the moment.

      She had waited until September to come, hoping it would be cooler by then, but even now, close to five o’clock, the lowering sun still baked her brown skin. Rella had grown up in Douglas, Arizona, right on the border with Mexico, and thought she had already adapted to heat long ago.

      But hours of being crammed into a packed bus with other hot, sweating passengers had driven her baseline temperature up. Free of them at last and standing at the side of the dirt road in the windless late afternoon, Rella could still feel the roasting heat. She waved a hand back and forth across her face like a fan, but it did nothing except make her feel foolish in front of the staring crowd of patients and their families.

      Nothing about this place would have met her professors’ or her colleagues’ standards. They would have been horrified at the state of the equipment and the lack of sanitation and the way medicine was being practiced here.

      And yet.

      By the end of her second day, Rella couldn’t imagine ever wanting to go home.
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      Rella Herdez had come to nursing late. She thought for a while she wanted to be a psychologist. Then a social worker. Then a lecture by one of her professors convinced her she wasn’t cut out for the life of substandard wages and frustrating bureaucracy. “Most social workers burn out in three to five years. So ask yourself now, before you go any further, will that be you?”

      Rella thought it might. And because she was on an academic scholarship that only covered part of her tuition and none of her books, with the shortfall coming from student loans, she had a heart-to-heart with her parents about where her future should lead.

      “You should follow your heart,” her mother told her. “But…” She had looked to Rella’s father then to fill in the rest of their advice.

      “But you should be able to live,” her father said. “Pay back your debts. Have a car. Maybe a house some day.”

      Rella knew his advice was practical. Her parents still rented their house and shared a single, thirteen-year-old car, and often took the bus. Rella took the bus, too. She had been saving for a car of her own, but so far wasn’t even close.

      “You’re a smart girl,” her father said.

      “Very smart,” her mother added.

      “Think about it some more,” her father said. “Maybe ask around other people like you.”

      Other people like you. Second-generation Mexican-Americans, with grandparents who had made the risky and arduous trek from their small, poor villages in Mexico to find better lives in America for themselves and their families.

      Rella was proud of her heritage. Her parents had always spoken Spanish to her at home to make sure she kept her family’s language.

      But Rella understood her parents’ preference that she choose a career that would give her a comfortable life. She was the first in her family to go to college. Neither of her parents had been able to afford it themselves.

      So she did talk to others. And when one of them suggested a nursing degree, Rella could immediately feel how right that was.

      She graduated with honors. She had offers from hospitals and private practice. She didn’t know what she wanted to do, what specialty she might pursue. So she took the highest-paying job and settled in.

      For the next few years she climbed from one well-paying job to another. Being bilingual helped. Hospitals in Tucson and Phoenix were always looking for Spanish speakers for their growing clientele of Hispanic patients.

      And it was while on shift one night at a hospital in Tucson that Rella decided to make a radical change.

      She had spent time with dying patients before. It was part of her job. And sacred to her, in the way that assisting with a delivery of a new life felt sacred.

      The patient was an elderly Hispanic woman. She had no family that anyone could find. She had been brought in dehydrated and delirious, with a heart so weak the doctor assumed she wouldn’t live through the weekend.

      Rella visited her room throughout the night, sitting with the woman when she had the time, holding her soft hand and speaking quietly in Spanish. The woman mumbled sometimes, mostly reciting prayers. Rella joined in with the ones she knew.

      Early in the morning, while the sky outside the windows was still dark, the woman opened her milky eyes and looked into Rella’s.

      “Gracias, mija.” Thank you, my child. She looked at Rella with the most heavenly expression on her face. Her eyes seemed luminous. The woman smiled at Rella the way Rella’s own grandmother used to, so full of love it made Rella lift the woman’s hand to her lips to kiss it.

      The woman sighed and closed her eyes. She was gone.

      And holding her hand, Rella felt it. Felt the life leave her body. Felt a soul slip away. Felt the beauty and the privilege of having been able to share that last moment with a stranger, having her trust Rella to hold onto her hand while the woman took her last, peaceful breath.

      Nurses have moments like that where they know where they need to go. Sometimes it’s working with the disabled, sometimes with newborns, sometimes with the old and dying.

      Rella knew where she belonged. She stopped chasing the best paycheck anymore and went to work for a hospice group in Tucson. She spent her days checking on patients in nursing homes and assisted care facilities and the ones lucky enough to still live with their families. And when death came, usually at night, Rella was there to hold her patients’ hands and see them off to their next journey.

      It was the most fulfilling, rewarding work she had ever done in her life.

      But then another moment came when she knew it wasn’t enough.
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      The water healers of Aguas Calmadas were only a rumor. The way rumors might circulate about a guy who can get you papers, a guy who can get you across the desert, a guy who can find you some work.

      They saved my cousin … my Nana … my husband.

      They healed through prayer. Or magic. Or ancient Mexican knowledge. Nobody knew for sure.

      Rella listened to the rumors just like anyone else. With a slight smile, maybe a subtle roll of her eyes. She believed in science. In medicine. In truth.

      But patients took comfort in all sorts of ways, and it was not Rella’s role to try to talk anyone out of their beliefs. She was there to take their vitals, to manage their pain, to help their families go through the final stages of saying goodbye to someone they loved.

      And then it was her own family. Her grandfather, her father’s father, had end-stage lung cancer and had no interest in being any hospital’s science experiment. He accepted his diagnosis and asked Rella to help him live as well as he could with the time he had left.

      Rella’s parents moved him from his little house in Douglas, Arizona to their little house in Tucson, and Rella drove there every day as part of her hospice rounds.

      Papi spoke English well enough, but he always preferred speaking Spanish. Rella was happy to oblige.

      She nursed him for two months. She watched him follow the classic road. He lost weight, his skin turned an unnatural sallow beige, his eyes looked huge above his sunken cheeks. But his smile was as radiant as ever.

      “Mija,” he would tell her as he clasped her warm hand. “Tienes el corazón de un ángel.” You have the heart of an angel.

      And then one day his sister arrived.

      Unlike her brother, Rella’s grandfather, Gabriella was not ready to let go of his life.

      She had come to convince the family to take him down to Mexico instead.

      To a small village called Aguas Calmadas. Calm Waters. There were healers there. Gabriella knew someone who had been cured of her liver cancer. The doctors performed miracles. They must go there immediately.

      Rella’s parents depended on her to explain reality to Aunt Gabriella. Papi was too sick to move. He was comfortable here. The trip alone would kill him.

      But Gabriella pushed and pestered for another few days before finally giving up in disgust.

      “You want to die,” she told her brother.

      “No,” he told her in Spanish, “I am dying.” He reached out for her hand and smiled his radiant smile. “I am with my children and my grandchild. It is as it should be. Thank you for coming. I love you.”

      Before she left, Aunt Gabriella took Rella aside and tried one more time.

      “They can heal him. You must believe me.”

      “He doesn’t want to go,” Rella said. “We have to do what he says.”

      It was how she had learned to talk to other families, on behalf of her patients. Sometimes Rella had to protect them from well-intentioned, but unwelcome advice.

      Gabriella left, angry and grieving.

      And then Papi began his final decline.

      Rella always knew when her patients had finally had enough. Many of them even told her plainly that they were ready to go.

      But some, like Papi, slipped into an in-between existence, what some might consider a coma, although his vitals indicated it was just a very deep sleep.

      He stopped eating. He stopped drinking. He lay restless, sometimes thrashing against his sheets, and then he would fall more deeply under again and be unresponsive for a day or more.

      Rella and her parents took turns so that one of them was always in the room.

      And on the sixth day of her Papi’s decline, Rella was alone with him in the minutes before midnight.

      She had the bedside light on its lowest setting while she checked his heart with her stethoscope. As she touched the metal to his bare skin, his eyes suddenly flew open.

      He grabbed her wrist with a surprisingly strong grip, and gazed at her with bright, alert eyes. He spoke to Rella in a strong, clear voice, and told her, “Voy a aprender!” I’m going to learn!

      Rella’s heart began to race.

      “Learn what, Papi? Where?” She sometimes had moments like this when her patients were clearly seeing something that Rella couldn’t see.

      She knew that there was more beyond death than just a dark, final end. Her patients had been showing her that for the past several years.

      “Tell me, Papi!” His grip had weakened again, and his eyes wearily closed. He was still breathing, but that singular moment of joy and excitement seemed to have drained him of any further energy.

      I’m going to learn!

      He was leaving them. He was going on to someplace else.

      And wherever it was, he had already seen his future.

      Rella sat with him past midnight. He lived just thirty minutes more.

      Then he went on to learn whatever they were going to teach him there.

      For the next several days, Rella replayed that moment in her mind.

      Her grandfather’s excitement. The bright, eager look in his eyes. His awakening after days of not communicating with any of them.

      He came alive for just that moment to tell Rella what he saw.

      At the funeral his sister Gabriella wept from the depths of her heart. Then she waited while Rella’s parents started back toward their car, before taking Rella’s arm and gently coaxing her aside.

      “Did he say anything?” Gabriella wanted to know.

      Rella told her about his final words.

      Tears slid down Gabriella’s cheeks.

      “He would want you to know,” she said. “Don’t be so stubborn like your parents. What if they could have healed him in Aguas Calmadas?”

      “It’s just a story,” Rella said. That was all she thought it was. Just a rumor. A fairy tale. A wish.

      Gabriella opened her black sequined purse. She pressed an envelope into Rella’s hands.

      “Here is where to go. And a hundred dollars for the plane. Please, mija, I beg you.”

      “Tía Gabriella, I can’t take your money. I have plenty of money of my own.”

      “Then go there,” said Gabriella. “He told you what to do. He was going to learn. He would want you to do that, too.”

      Rella did not immediately agree. She did not immediately decide. She spent weeks doing what research she could.

      There were pictures on the internet. Even a few videos posted by Americans and other foreigners who had made the long journey down to Aguas Calmadas.

      The healings seemed bizarre. They could have been tricks. Tricks by the healers or by the people videoing.

      “I’m going to learn,” Rella sometimes mumbled as she clicked through the various internet links.

      And then one day she woke up and realized she had no good excuse.

      She waited a few more months until September, when the temperature might be cooler.

      Then she packed a small duffel and headed for Mexico. Like a reverse migration, the grandchild finding her way home.
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      The water healers, two women and a man, were native to the village of Aguas Calmadas. They were assisted by two licensed medical doctors, one from Guatemala, one from Norway.

      The only nurse, an American named Michael who looked about Rella’s age, in his mid-thirties, had been doing his best to manage the overflowing clinic. He was more relieved than any of them when Rella introduced herself and stated her qualifications.

      “Oh, thank God. Please tell me you’re here to stay.”

      “For a few days,” Rella said. Until the next bus comes. She kept her arms crossed across her chest as if warding off the filth she saw around her.

      A little girl crouched in the dirt just a few feet away and urinated into the dirt. She met Rella’s gaze and gave her a smile. Rella had no choice but to smile back.

      “You know what we do here?” Michael the nurse asked.

      “Generally,” Rella said.

      “Well, whatever you think it is, it’s way more than that,” Michael said. “Come on. Let me show you.”

      Four cloth tarps had been stretched over metal poles in two rows of two, creating a square area of shade. Underneath it were two wooden tables that might have been someone’s dining tables a long time ago.

      A shirtless man lay on one of the tables.  A little boy lay on the other, patiently waiting and sucking his thumb. A greenish trail of snot ran toward his mouth.

      Tending to the man was a short, dark-skinned woman who might have been in her sixties. She was dressed like the women Rella had seen waiting in line: long faded skirt, loose ivory blouse, but wearing sandals in better shape than Rella had seen.

      A tall blond man stood beside her, holding a shallow white metal bowl.

      The woman flicked the fingers of her right hand, then made pinchers of her thumb and forefinger.

      She poked them into the patient’s left side, maybe two inches from his navel, and wiggled them a few times. The man groaned.

      Then to Rella’s astonishment—and repulsion—the woman began pulling out a long wet and purplish string. The man howled. The healer continued to pull. Then the thing, whatever it was, came free.

      The tall blond man, the doctor from Norway, held the bowl closer, and the healer coiled the purplish string inside it.

      The Norwegian doctor carried the bowl to a metal barrel nearby and dumped the contents of the bowl inside.

      Rella saw flames rise from the rim of the barrel. She could smell a whiff of burning flesh.

      The Norwegian doctor returned to the healer’s side and watched the rest of the operation.

      Operation. That was what people called it on the internet. But Rella didn’t see any sign of scalpels or stitches or bandages.

      The woman healer rubbed her fingers over the affected area again, asked the man on the table a question, then helped him
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