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DEDICATION 
 

This book is dedicated to those who heal wounds  
with friendship and prayer. 

 
To the wound-binders God has placed in my life 

Catherine H., Lisa A., and Katherine E. 
 

“He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.” 
Psalm 147:3





 

 

 

 

Chapter1 
Matthew Mason 

 

 

Bear Valley, Montana 

November 6th, 1920 

 

 I leaned out the window and listened for hoof beats, but all I 

heard was the creaking of the pine trees overhead. Mr. Talbot 

had saddled his horse and left to fetch Pa over an hour ago. One 

of them should have been back by now. 

 Returning to Mrs. Talbot’s bedside, I removed the 

compress,now hot with fever, from her wrist.  Her pulse galloped 

beneath my fingers. Despite being confined to bed, her heart 

refused to rest, andI wasn’t sure how much longer it could 

sustain her and the baby. 

God, where are they? 

 The curtain flapped in the wind.Something moved just 

beyond the treeline. I rushed to the window hoping to hear hoof 

beats, but it was just little Fannie Talbot, returningwithmore ice-
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cold water from the spring.It should have been me carryingwater 

that far.She was only ten, seven years younger than me, but I 

couldn't leave Mrs. Talbot's side until Pa arrived.  

 I waited by the bedroom door for Fanny. “You hear any 

horses?” 

She shook her head.“How’s Mama?”  

“Her fever’s still high,” I said, gathering the compresses. 

Fannie lugged the pail with two hands over to the bedside 

table and refilled the basin.“Is the baby going to be allright?” 

I wanted to be honest and say I didn’t know, but that wasn’t 

what Fannie needed to hear. 

“Pa will be here soon.He’ll take careofthem.”  

Fannie stroked her ma’s hair. 

I gently squeezed her shoulder. “Your ma needs to rest and 

save her energy. Do you think you could take your little brothers 

outside to play so they don’t wake her?”  

She nodded. 

I smiled. “I knew I could count on you.” 

As I dampened and placed the compresses on Mrs. Talbot, I 

heard Fannie using her best big girl voice to convince her 

brothers she was in charge.She was too young to take on her ma’s 

responsibilities.  

God, please let Pa arrive soon. 

Mrs. Talbot writhed in her restless sleep as another 

contraction came.  

“Helen?” shecried out, “Helen, something’s wrong.” 

I broke out in a cold sweat at the mentionofMa’s name. She’d 

died eight years ago. 

It’s just the fever talking. 
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I plunged the warm cloth into the basinofice-cold water, 

wrung it out, and wiped her neck and face.“Mrs. Talbot?”  

Her eyesroamed around the room coming to rest on me. 

Confusion filled her face. 

I wasn’t sure she recognized me. “It’s me, Matthew.” 

She studied me with the leerinessofa squirrel deciding if I 

was friend or foe, but then her face relaxed. 

“You have your ma’s eyes.” 

Everyone said that. I hadMa’s Sioux blood to thank for my 

deep brown eyes, tan skin and almost black hair. Thankfully, I 

had Pa’s broad forehead and square jaw, so with a good shirt and 

haircut, most people accepted me as Pa’s assistant.  

Mrs. Talbot tried to sit up. “I’ve got to go heat some 

water.Your ma likes the water warm for the baby.” 

I caught her by her shoulders and guided her down. “I’ll take 

careofit. You just rest and save your strength.” 

A few moments later, her eyes closed, and I sat back down 

beside her.I wished Ma was coming. She’d been an excellent 

doctor and delivering babies had been her expertise. Just before 

she collapsed,Mrs. Talbot had toldme howMa deliveredFannie 

bottom first.BeingMrs. Talbot’s first pregnancy,she’d been 

terrified of dying in childbirth like her aunt.ThenMa arrived 

andtold Mrs. Talbot about theother breech babies she’d delivered 

and assured her she could deliver Fannie, too.Mrs. Talbot had 

praised Ma for helping her face her fears and guiding her 

through the eighteen hours of difficult labor.I wished Mawas 

here to guide me. 

Mrs. Talbot’shand pressed against her abdomen as another 

contraction began. I placed mine next to hers and counted until 
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the muscles relaxed. My heart sank with the reality that they 

were shortening and coming further apart. 

Mrs. Talbot moaned. “Something’s wrong.”  

I moved my hand on topofhers. “Don’t worry. Pa will be here 

any minute.” 

I prayed she couldn’t sense my fear. Her 104-degree fever 

was dangerous for any person, but coming in the midstoflabor, it 

put both her and the baby in danger.I only had two medications 

for fever with me, and I wasn’t sure if either was safe.Nothing I’d 

read or observed had prepared me to handle this situation.  

Relief spread through me when Pa finally came through the 

door. 

“Tell me what you know,” he said as he washed up. 

I quickly went over the details while he assessed Mrs. 

Talbot’s condition. 

Pa picked up the notebook and scanned my notes. “What was 

her temperature when you arrived?” 

“I didn’t take it. Not until she collapsed.” 

“Didn’t you take all her vitals when you got here?” Pa’s 

crystal blue eyes cut like a scalpel. 

I didn’t know what to say. Pa had trusted me to go 

aheadofhim to see Mrs. Talbot through early labor unsupervised. 

In my eagerness, I’d focused on her contractions and the baby’s 

position. “I only took her pulse and blood pressure.” 

Pa pushed his glasses upthe bridge of his nose and turned his 

attention to Mrs. Talbot. He pulled the thermometer from her 

mouth.  

102-degrees, he jotted down.  

The cold compresses were barely helping. 
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Pa moved his monaural stethoscope around Mrs. Talbot’s 

abdomen. He closed his eyes and made a second pass without 

stoppinganywhere.My stomach knotted. He couldn’t find a 

heartbeat. 

Mrs. Talbot shifted her weight. “Helen?” 

Pa froze. Even after eight years, the mentionofMa’s name 

could break through his professionalism, but a moment later, he 

recovered. “Mrs. Talbot, I need to get your baby out so we can get 

your fever under control.” 

She was too incoherent to comprehend what was going on. 

He opened his surgical bag and handed me the ether and 

open mask.I carefully counted between each dropofether, 

thankful that at least I could make sure Mrs. Talbot didn’t have 

to feel the physical painofsurgery. 

By the time the sedationwas deep enough, Pa had turned the 

small bedroom into as sterileofan environment as he could.He 

knew the risksofworking in these conditions, but the nearest 

hospital was over forty miles away.After bringing in the kitchen 

table and draping it with clean sheets, Pa and Mr. Talbot had 

moved Mrs. Talbot over. Pa’s surgical instruments were all 

carefully laid out on a tray on the small bedside table.On the 

bureau,the nail brush and soap Pa used to wash up laid beside 

the basin,now refilled with water Fanny had warmed on the 

stove. 

The late-afternoon sun glinted off the scalpel as Pa made one 

steady motion down the middleofMrs. Talbot’s abdomen. My 

knees went weak as he took the scalpel through the deeper tissue. 

I forced myself to breathe and focused on counting the time 

between dropsofether. 
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Pa pulled the baby outofthe wide incision and turned from 

my fieldofview. I held my breath and waited for the crying, but 

there was just silence. When Pa finally turned back to Mrs. 

Talbot, my stomach wrenched as my worst fear was confirmed.  

Death had come before life’s first breath.  

My chest ached with regret. If only I’d taken Mrs. Talbot’s 

temperature when I arrived, I mighthave caught her fever 

earlier.Then, maybe, things would have turned out different.  

 

 

 
“You can stop the ether now,” Pa said as he finished stitching 

the incision closed. 

Stepping around behind him, Isecured the ether back in his 

surgical bag.There at the footofthe bed, in the cradle, the 

stillborn baby lay carefully wrapped.If not for the deep purple 

lips, it could have just been sleeping. 

Pa took off his apron. “She’s going to ask about the baby 

when she wakes up. It’s important that you just assure her 

everything is fine until we get the fever under control.” 

I looked from the clammy pallorofMrs. Talbot’s cheeks to the 

lineofstitches marringher belly to the baby.Everythingwasn’t 

fine. The fever could be treated, the painofsurgery managed, but 

the lossofa child?My heart pounded in my ears.Her only 

memoryofher baby would be in death.  

I couldn’t stay a moment longer. I walked outofthe room, 

past Mr. Talbot and the children, and out the front door. I kept 

walking. As I headed down the trail, a dead branch jutted out 

into my path. I snapped it off and hurled it at a tree trunk. 

Itsplintered into pieces. Life was too fragile.One illness or 
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accident was all it took to end it, but to save a life took 

yearsofexperience or a miracle from the handofGod, 

neitherofwhich helped today. 

When I emerged at the road, I sprinted down the hillside, 

determined to feel my life coursing through me.The hard earth 

ofthe rocky ground sent shockwaves through my muscles.I 

pushed myself harder, but the searingpain in my calves was 

nothing compared to the pain I felt inside for Mrs. Talbot. 

Six miles later, I spotted theEveretts’ homestead. I slowed as 

I realized I wouldn’t make it to town on foot before dark.I 

crumpled at the baseofan old Aspen tree. I’d never be a doctor 

like Pa. He never let his personal feelings get in the wayofbeing a 

doctor.He could come into a crisis, stay calm and focused, and no 

matter how the patient reacted, his reassuring tone and steady 

rhythm wouldn’t change. 

I didn’t have that wall.I empathized with my patients. I 

couldn’t go back to the Talbots’.Everyone would be heartbroken, 

especially Fannie,and I couldn’t look Mrs. Talbot in the eye and 

say everythingwas fine when it wasn’t, even if it was in her best 

interest. 

I reached into my pocket and pulled out the anklet I’d made 

for the Talbot baby. It had taken me four attempts to create the 

right shadeofgreen dye for the porcupine quills. I’d spent another 

hourquilling the nickel-size turtle and attaching it to the thin 

deer hide strap wrapped in white quills.  

Ma had made one for every baby she delivered inBear Valley. 

I’d thought it would be a good way to honor her, but it didn’t 

seem to be God’s will. I rubbed the turtle, symbolizingprotection, 

between my fingers. There would be no need for the 
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intercessionofguardian angels, except for Mrs. Talbot, who still 

had to make it through the fever, faced a long recovery, and the 

possibilityofinfection from surgery. I flung the anklet across the 

road. 

God, please don’t take her.Don’t make the Talbot children 

grow up without their ma. 

A screen door slammed. Mr. Everett washed up in the trough 

outside the smokehouse.The pain in my chest deepened. They’d 

lost their only daughter, Lyla, to fever last winter. I’d been so 

busy studying for my entrance exams, I hadn’t had time to make 

every family a bottleofelixir before our trip last fall,and being the 

closest to town, the Everetts hadn’t taken one. It wasn’t a 

guaranteed cure, but I wondered had they taken some,if Lyla 

might still be here. 

All the extra studying hadn’t mattered anyway. I’d still failed 

to make the cut to get into medical school. Despite Pa’s reminder 

that he hadn’t scored high enough to make the cut his first year, I 

wasn’t confident a second chance would make a difference. 

Sitting in that exam room, I knew I didn’t belong. They were all 

like him: white boys educated in proper schoolhouses, not half-

Sioux educated by the sisters at St. Catherine’s.  

The only advantage I had was that I’d been learning 

medicine hands-on since I was a boy. I’d watched Ma and Pa 

work side-by-side until Ma died when I was nine. The spring 

following my eleventh birthday, Pa began teaching me to keep 

records, clean instruments, and do basic first aid. After I 

mastered those, Pa taught mehow to use the stethoscope and 

take vitals. When I turned sixteen, he began teaching me how to 

follow basic protocols, diagnose conditions, and treat patients. 
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There wasn’t much medicine to practice out here, so 

outsideofsurgery, Pa had shared his career with me for the past 

year and a half. If I didn’t get into medical school and become a 

doctor, then I’d wasted his time.  

The sun set and the air turned bitter cold. I rolled down my 

sleeves and fastened the cuffs.Still, I shivered as the wind hit my 

sweaty shirt. I thought about going on down to the house, but I 

knew the Everetts were sitting down to supper. It didn’t feel right 

to interrupt with bad news, so I waited until Mr. Everett came 

out for more firewood.  

Mrs. Everett must have seen me coming because she met me 

on the porch. 

“Matthew, what a pleasant surprise. We weren’t expecting 

you two tonight,” she said, looking around for Pa. 

“Just me, ma’am. Pa will be staying the night with Mrs. 

Talbot.” 

“Is everything all right? Is the baby here?” The excitement in 

her voice crushed me. 

I shook my head. “I’m afraid the baby was stillborn.” 

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”  

She ushered me into the cabin. “Can I get you something to 

eat?”  

I wasn’t hungry, but she put a bowlofstew in frontofme.  

“Thank you.” 

“Are you on your way to fetch Father Andrew?” she asked, 

pouring me a glassofwater. 

I nodded as I chewed, grateful for an excuse to show up on 

her doorstep. 

“Well, it’s late, and I’m sure you’ve put in a long day. Why 
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don’t you stay here? I’ll send oneofmy boys.”  

“Thank you, Mrs. Everett.” 

She sent her eldest son, Roger, and then set about making 

me a pallet on the floor, near the fire,to sleep on. Even though I 

was almost an adult, tonight I was grateful for her mothering. I 

went to bed when her boys did, but I couldn’t sleep.I stared at the 

intense orange glow permeating each log, as if the fire came from 

within. Why wasn’t life more like that—deep and difficult to 

extinguish? 


