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Set Something Free (excerpts) 

 
Last month I shared the story of Willow, a young woman who leaves her marketing career and moves to Grand 

Lake. She is living off savings and a house cleaning job. She and her “friend” Kathy are going to ride to the 

Colorado River headwaters in Rocky Mountain National Park. This writing is filling in some gaps of what is turning 

into something that will likely extend out into a novel’s length. Clancy owns the barn/pasture where Willow boards 

her quarter horse, Murphy. Donna is her former boss. Dalton is her love interest. I definitely want to make Dalton 

less of a “slam-dunk”perfect choice. Please help me see where I need more detail. Do I need to have an omniscient 

scene where we can see more of Dalton than Willow knows (and his complicated relationship with an ex-wife and 

kids)? Should I plan on writing an entire scene at her former work life? Are the several flashbacks within the one 

drive back into Grand Lake too complicated? 

∞ 

On her drive back into Grand Lake from Clancy’s, Willow found herself remembering a 

day, almost a year ago, that had been a simple, brief vacation from her long hours at work, but 

that had set into motion the chain of events leading to this very moment: Willow Lamont with a 

bucket of cleaning supplies in the back of her Chevy Tahoe.   

That day almost a year ago, when Willow left Grand Lake’s Western Riviera hotel, she 

walked straight up West Portal Road and to the North Inlet Trailhead of Rocky Mountain 

National Park. She saw on the map that she didn’t have to go through the fee station on this 

trailhead and she knew she was only going to be out for three or four hours. The gravel road 

seemed to rise straight up under her feet and, in less than a minute she was panting. She loved 

the way her toes and fingers tingled as the blood rushed to her brain. 

The turn to the parking lot cut straight across the hillside, level over the bridge, and into 

the spaces. The trail sloped away from the far end, several spaces past a National Park Service 

Chevy Tahoe with a light bar on top and the big park service shield on its doors. I guess I’ll have 

company Willow thought. The trail curved downward, following the shape of the North Inlet 

River. She could hear the water splashing past rocks and soon enough she came level with it, the 

water pooled and slowing on the flatter ground. The trail seemed to be a seldom-used two-track 

road that meandered with barely any elevation gain. The map said it was Summerland Park and 

she could see how it got its name. What a perfect place to go running, she thought. Maybe next 

time. 

Willow made good time on the soft two-track. She listened to the raucous crows, watched 

sunlight filtering through deep green aspen leaves, and smelled the cooling earth releasing the 

scent of a warm summer day sliding toward late afternoon. What she kept pushing out of her 

head was the voice: Donna’s voice. The nasal drone with its humorless, woodpecker laugh. The 

boss who told her she was not good enough. Donna Robecharde devoted her entire life to Elite 

Lingua, the firm where Willow worked. Two octogenarians, Donna’s mother and her late-in-life 

husband whose other daughter was his wife’s age, were raising Donna’s 9-year-old daughter. 

Willow thought she could clearly see misplaced priorities. 

Wait, think crows Willow reminded herself. Next to her, the river was wide and 

meandering. She could see deep slow pools and she wondered if there were any fish floating 

over the coppery mud flecked with metallic specks. The glitter of the bottom and the glide of the 

water captivated her after the long months she had spent commuting in the traffic of downtown 

Denver. 

 The wide pathway went past a cabin that seemed kept up as if it might have at least part-

time occupants. Immediately after the structure, the trail narrowed and entered a hushed forest 

where pine needles padded her steps. She noticed the varying colors of trunks and thought of the 

entire hillsides she had seen, grayed out by dead pines. Stopping and craning her neck, she 



May 2019 Frazier Fiction 2 

 

noticed that more than half of these tightly packed-in pine trees were completely dead. “I hope a 

strong wind doesn’t blow,” she muttered.  

The trail was just beginning to gain some elevation when Donna intruded again, her voice 

faking friendly as she suggested that Willow wouldn’t be able to finish her work before she left 

for her vacation days. Maybe she should stay and not leave until Saturday morning after she 

could put in some more late nights? Donna didn’t say those exact words, but her point was clear. 

Willow ignored it. After all, the forecast predicted 80 degrees in Grand Lake and Willow wanted 

to know what this paddleboarding craze was about. Maybe she was learning a little about her 

own priorities in resisting Donna’s pressure to give up at least part of this mini-vacation. Truth 

be told, Willow didn’t think it would take much of a push to make her walk away from this 

lucrative job. In fact, thinking about priorities, it probably wouldn’t take much for her to walk 

away from it all. 

The trail started winding upward until it split with a sign indicating horses should go left. 

She went right and soon Willow was leaning around the outcropping rock face thinking, I 

wouldn’t want to ride a horse here. But the sign made her think of Murphy who was surely 

lounging in the shady overhang of his stall, unaware that her marketing job bought his expensive 

comfort. I bet he would like it up here in all these scents and sounds, the beautiful wide trail, she 

thought. She scrambled over a flat, rocky surface where the trail seemed to peter out before 

forming up again after the rocks gave way to dirt. She could hear the roar of her destination just 

coming through the trees. 

Smaller trails began snaking off from the main one and instinct told Willow to try them 

first. She scrambled over a few rounded boulders and down a small bank. There, right before her 

was the creek, foaming past her feet and bounding around the rocks. Looking left, she could see 

the water rushing down the actual falls, maybe a hundred feet away. The light spray was lifting 

off the rocks creating rainbows clouding and misting on her hair as she walked closer to the base. 

Turning around and looking south, the mountain angled in a smooth line of living and dead 

pines. She was too close to see the higher mountains that rose in layers beyond this one. The 

creek was rushing away around a bend and out of sight. Wispy clouds wafted across what 

horizon she could see. Willow had read that negative ions, apparently found in abundance near 

waterfalls, could give humans a sense of wellbeing. 

Without realizing it, Donna and the clamor of the Elite Lingua open-plan office space fell 

away from her, and Willow became a young woman with her foot on a boulder, learning into the 

fine spray before her. She felt her skin cooling, her hair curling, and nothing else. She simply 

was, for one beats, two beats, then she shook herself and made her way back out to the trail so 

she could climb to the top of the falls. After all, she couldn’t hike all the way out here and not go 

to the top. 

∞ 

On the way back from the Cascade Falls, Willow could hear footsteps once the water’s 

roar receded. Whirling around, she saw a tall man in a park ranger’s uniform making his way 

toward her on the trail. His dark beard was neatly trimmed, and soft, merry eyes met hers from 

underneath the brim of his hat. 

“Hi there, ma’am,” he put a finger up to his hat. “I hope I didn’t startle you.” Dark curls 

escaped from around the headband. 

“No, I’m fine,” Willow said. But she was startled. At the sight of him, her heart had 

leaped in her chest like an overjoyed dog who recognizes a long-gone owner. As if someone she 

thought was never coming back had just come into view. What is that about? she thought. 
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The man’s teeth showed white and large as he smiled, “I’m Dalton McDougal,” he 

stretched out his hand. 

Shaking it, she said, “Willow Lamont, nice to meet you.” 

“I’m headed your way, Ms. Lamont, mind if I join you?” he asked. 

Willow almost giggled then caught herself, “Please call me Willow,” she said. 

“All right, Willow,” he said, falling into step behind her on the trail, “Do you have any 

questions about the park?” 

“What about the cabin?” she asked. 

And as they walked back toward the trailhead, still three miles away, Dalton explained 

about in-holders and how the park allowed property owners the right to keep their homes that 

had been in place before the park had been formed. They talked about the centennial anniversary 

of the park, only a few years ago, and how often Dalton could go farther out on a trail, something 

he called “backcountry,” instead of sitting in his patrol car pulling over speeding tourists. 

“They aren’t all tourists,” Dalton said. 

Sweeping her arm to indicate the slope tangled in downed, dead trees, Willow asked, 

“What about that?” The hillside looked like a game of pick up sticks. 

“Do you know about the mountain pine beetle?” he asked. 

She learned that the warmer overnight temperatures that came along with global warming 

had set the perfect conditions for a pine beetle infestation. “When the winters are really harsh, 

the cold can kill a lot of the eggs and larvae,” Dalton told her. “But about 10 years ago, there was 

a huge hatch. And when they got done eating here, they just kept moving north.” 

“The trees look dangerous. There are so many dead ones still upright,” she said. 

“I think it’s about 70% of the park’s pine trees,” Dalton said. “But we have a preservation 

mission, so we don’t cut them down.” 

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

“We cut down the trees at the campground because that is dangerous. But otherwise we 

simply let nature take its course. After 10 years, they are starting to fall,” he said. 

“I don’t know that I feel better,” she said. 

“Well, be careful in high winds. And look out for fire,” he said, squinting at the horizon. 

“I guess I’ll be safe in the lake tomorrow, surrounded by water,” Willow said. 

They talked about her paddleboard lesson and what a cool town Grand Lake was. 

When they reached his patrol vehicle, Dalton said, “This is me.” 

“I’m down at the Western Riviera,” Willow said. Dalton grinned. She added, “Yeah, not 

quite like the French one, I don’t think.” 

“Hey, wait,” Dalton said as she turned toward the bridge. Despite his towering height and 

broad shoulders, he oozed awkward embarrassment from every fidget of his hands, “Um, so, you 

want to get dinner later?” His face flushed red. 

Willow felt her heart leap again and willed it down, “Sure, yeah. OK.” 

“Meet at Squeaky B’s at 8?” he asked. 

“I’ll see you there,” she said, trying to keep her smile from splitting her face. 

∞ 

Now, nearing town in the Chevy with her cleaning supplies, Willow was smiling 

remembering that first dates. Maybe this really was the right decision, leaving her professional 

life behind. One philosophical point was clear: she came to understand she had to give up safety 

and security in order to have safety and security. She left her work with Elite Lingua mostly 
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because Donna was a bitch and unbearable. Knowing that leaving Donna and Denver meant 

seeing Dalton every day helped. 

After that first date when he took her to Squeaky B’s for the best burger and sweet potato 

fries of her life, they talked every day. When she finally felt as if she could tell him how 

miserable her work life was, he simply replied, “Leave.” 

Why his words, tinny through their cell phone connection, more than any of her previous 

urges to put this all behind her, became the impetus for action, she might never know. Maybe 

because she thought she heard him say “Come,” in the tone of his voice. 

The next time after that phone call that she took vacation days and met Dalton on his 

days off, he introduced her to Clancy and the run down, but immaculate, boarding barn that 

could be Murphy’s new home. Clancy winked and said that any friend of Dalton’s could have a 

local’s price. They happened to be talking to Mark at the Java Lava Café when he mentioned 

how much he needed house cleaners, especially in the season. Then, while they were drinking 

coffee at the Fire Starter Coffeehouse, Lucy lamented how she would probably never find a 

renter for the tiny studio apartment over the coffeeshop, “And the view,” she said. “If I didn’t 

have my kid, I would move up there myself.”  

“It’s really that good?” Willow asked. 

“The shop is empty, come on let me show you,” Lucy said.  

As they headed to the back of the shop, Lucy pointed, “The biggest drawback is the 

shower and the kitchen are right here at the bottom of the stairs.” 

Willow noticed the galley kitchen with a door off the far end that must be the bathroom. 

But at the top of the stairs, she forgot the climb and the dark space below as she caught sight of 

the sun glinting off Grand Lake itself. Never mind that the dive bar, Benjy and Lulu’s was in the 

foreground. Shadow Mountain loomed large on the other side of the water and she could just see 

the bald top of Mt Craig off to the east through the trees. Sure, it was barely bigger than 

Murphy’s box stall; still she thought the view out the windows would make it worth it. She 

looked at Dalton who was hiding a grin by rubbing his hand over his beard. If Willow hadn’t 

known better, she would have thought Dalton had lined Clancy, Mark, and Lucy up to make her 

decision easy. 

When she returned to Denver, she hung out her blazer, pressed slacks, and flats so she 

wouldn’t have to think getting ready for work in the morning. She felt limp. Dalton was called 

out on a search and rescue to help an injured person off Mt. Ida, so their usual evening phone call 

wouldn’t happen. She crawled under the covers, sitting up against her headboard with her laptop 

in front of her. Mr. Magoo slinked his feline form onto the bed, then turned and stretched himself 

long between her calves. She began calculating how long her savings could last if they were 

supplemented by housekeeping work. She built a spreadsheet. Then she Googled freelance 

marketing. Her eyelids were growing heavy and she reminded herself that she had to get out to 

Murphy in the morning because Donna was keeping her late tomorrow night as punishment for 

taking vacation days. She felt a stomach pang that was something like nerves and something like 

nausea.  

She set her computer aside, burrowing down into heavy blankets, Magoo creeping up by 

her head. As Willow was drifting off, her mind cracked open the door on the possibility of 

walking away into the far reaches of the Colorado mountains. She pushed it wider and saw 

Dalton grinning at her. As if a pressure valve had been bled, she found herself drifting off, 

imagining herself on Murphy, riding up North Inlet trail. 

∞ 
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Looking back on her time under Donna’s thumb coming up with uninspired marketing 

plans, Willow wondered why she had stayed so long. What in her nature made her keep working 

in Donna’s stranglehold? There were other jobs out there that likely paid as well. So why in the 

end did quitting the Elite Lingua Group also mean quitting her career entirely? 

During her first winter in Grand Lake, on a snowy Saturday morning, she was taking her 

slow start with Mr. Magoo. The large orange tabby cat sprawled across the soft blanket on her 

lap. Rules of Civility lay sprawled upside down, open to the page she was last reading, and 

Willow was thinking about ambition. What did it look like to change what she had ambition for? 

Like this? She looked around the tiny room that had only her very favorite things. Everything 

else was donated. 

She surrendered herself to the past, thinking about that day, two years into her career in 

marketing, when Serena’s Facebook post had popped up, gushing over a little wrinkled face 

tucked in her arm, announcing her new love. Willow froze in that moment, looking at the child. 

For the first time she was acutely aware that she was not on track with her peers. But even better, 

or maybe worse, there wasn’t actually a track. They all entered kindergarten around the same 

time, graduated high school at the same time, and most of her friends had gone on to college, 

finishing in four years. But no one reminded them that this pattern was not mandatory. Serena 

and Juan had married in the last year of college, breaking apart from the pack, somehow 

knowing that they wanted something different. And now they were celebrating bringing this new 

human into the world. Willow could sympathize with their desire to create a family, but she did 

not want this for herself, not yet anyway. Still, she was making something different these days 

with Murphy boarded at Clancy’s, Dalton coming over most evenings, and this thin-walled, 

makeshift apartment over Grand Lake’s only coffee shop. She almost didn’t notice the espresso 

smell anymore. 

As the snow accumulated on the thin windowsill, streaking slush smearing the million-

dollar view of the lake that almost compensated for the poor insulation and downstairs shower, 

she wondered just how much of that slush was being tracked into the homes she was scheduled 

to clean on Tuesday morning. Even as she had the thought, she knew she might start some of 

them on Monday night. She was still driven in that way. If she finished early, she could spend 

more time researching potential freelance work. Or make a great dinner for Dalton. She heard the 

squeal of the espresso machine and felt as if she wasn’t alone. 

When did she finally realize that people actually made their livings in a multitude of 

ways? That a career wasn’t a requirement? She always thought she saw people in the grocery 

store at lunch because they bought their lunch at the deli too. But the day she had her doctor’s 

appointment and took the full afternoon off, she found the park filled with people. Surely not 

every person in this park had taken an afternoon off from work. She thought of Gillian, her 

trainer at Murphy’s barn, and suddenly something in her worldview shifted. She did not have to 

work a 9-to-5 job if she didn’t want to. Did she? 

Shortly after Willow returned to Denver from Grand Lake, in a complete turnaround, 

Donna had forced her into taking a week off with some odd claim about human resources and 

required vacation days. Looking back, Willow could see now that she was purposely ignoring 

what was happening. She was all too ready to come hike and paddleboard in the mountains 

again, spending every free minute exploring with Dalton. Looking back, she realized that Donna 

arranged the entire Gravitas Project briefing behind her back so that, with Willow on vacation, 

Donna would receive all the credit. Willow had created the entire plan and Donna presented it as 
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her own. When she realized Donna’s smug move and her powerlessness against it, another 

something in Willow’s worldview shifted again. 

Sill on that snowy Saturday, that first winter, a chilly morning with no housework 

scheduled, Willow found herself pushing her hair back out of her eyes. She stretched and leaned 

back in her chair. The past hours had been intense concentration, but she thought she was getting 

somewhere. They key had always been knowing what search terms to use which had never been 

Willow’s strong point. A morning of chasing rabbit trails and she was finally starting to sort out 

the beginnings of building a freelance profile. Now she clicked on the community folder and ran 

through her slides again. 

Growing up in a small town, Willow knew how much these communities counted on 

citizen volunteer work. When Grand Lake was named a new creative district, Willow raised her 

hand to help the young town manager, who seemed disappointed when he found out Willow was 

dating someone, market their first big creative event. The presentation on her computer held the 

complete marketing plan she prepared, and the meeting was in two hours. She had just enough 

time to review her work, take a shower, and walk to the elementary school. 

Clicking through the slides, Willow smiled at some of the faces she was coming to know. 

Patrice ran the alpaca farm outside of town. Holly and Bridget spun the wool, dying it into 

locally-sourced, natural colors. Willow really wanted to know where she could find the 

huckleberries they used for the purple, but that was a locals’ secret. 

There was Sandy. Well, Sandy seemed extra special because she always had time to help. 

She hosted a free fiber workshop on Wednesdays in the community center craft room. Members 

only paid a few dollars for the room. There, on Wednesdays, the groups varied from just Sandy 

and Willow to as many as ten people. One thing Willow loved about cleaning houses, despite the 

low pay, was the way she could flex her hours to meet up with these women. For the first time 

that she could remember, she had friends outside of a barn or work. 

She knew the marketing plan for the creative district event would look good to the people 

at the meeting. Now how could she give it the added boost to start showing up in the Denver 

media and in other markets on the front range? Willow was targeting the people willing to spend 

the money to stay in hotels, sign up for these classes, and return again for the next event.  She 

was attempting to help the town thrive. Willow briefly thought about calling Constance at Elite 

Lingua, but she just couldn’t bear the thought of hearing the stress in her friend’s voice when she 

answered the phone. Then Willow would be adding to it by asking for a favor on top of 

Constance’s heavy workload. Plus, she would hear the shrill ringing of the phones in the 

background. No, this plan was pro bono volunteer work and she thought she had enough tools to 

get the word out there by herself. 

As she pulled up into the dirt parking behind her makeshift apartment, satisfied after an 

afternoon spent with Murphy, Willow smiled at the thought that she was beginning to fit in. 

Shaking free of the memories that traced her steps to right now, she took a moment to feel the 

worn leather seats of her old car and breathe in the mountain air coming in the windows. The 

creative group counted on her to help. People were beginning to recognize her in the post office. 

In this moment, her decisions felt good, even if her savings were dwindling. 

 


