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Set Something Free  

 
This is part of a chapter or a chapter towards the novel I am working on. I am experimenting with first person, some of you have 

read the third-person material from the larger work. I think I’ll likely switch to, and remain in, third person for the novel. So “I” 

is Willow Lamont. I’m fishing around for a starting point of the novel—this may or may not be it. 

 

Five years ago, my sister called me at work. I was on track to be a junior executive in a 

marketing firm located in the new Lowry subdivision where the old Air Force base was. I could 

have been going places at Elite Lingua. Our offices upstairs, overlooking the entry of the 

massive tan brick building that used to be the headquarters for the base. There was a little circle 

where the drivers dropped off the general officers in those days. The property managers still 

maintained the flagpole in the center. I used to walk up the wide, concrete steps and through the 

double doors. The floor was still that shiny dark brown sort of linoleum that seemed straight out 

of the 1950s. When it snowed, I skated my way over the shiny surface with my wet shoes, 

childish in my sliding glee, grabbing the handrail of the broad staircase on the left to catch 

myself and head up to work. That old government elevator was too slow, and our offices were 

only on the second floor, opposite the stairwell. We seemed to be a bit schizophrenic for a firm 

specializing in brands: committed to our location while developing cutting edge marketing plans. 

Elite Lingua wanted the gravitas of the old war relic offices while working with the Denver city 

brand. 

When I stepped out of the hallway into the offices, I was confronted with the bullpen of 

maybe 10 desks that were in the main area: a wide-open space that was only interrupted by a 

large, square pillar, strangely enough, covered in the same burlap-style, government, woven 

carpet that stretched across the floors. Supposedly the decorators thought it was retro and spoke 

to the heritage of the building. We had the new account with the Denver brand and, even though 

we were in Aurora, the city people thought we were living in the regional heritage. I thought it 

was ugly. 

That morning we had our usual round up meeting in Donna’s office, a bigger room 

carved out of the far corner of the bullpen that had a small conference table. After she heard the 

updates on our assignments and got in a subtle dig about my performance, she told us to get to 

work. As I walked the 15 steps through bullpen desks to my tiny office, I heard my phone 

ringing. I grabbed the handpiece, plopping into my soft, rolling chair and spinning to look out of 

my window. I had a faux balcony and looked right over the circle in front of the building. The 

leaves in the tall trees lining the street were just dropping their yellowing leaves. “This is Willow 

Lamont.” 

“Hey sissy,” I heard my sister’s voice tinny from the landline and yet I could still hear 

that it was strained. 

“Hey, hi! You never call me here,” I began twining the cord around my fingers. On my 

desk my cell phone showed four missed calls. I felt indiscriminate worry like weight dropping 

into my belly. 

“I tried your cell. I have some news. Not good,” Daisy said. 

I felt my heart hammering at my rib cage, my pulse roaring in my ears. Daisy was never 

dramatic. It had to be bad. “What?” It was more of a whisper than a word. 

“It’s back, sissy. My cancer,” her voice was grim. 

I felt a momentary wash of relief. Oh, O.K., I thought, she beat this once before, she can 

do it again. “Oh I’m so sorry, sissy. But you can beat it again.” 

“It doesn’t work like that,” she said. 
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But I was busy thinking about how my family always had a negative attitude and I 

couldn’t believe my sister was going to start this new cancer battle with one. “But you had the 

good kind that had such a great cure rate before,” I argued. “You’ll beat it again.” 

“Listen. This is called metastatic breast cancer. In fact, it isn’t in my breasts. It has 

metastasized. Do you know what that means? It’s in my liver and it’s in my bones.” Her voice 

was now urgent, teaching, a hint of a quaver. I cold picture her chin working while Daisy 

struggled not to cry.  

I was scrambling to catch up with the idea. In microseconds I was thinking about 5K runs 

to fund breast cancer research and, in the usual way, the question my brain had been asking but I 

hadn’t consciously realized it was asking, was why those runs were still going on? After all, my 

sister was cured so easily last time. And now I knew the runs and the drives for research money 

were still going on because of this thing. This breast cancer metastasizing. How could I not 

know? I knew that once a cancer metastasized, it was unstoppable. I guess I didn’t realize that 

breast cancer could still metastasize six years later. “Metastasized?” My own voice was weak, a 

little sister asking her big sister to tell her something isn’t true. 

“Yeah, it’s not good news. Last night, when I walked out of the doctor’s office, he 

thought I might have 10-15 years because I had good receptors when I first had breast cancer. 

But today, well, they already got the results back and I only have one receptor,” Daisy said. 

“I don’t even know what that means,” my voice somewhere close to crying as I stared out 

at the flag, gently lifting in the morning air. 

“It means they think I have 2-3 years,” she said. 

“Oh Sissy, no. Oh no no no. No” I was trying to take this in. The conversation was real, 

but I couldn’t believe it. 

“I know, I know,” Daisy’s voice caught, and I knew that my fear was impacting her. She 

didn’t want to be telling me this. 

“What can I do,” I asked, and my voice grew stronger trying to imagine there was some 

kind of help I could give her. 

∞ 

I wanted to leave at lunch. All I morning I stared at my computer screen and googled 

metastatic breast cancer which I learned was abbreviated MBS. Charlotte, my best friend, leaned 

a hip on the door frame and said, “You look a little off, Willie.” 

“Could you come in and close the door, please?” I asked her, minimizing my search on 

my screen.  

Charlotte whose curly dark hair was perfectly coiffed into a ballerina bun and whose suit 

fit her long lines just right was not far behind me in the firm rankings. She gripped her organizer 

in her left hand while shutting the door with her right, was not far behind me in the firm. She 

fixed her dark brown eyes on me and said, “What is wrong?” 

“Is it that obvious,” I asked. 

“I’m your best friend,” she said sitting in the chair opposite me, “I don’t think Donna 

would notice.” 

I rolled my eyes a bit, “She doesn’t notice much unless we’re late.” And then, “I got 

some bad news.” 

Charlotte nodded, leaning forward. 

“It’s my sister, her cancer is back and they told her it’s terminal,” I wondered how my 

voice remained steady even as I felt an ache behind my eyes and a lump thickening my throat. I 

could hear the phones ringing beyond the door and the bustle of a successful firm when I felt 
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Charlotte’s arms hugging me awkwardly from the side. I didn’t realize I had squeezed my eyes 

shut. A tear leaked out. 

“I’m so sorry, Willow,” she whispered, learning her head against mine, her voice husky 

with feeling. “I’m so very sorry.” 

“I need to think,” I whispered back, trying to hold back what felt like potential weeping. 

“And I do not want Donna knowing any of this. My personal life is none of that ice witch’s 

business.” 

Charlotte shushed me in my hair then pulled back and said, “I can tell her you asked me 

to pass on a message about getting your car fixed. You need to go. Go see Murphy.” 

I knew she was right. I needed to wrap my arms around my horse’s neck and tell him 

everything. He would stand there and chew hay and something about today would be normal. 

“Thanks,” I said nodding, brushing the tears off my cheeks. “That’s exactly what I will do.” 

Gathering up my messenger bag and shoving a couple of folders that I knew I would have 

deal with at home if I walked out right then, I waited until I saw Charlotte turn towards Donna’s 

office before I slid out into the hallway and down the wide stairs, clicking across the shiny brown 

floor. I crossed the circle and the street, yellow leaves floating around me, hearing the sound of 

my Chevy Tahoe unlocking as I moved to the middle of the parking lot. Watching the bricks 

grow smaller in my rearview mirror was my first bit of relief. 

Clenching the steering wheel, I felt tears start sliding down my cheeks even though I was 

numb. I drove on autopilot, hitting the major city artery out to my big, single apartment on the 

east side of Denver. I drove out Parker Road past the big reservoir. Not long after I passed the 

toll road, I took a left and meandered behind the town of Parker. I rented a spacious, over-

workshop apartment, detached and 50 yards from the owner’s house. I looked out on tall trees 

surrounding a small pond where Canada Geese liked to nest in the spring. At this time of day, it 

only took 15 minutes until I was turning the key in my own door. Mr. Magoo weaved his golden 

form through my legs, meowing, trying to trip me as on my way in. “I know it’s early, buddy,” I 

said, dropping my messenger bag on the side table and pulling a piece of dry cat food out of the 

jar. “Here’s a treat.” 

In only few minutes I was changed into riding breeches, paddock boots, half chaps, and a 

sports bra. I pulled my favorite loose t-shirt over my head, turquoise with white words saying “I 

tell a 1200-pound horse what to do. Go ahead, try me.” I left my work clothes in a heap on the 

chair by my bed in my rush to get away. 

“I’m going out to ride Murphy,” I called to Magoo who was making a move for the door, 

“Don’t let in any burglars. You’re in charge.” 

The barn was only another 15 or 20 minutes from my home, especially with no traffic. 

My grip was looser and my eyes were strained but dry. As usual, I had an audiobook playing. 

Claire and Jaime were making their way to Lallybroch to meet Jaime’s family. I couldn’t 

concentrate on the time traveler and her Scottish lover and, surprisingly, turned it off. Turning up 

the hill, I saw the white fencing, and a feeling surged as if I couldn’t get there fast enough. The 

gravel growled under my tires as I kept my speed down to the required 10 mph for the long 

driveway. Murphy was in the paddock that went alongside the drive and he whinnied at the sight 

of my Tahoe. As I rolled down the passenger window to call to him, a soaring feeling of joy and 

a huge smile overtook me, “Hey buddy!” He nickered. A curtain fell down between Daisy’s call 

and this happy moment. 

Inside the barn, I grabbed his halter and pulled some carrots starting little white roots out 

of my tack trunk in front of his stall. He was waiting at the paddock gate, ears pointed straight 
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towards me, bobbing his head in anticipation. I loved the way his shock of black forelock was 

always a mess and the white blaze on his face looked like a prairie dog.   His main color was a 

rich red like a cinnamon teal duck, but all of his points: the tips of ears, his nose, around his eyes, 

his legs, mane, and tail, all of them were black. He was devastatingly handsome. 

I slipped in the gate, turning to shut it, then I wheeled back around and offered him a 

chunk of carrot. He crunched with a quiet eye and I flung my arms around his neck, a tiny, achy 

sob releasing into his thick, short mane. “Oh Murphy, it’s Daisy!” He kept crunching then nosed 

around, arching his neck towards my hip and I passed him another chunk with my right hand 

under my left arm still clinging around his neck. He was simple. He wanted carrots. But he 

shifted his hips and then turned so his head came out from under my arm so he could sniff up my 

face. He lipped at my cheekbone near my eyes. I couldn’t help but think that he knew. 

∞ 

On the way home, I kept Claire and Jaime off and just drove in silence. I was still sad, but 

I felt better. Grooming Murphy, finding his favorite spots, lifting up all the dander, and ending 

with his shiny hair glistening like Turkish copper always made me feel better. We practiced 

dressage in the indoor arena, a type of riding that asks for flexibility, obedience, and precision, 

making our transitions exactly at the right letters. The exercises were the epitome of teamwork 

and control. Murphy seemed to put in a big effort, especially as I asked him to lengthen his trot 

on the long diagonal. I swear he knew how I was feeling and was doing his part to help me feel 

better. After he was cooled down, groomed again, and munching on some hay. I picked up his 

poop from the grooming station and swept down the barn alley. When I finished, the concrete 

was smooth and hay free. Since I was so early, none of the usual people were there. I slipped in 

and out without being seen. I felt as if I could dust off my hands and say, “That’s it.” 

Once I arrived home, Magoo was extra crazy, yowling at full volume, begging for his 

food. Once he was smacking away at his watered-down combo of wet and dry cat food, I started 

opening and shutting cupboard doors. Nothing sounded good. I pulled an Old Chub Scottish Ale 

from the fridge and swiped out a text to Daisy, “How are you doing, sissy? I’ve been thinking of 

you all day.” I grabbed a jar of peanut butter and sprinkled in some dark chocolate Nestle chips. 

Sing-muttering “Two great tastes that taste great together,” I flopped on the couch and looked at 

my notifications. No message from Daisy. My mother left a voice message, probably while I was 

with Murphy. I hesitated, then pulled up Donna Tartt’s The Secret History on my phone’s Kindle 

app. Over and over I reread Richard’s statement: “I had hoped the weather would be cool for my 

lunch with Bunny, because my best jacket was a scratchy dark tweed, but when I woke on 

Saturday it was hot and getting hotter.” I didn’t know what it meant, this sense of a boy from a 

different world. A hot jacket. Appearing socially acceptable. Yet Tartt was telling the story of a 

murder, something she told her readers up front. I was just trying to shut out my own world and 

all of these thoughts about death. As my message app remained silent, I wondered what it would 

be like when I knew I wouldn’t ever have another message from Daisy. Would I still text her 

when, as the euphemism goes, she was gone? Would her fantastic number, so easy to memorize, 

go to someone else? It didn’t seem right that the combination of numbers would someday lead 

me to a stranger—as if someone else was taking on her social security number.  

My phone dinged and flashed up a preview of the message. Charlotte, “You okay?” 

“Yup, thanks. Reading” I swiped back.  

“Okay, I’m thinking of you” and she sent her ridiculous bitmoji with a thought bubble. 

“Thanks,” I said, and felt a little spot of gratitude for my friend. I turned back to 

Richard’s hot wool jacket at Hampton College and reread the lines again. 
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∞ 

I awoke from a restless, vivid sleep to find myself lying on the couch in an awkward 

position, and the darkness nearly complete. For a while I lay without moving, my afghan pulled 

around me and Magoo nestled between my legs. I was trying to remember why I was on the 

couch and what day it was; I was content and burrowed when my mind snapped alert. Daisy. I 

sat up and grabbed my phone. Still no text from Daisy. I stared at my expired Google search 

about metastatic breast cancer and flopped back onto the sofa cushions. I guess it was real. 

Daisy’s cancer wasn’t a dream. 

∞ 

More goes here, a leap to leaving when Daisy is dying for now. There is a summary scene of 

treatment visits, perhaps a chapter on a family vacation? Then this… 

∞ 

I always felt there was something a little too full of protest in Donna’s fanatic devotion to 

work, as if she were proving to herself how much the way she filled her days compensated for 

how much they ate into her nights. As if she couldn’t admit to herself that work was so much 

more attractive than her much-older husband and geriatric mother who lived with them, and her 

odd little girl.  From my perspective, her family’s presence was a specter over what she found 

really important: a growth, not quite a tumor, that set Donna’s world off balance. I was surprised 

the morning I glimpsed Donna through her barely cracked office door, head in her hands resting 

on her desk, showing a complete moment of despair. I learned later that her daughter melted 

down under the pressure of a play date at the zoo and had to be taken home. I filed away this 

surprising moment where Donna showed emotion and tried to figure out how that side of her 

matched with the cruel figure she presented in the office. Maybe I didn’t have her entirely 

figured out. 

I didn’t tell Donna my personal troubles, but I didn’t feel as if I should have to beg so 

much for time off. I guess I was stunned and angry, too, that Donna simply applied her own 

standard of “work first” to me. A standard she didn’t seem to require from Charlotte, my best 

office friend. Or maybe Charlotte didn’t ask? Maybe Donna didn’t feel threatened by Charlotte? 

In the days after my request, I went back to Donna too many times, arguing for the time off, 

finally generalizing that one of my family members was ill. I remember how Donna fixed me 

with her fake sympathetic eyes, the ones with a glimmer of malice she was suppressing, and 

simply smiled, shrugging as if she was saying I’d love to give you the time, but you and I both 

know I can’t. If you want this job, you can’t go. 

The putrid hatred I felt welling up was as strange to me as if a butcher knife had 

materialized in my hand and I had buried it deep in Donna’s chest. I think I actually visualized 

that exact scene. I fantasized some dramatic action to make those cruel, fake-smiling eyes 

change. Two years. I had put in two years, and I knew that I only had to soldier through this 

proving ground of the firm for two more. Then I would be moved to another department where 

Donna would have no influence over me. Strange that the firm knew how awful she was and kept 

her on. They used her to weed out uncommitted employees, the faint of heart. I thought I had 

been taking the high ground for those years, promising myself that I wouldn’t let that bitch 

change my personality. I realize now that I had changed in ways I couldn’t see. I wasn’t 

impervious to the daily grind of Donna’s careful cruelty that never crossed a line to something 

Human Resources could recognize. I understand now that I had been naïve to think I could be. 

But nobody has ever called me a quitter. I clung on to this job for no good reason that I 

could understand. I was sure there were others. I think, now, that I should have at least looked. 
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But right when Daisy was growing sicker, the Denver Festival account was looming full of 

deadlines. I had to call my mom and say I couldn’t make it that week.  “Maybe the weekend after 

next, Mom.” 

Something in my mom’s flat, “You may want to re-think that,” wasn’t enough to change 

my mind. I felt like my mom was too quick to decide that Daisy’s death was imminent. She 

ascribed to Chicken Little mentality and warned the end of the world too often. So her pushy, 

passive aggressive “It’s your choice but” statement didn’t have the effect it probably should 

have. 

I know that later, pushing a Ticonderoga #2 pencil back and forth on a square sticky pad 

until the depressions tore through into the pages underneath, I would feel as if I should have been 

given a warning: Now is the time to change your life. Make better decisions. I criticized Donna’s 

rabid devotion to work, but hadn’t I done the same thing? 

The truth is that I stayed for the festival account, diving into long workdays and riding 

Murphy under the lights of the indoor arena at 9 p.m. No clues emerged from the universe with a 

flashing neon sign, a Las Vegas arrow insisting that I change direction now. So, I was sitting at 

my desk on a Friday evening when my mom’s photo lit up my phone, her voice frantically 

insisting, “You’ve got to get here now.” At least I heard her that time. I left my desk in disarray 

and drove straight to the airport. 

∞ 

 

 

My heart wouldn’t stop beating as if I was running a race even though I had stopped 

running and was gripping each of the armrests of my airline seat, eyes wide open and staring 

unseeing. 

I ignored the nudge of the middle seat elbow encouraging me to stop taking up so much 

room. I needed to be in the world. If I took up space, Daisy would continue to take up space too. 

I continued to clench the rounded armrest ends, thumbing the recline button. I hunkered into my 

seat and berated myself. 

Why didn’t I listen? Well, I mean, obviously I didn’t listen because my mother thought 

Daisy was literally dying immediately after her cancer diagnosis. Almost three years after Daisy 

called me in my office, my mom repeatedly warned me to come. I purchased several last-minute 

airline tickets just to spend a great weekend with Daisy who was ill, but nowhere close to dying. 

I had become a little wary of my mother’s worry. Daisy even called me this time and said not to 

rush out there. So no, I didn’t just hop on the plane because, if I had done so every time my 

mother said that my sister was dying, I would have been on a plane 50 times in the last two 

months. 

But Daisy was dying. Really dying. And the plane simply floated along, bumping on 

turbulence. But to me, there was no sense of actual forward motion. I willed the pilot to break 

some rules and fly faster. To fly at all. Surely, we were simply suspended in air. But I would stay 

suspended, a 737 in amber, if it meant time stopped and Daisy lived. I still had to change airlines 

in Seattle and fly to Wenatchee. Maybe I should rent a car and drive? I was starving and 

nauseous and bouncing my legs so hard that the middle-seat elbow nudged me again. 

Despite Daisy’s steady decline and despite all the clues, I couldn’t help hoping for every 

single day of the past three years was a day that “they” would find a cure. If I kept my head in 

the sand long enough, I wouldn’t have to face the reality of my sister’s illness. I was waiting for 

the phone call where Daisy would say, “They’ve got a cure!” 
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I finally dozed off, rigidly upright, waking when the wheels touched down, my hands still 

clinging to the armrests like I wanted Daisy to cling to life. 

After staring at the departures board, I rented a car and drove the nearly three hours over 

the mountains because I couldn’t stand the inaction. When my Denver flight landed, there wasn’t 

another Wenatchee flight until first thing in the morning. That settled it. At 1 a.m., the gridlock 

Northwest traffic had dwindled to the occasional car and I made good time. I kept doing the math 

in my head, pushing down on the gas harder, I was certain that I was making a good choice, even 

if it was November.  

Snoqualmie pass was fine and the interstate was smooth going. I gripped the steering 

wheel and ignored the oncoming lights, watching for deer and wondering if the light drizzle 

would turn to snow. When I turned off at Cle Elum, I bought coffee from the seedy gas station, 

and then I was flying over Blewett pass. Only 65 miles to Wenatchee.  The action of steering and 

speeding and stopping felt as if I was doing something when I knew there was nothing I could 

do. I was lost in thoughts of Daisy and how she had always been the perfect big sister. From 

holding my hand when we had to be flower girls in our aunt’s wedding to telling me not to be 

shy about helping myself find pleasure in sexual encounters, she had always led the way and 

showed me the world. It was 3 a.m. and I was lost in a memory of taking turns singing our 

favorite songs, performing for each other on the lip of the fireplace, when my braking in a turn 

went smooth and the car began to sail towards the shoulder. Snapped alert, I instinctively turned 

my wheel into the skid just as my tires grabbed gravel and caught traction. I heaved all my 

strength onto the brakes, sliding, gasping, to a stop on the mix of dead grass and gravel on the 

shoulder. Again, my heart was racing and my hands were clenched. Black ice? I need to be more 

careful. I need to see Daisy. Taking deep breaths in through my nose and breathing slowly out 

through pursed lips, I put my blinker back on and headed down the pass. Soon I was on dry 

pavement. With a right turn onto south Washington State highway 285, I was only twenty miles 

from Wenatchee. 

The map voice brought me to the front of the hospital and then I wasted precious minutes 

figuring out the one-way streets until I could enter the parking lot. Across the lines in the nearly 

empty, asphalt expanse, I slammed on the brakes and left the car, sprinting for the entrance.  

The automatic doors opened too slowly and I found myself turning sideways to get 

through. My mom’s cellphone was dead or off, so panting at the desk I said “Daisy. Where is 

Daisy Tanner?” The urgency squeaked my voice and gave a hiccupping half sob at the end of my 

words.  

The brown woman tapped keys, waited, and looked up from the computer, offering a 

room number and pointing her finger. I ran. 

 

∞ 

I, too, am surprised that I am here to tell you this story. Most days being here seems right. 

Most days I can keep my conception about who should and shouldn’t die pushed into the 

margins. After all, when I die is not really my decision. Or at least I guess I know it shouldn’t be. 

I’ll start from one of the possible beginnings. I’ll show you who I was and how I came to 

be who I am now? That girl I used to be was so sure about life and the possibility for everything 

to turn out all right. After her naivete was squashed, she became someone who was sure that life 

was over, she just wasn’t dead yet. And now? I guess I’m still figuring that out. 

 

 


