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F I N D I N G  W I L L O W  C R E E K

by Stanley Gordon West

People told me that if I wanted to meet a nice gal I should take country-
western dance classes. I was living alone, middle-aged, and yes, I wanted to 
fi nd a nice gal to share life with. So, I signed up for dance classes at Montana 
State University in Bozeman where I lived. I showed up for the fi rst class 
along with about fi ft y other people. The instructor assured us that he’d 
make it fun as he paired us off  in a big circle.

And yes, right off  there was a very attractive gal who caught my eye. The 
only problem was that she came with a tall cowboy. At the teacher’s com-
mand we’d switch partners, the men moving up one space, and before long 
I got a chance to dance with her. She was down to earth and lovely, and she 
warmed me with her smile. There would be ten lessons; ten Tuesdays when 
I’d be hoping she’d arrive alone. But the tall cowboy didn’t miss a beat, and 
I fi gured there was little hope for me with the nice gal I met in the country-
western dance class.

On the seventh Tuesday, once class was over and the dancers were head-
ing out the door, I just about bumped into her, so close I could hear her 
saying to another gal, “I can’t fi nd my brother.”

I turned on a dime and blurted loudly, “Your BROTHER?!”
By the time her brother found us, I’d found out she was single and had no 

current boyfriend—and I had her phone number. I waited two days before 
calling, not wanting to seem overeager. She accepted an invitation for din-
ner, then dancing, trying out our new skills on the dance fl oor. She lived 
out of town, about forty miles away in the foothills of the Tobacco Root 
Mountains.

I felt a long-forgotten excitement as I turned down a narrow blacktop 
highway. It was nearly dark as I approached the soft ened lights of the quiet 
little village, a place I’d never been before, a place I’d never heard of—
Willow Creek, Montana.
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544 finding willow creek

She lived in Willow Creek, worked at the Blue Willow Inn, the social 
center of the town, and had a boy who played basketball on the high school 
team. So, besides dancing, I went to games with her. None of the loyal fans 
who turned out for these games seemed to notice that they hadn’t won a 
game in over fi ve years. Five years! But the six or seven boys they could 
muster to carry the Willow Creek banner played every one of those games 
as if their life depended on it. 

I was fascinated! It didn’t matter if they were behind by fi ft y points with 
a minute to go; they played every second of that last minute. It didn’t matter 
that they had only four players still on the court. It didn’t matter that the 
opposing team had wiped the fl oor with them physically and emotionally 
and—the strange thought came to me—spiritually. Don’t get me wrong, I’d 
seen plenty of favorite teams lose before. But this was diff erent. The more 
games I went to the more I realized there was something unique going on 
here that I simply didn’t understand. What made these Willow Creek boys 
play like that?

The romance didn’t last, but I was hooked on the team and the town to 
which she had introduced me. 

I was being drawn into the story of the team and of the village. I was 
enticed by the town’s legendary mystery—a bicycle built for two—and the 
legend of the Crow Indians, whose desperate plight resonated deeply with 
these townspeople. When I fi rst heard that legend I was haunted by it. I 
still am.

I no longer had a country-western dance partner, but I had an obsession 
that engulfed me. I had to know where a town and its team got so much 
heart. For a time I became a fi xture in the life of that team. At times, at the 
coach’s request, I even donated my body to play defense with a few other 
volunteer adults so the team had live bodies to practice against. It was much 
more tiring than country-western dancing.

I followed the team over Montana highways in the dead of winter to far-
fl ung outposts and cracker-box gyms to fi nd an answer to a single, driving 
question: Why do they carry on in the face of utter and certain defeat?
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Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

1. How is the town of Willow Creek and its basketball program diff erent 
from other Montana towns?

2. Why does Sam think he can help the team have one last winning season? 
Is it for the town, for the players, or for himself?

3. What roles do the novel Don Quixote and the musical Man of La Mancha 
play in this novel?

4. How are Sam and Diana similar or diff erent in the way they react to the 
world aft er the death of people close to them?

5. What does Grandma Chapman mean when she says, “As long as she 
swims, I will cook”? Who else in Willow Creek has a similar philosophy?

6. Why is the bicycle built for two so important to the town of Willow 
Creek? What do you think it represents?

7. How does each player of the Willow Creek team overcome a personal 
obstacle both on and off  the court?

8. Does your opinion of George Stonebreaker change aft er Sally Cutter’s 
revelation? How?

9. Throughout the novel, Sam’s faith in his team waxes and wanes. Why is 
he so hesitant to believe completely in his team?

10. Why does Peter lie about his relationship with Kathy? What does this say 
about how much Willow Creek’s basketball team means to him?

11. How are the fathers of Peter, Tom, Olaf, and Dean similar? How are they 
diff erent?

12. At what point does the town of Willow Creek believe in the team? Why 
are some citizens more supportive than others?
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546 questions for discussion

13. What does Denise Cutter mean to the team?

14. What do you think will happen to Willow Creek aft er the end of the 
basketball season? And to Sam?

15. Would you have chosen a diff erent title for this book? Why or why not?

16. How do you think Peter and Olaf have been aff ected by the time they 
have spent in Willow Creek?

17. If you imagined a sequel to this novel, which characters would you most 
want to see included, and what would happen to set the plot in motion?
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