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 Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines home as “a familiar or usual setting, congenial 

environment.” And, as many people have said, “Home Is Where The Heart Is.” A home doesn’t 

just have to be the place where you live. A true home is the place where you feel the most 

comfortable, where you share your deepest secrets, and where you live your greatest moments. 

Little did I know, all of that was about to be taken away from me.  

Ever since I was a baby, I’ve gone up to my family’s cottage in the small town of Lake 

Mills, Wisconsin every summer. Our cottage is alongside a lake called Rock Lake, and about one 

mile away is downtown Lake Mills, where they have some of my most treasured restaurants in 

the world. Every time we go to the cottage, we eat at Timber Creek, which has amazing pizza, 

the best, tartest lemonade I’ve ever tasted, and my favorite kinds of ice cream. We go to El 

Mariachi, which has Mexican tacos and delicious refried beans and rice. But my favorite place is 

Water House Bistro, which has gluten-free brownies, blueberry muffins,  sandwiches, and 

mouth-watering mac-and-cheese.  

Besides the food, the lake is the best part. I’ve spent so much of my summer in that 

seaweed-filled, rock-covered lake. We go tubing behind our boat on big, cushy tubes. My sister 

and I swim out to our raft, or we let the waves push us to the shore. Rock Lake was where I first 

tried to waterski, and even though I would fall down, the lake’s refreshing water would cushion 

my fall. My uncle and I occasionally fish (I caught my first fish, a Northern Pike, in that lake) 

and my cousins and I make seaweed necklaces out of the thousands of green strands growing up 

from the bottom of the lake. I ride wave runners with my parents, who let me ride in the front 



and control the speed and where the wave runner goes. We used to take the boat out and ride 

leisurely around the lake. We spend most of the time at the lake. The water is cool, relaxing, and 

creamy. When the water rushes over you, it is washing your problems away and letting you 

enjoy the simple salvation of summer. 

The cottage has a single bathroom; a kitchen; a living room; 4 bedrooms (one for my 

great aunt and great-uncle, one for my uncle, aunt, and their kids, one for my parents, and one for 

my sister, me, and my other two cousins); and an attic. No one goes in the attic because a family 

ghost story states that the ghost of an old ancestor who we all call Uncle Clarence haunts the 

attic. The cottage is old: the paint is peeling on the outside, and the wallpaper and carpeting are 

over 50 years old. The stairs constantly creak, and most of the time the TV doesn’t even work. 

But the cottage is still my favorite place to be. 

In the yard, the grass is overtaken by weeds. Mosquitoes usually fly in clumps above the 

lawn, and rocks and sticks are constantly being tripped over. On one of the trees, a huge board 

connected to some rope hangs on a strong branch. It is the greatest swing that I’ve ever ridden. 

My dad can push us higher and higher. We cling to the rope until our hands burn. We sit on the 

board and twirl around, then we stop and let the rope straighten out, spinning around and 

shrieking, our flip-flops flying off and our hair whipping around. I stand on the swing, or my 

sister and I sit on it together. 

The cottage is summer. And part of summer is always spent at the cottage. 

*** 

 Before Memorial Day, my dad, my uncles (sometimes my aunt), and my great-uncle (he 

owns the cottage) all go up to Wisconsin to put the pier in the water since it is taken out each 

winter. One year, I decided to go with them. 



We got up early and I packed up my clothes and books and got into the car with my dad. 

After about two and a half hours, we rounded a corner and I saw the trees and the lake sparkling 

behind the cottage. “We’re here!” I exclaimed to my Dad.  

“Yup,” he said. “We’re going to unpack and then start putting the pier in.” We got the 

bags out of the car and took them up to our rooms. After my uncles and aunt arrived, we started 

putting the pier in.  

I didn’t do much except watch them put the pier in and occasionally say something 

inspiring like “Almost there! Two more!” By two more, I meant that they had two more squares 

of pier to put in. First they had to put in all of the metal frames that held the squares of plastic 

that we could walk on. Then the would screw the sturdy plastic into the metal frames, and, at the 

end of the last frame, they would attach a ladder. It took a while, and I did eventually get bored, 

but I talked to my aunt a lot. After each square was settled in the water, I would walk across it to 

make sure it was sturdy. A bench was put onto the last few squares and they were done.  

 After my family was done with the pier, they got out of the lake and dried off, shivering 

and numb. Since it was early May, it was still cool, and the lake water was freezing. I took a 

deep breath. “I’m going to run down the pier and jump into the water!” I announced.  

My dad sighed. “Maya, it’s really cold,” he reminded me. 

“I know!” I said. “But I’m not a wimp! I can do it!” My aunt pulled out her camera and 

told me that she would videotape my jump if I would do it. I was scared, because even my dad 

was cold, and he is never cold! But I wanted to show everyone that I was tough. I handed my dad 

my towel so he could quickly give it to me after I got out of the water. I stood at the end of the 

pier, already shivering from the cool breeze (and from nerves), and told my aunt to get ready to 

start the video.  



My dad counted down, “5...4...3...2...1...GO!” I sprinted down the pier, my head and 

heart and feet pounding as one. Before I could think twice, I was sailing through the air and then 

hitting the water with a slap. I was immediately overcome with cold. The water was not 

refreshing this time; it felt as numbing as an ice bath! The water was maybe six or seven feet 

deep, and I couldn’t reach the bottom, so I simply treaded water, desperately trying to get warm. 

I paddled to the side of the pier and held on to the side, too cold to swim to the ladder. My dad 

came over and pulled me up and onto the pier. I wrapped myself in my towel, my whole body 

numb.  

Even though that is one of my most uncomfortable memories at the cottage, it was still 

one of the most exciting.  

*** 

Each Memorial Day, my parents, my sister, and I always drive up to the cottage. This 

time, my little six-year-old cousin, Sophia, and her one-year-old brother, Andrew, were both 

there too. Sophia, my sister, and I played constantly in the water, and we pushed Soph on the big 

swing and played board games with her. My favorite part of the weekend, though, was when I 

rode the wave runner with my dad. Our wave runners are fairly new; my aunt bought them a few 

years ago for the cottage. We have a bright green and white three-seater, and we have a black 

two-seater. My dad and I decided to take out the three-seater (it had more room and is therefore 

more comfortable) and ride just the two of us.  

We strapped on our life jackets. “Maya,” my dad said. “If you want, you can ride in front 

of me and drive.” Technically, the law was that you had to be something like 14 years old or 

older to drive the wave runners, but my dad figured that we would be fine if he rode right behind 

me.  



“Yes! I’d love to!” I exclaimed, all excited by the idea of flying through the water at 

remarkable speeds that I could control. I got on the wave runner and my dad attached the key to 

his life jacket (so if he fell off of the wave runner, it would stop) and sat behind me. I put my 

hands on the handlebars and my dad put his hands right next to mine, ready to control the wave 

runner if necessary.  

We yelled “Goodbye!” to my mom, who was standing on the pier. 

“Good luck!” she responded.  

My dad helped me back out and we slowly accelerated until we were about 100 feet from 

shore. Then it was open water and we were free to fly.  

“Punch it!” my dad called. I pulled on the speed and suddenly we were shooting across 

the water. My hair was all in my face and the lake spray was in my eyes. I turned suddenly, 

spinning in a circle. I watched the sun hit the lake spray and it made a rainbow. My circle was 

making a whirlpool, and then I straightened out and shot forward. There were boats coming on 

either side of the wave runner, and I sprinted through the center. Then I turned and bounced 

across one of the boats’ wakes. The wind was roaring in my ears, and I zipped across the lake. 

We rode past the cottage, past a beach we sometimes go to, past a little bridge that leads to a 

beautiful lilypad cove, past trees, boats and rafts. We were going so fast, over 30 miles per hour, 

then over 40 miles per hour! There were tears in my eyes from the sharp wind, and the sun was 

so hot but just being on the lake made it manageable. That wave runner ride was the fastest I’ve 

gone (on a wave runner) and the highlight of that weekend. 

 Also, every Memorial Day, most of the adults band together to put the raft in the lake. 

My dad built that raft. It has big floats underneath it for support, a ladder on the side, and wood 

planks all across it so people can sit. The raft attaches to an anchor at the bottom of the lake 



about 20-30 feet off of the shore. However, it is brought up onto the yard after summer. On 

Memorial Day, we have to push the raft down the stairs and somehow get it into the water. It is 

hard work, and it takes ten or so people to push it down. When the adults get it into the lake, the 

kids clamber onto it and we take a bucket and a brush and scrub it clean. My sister and I love to 

stand up on it and “surf” as the waves and adults push us back and forth, back and forth. 

Although Memorial Day occurs before school ends, going to the cottage allows my family and I 

to forget about the school stress and simply relax. 

*** 

 “Dad?” I called. “Can we go to that firework stand now? I’m done unpacking.”  

 “Yup!” He yelled back. “Let’s go.” It was the Fourth of July, and we wanted to buy some 

fireworks to shoot off of the pier and some sparklers to wave around. My dad, sister, and I got 

into the car and cranked some country music. My mom doesn’t like country music, so it was one 

of those rare times where my dad, my sister, and I could sing the songs we knew all too well. 

We screamed Toby Keith lyrics as we roared down the road, passing by fields of corn, 

soybeans, and alfalfa. We raced by pastures with cows and horses grazing on the sweet green 

grass. The warm sunlight poured through the rolled-down windows, and finally we arrived at  

the firework stand and bought some fireworks and sparklers. When we got back to the cottage, 

we played in the lake, and soon it was time to get ready for the best firework show I’ve ever 

seen. We drove to a big grassy area where the local firework show is held and we sat down on 

the grass. We showered bug spray all over ourselves and huddled under sheets. The sky was 

dark, but soon the first bright spark rose high into the sky and exploded, sprinkling little specks 

of fire down, and just as those sparks were about to touch the grass, they dissolved, melting into 

the dark, cool night. We watched the colored sparks of light shoot up and shine above, like giant 



flowers in the sky. Then we put on our 3D glasses and the show was taken to the next level. The 

fireworks were already colorful and bright, but the 3D glasses made the fireworks explode into 

beams of rainbow light. It was so cool and absolutely terrifying at the same time. The finale was 

especially awesome, with rainbows shooting off in every direction.  

 We started heading back to the cottage, and I said, “Daddy, can we stop at Timber Creek 

for ice cream?”  

 “Oh, alright,” my dad said, giving in to my puppy dog eyes. “I suppose.” We drove to 

Timber Creek and I got Elephant Tracks, which has peanut butter cups and fudge swirls in 

chocolate ice cream. It is delicious! We brought our ice cream back to the cottage and we ate it 

on the pier. My family still huddled in sheets, hiding from the bugs, and my dad set up the 

fireworks at the end of the pier. He lit the fuse, and we screamed “Run, Dad! Run!” My dad 

sprinted down the pier towards us, and just in time. Our fireworks shot into the air and exploded 

into red, white, and blue sparks. Our neighbors applauded.  

 After the fireworks, we lit sparklers and drew in the air. I wrote my name, and the lights 

and smoke stayed in the air for a few seconds before they dissolved. The sparks flew on the 

grass, but we stomped them out before they started a fire. My sister was waving her sparkler 

about, but then a lit ash fell off of the stick, and onto her bare toe. “Ahhh! It burns!” she 

screamed, shaking her foot madly.  

“OMG! Sara, are you ok?” I said. We immediately grabbed ice and pushed it onto her 

foot, and she was fine.  

“Sara! Why would you wear flip-flops?” my mom yelled, fuming.  



“I didn’t want to wear sneakers because it’s summer,” she moaned. My mom rolled her 

eyes, obviously frustrated with my sister’s carelessness. I did my best to hide my own flip-

flopped feet. 

After the sparkler incident, we all went inside. Everyone was exhausted, and I thought to 

myself, “This may not have been the safest Fourth of July, but it was the most memorable, and 

that’s what makes it the best.” 

*** 

 Every Labor Day, someone in my family organizes a treasure hunt. Each year, clues are 

written and hidden around the cottage and in downtown Lake Mills. The clues are usually 

brightly colored, and they always say “Johnson Family Treasure Hunt” because my great-uncle’s 

(the one who owns the cottage) last name is Johnson.  

One Labor Day we were taken to a local high school. We had to run around the football 

field, looking for a clue hidden in one of the yellow goal posts. I ended up running, as fast as a 

cheetah, around the entire field twice before someone finally spotted the clue! Then we decided 

to take a breather and sit on the field for a quick ten-minute break, and my dad lifted me up and I 

grabbed one of the goal posts and hung there until my arms felt like they would pop out of their 

sockets. 

Another clue was hidden under the swing, one was hidden in my mom’s pocket, and one 

was hidden under some tubes in the boathouse.  

 There are usually about ten-fifteen clues, and the last clue would give instructions on how 

to find the treasure. We were looking around everywhere, and then we saw it. We have a 

rowboat flipped upside down on the lawn, and under it we could see a cardboard box that was 

barely peeking out! “There it is!” I screamed, alerting the rest of my cousins. We ran toward it, 



lifted the rowboat, and pulled the heavy box out. Inside, plastic bags labeled with our names 

were filled with our favorite candies, a book, and a gift card! We were all so excited and started 

stuffing our mouths with candy! Then I saw something dangling from a tree in our yard. “Look, 

guys!” I said. “A pinata!”  

 “Cool! I hope there’s candy inside!” my little cousin exclaimed.  

 “Let’s find out!” my sister said. 

 The adults noticed that we had seen the pinata and they handed us baseball bats and told 

us to let the younger kids go first. The little kids unsuccessfully hit the pinata and were unable to 

break the undestructable shell. Finally, it was my turn. I grabbed the bat and started spinning 

around, gaining momentum. I raised the bat, still spinning, and heaved it at the pinata. Nothing 

happened. Disappointed, I handed the bat to my sister. “I can’t believe it! It didn’t even break!” I 

said sadly. 

 “Wait!” one of my cousins cried. “There’s a hole right there!” He pointed to a little hole 

near the corner where I had hit. “Sara, hit it there!” he told my sister. Sara spun around and 

slammed the bat onto the hole. The pinata split, and candy rained down everywhere. My family 

went nuts, grabbing any and all pieces of candy and stuffing them into their pockets and bags.  

 After all of the candy was collected, we sat on the grass and traded our candy. I gave 

away the candy I didn’t like and received some of my favorites in turn! 

 Another Labor Day weekend I tried waterskiing. It was a colder day, maybe 83 °F, and 

we were out on the boat in the middle of the lake. My dad, my aunt, my aunt’s boyfriend, and my 

dad’s cousin had all tried to water ski. I decided that I would try too. My dad pushed the small 

skis into the lake and then I jumped in. Immediately the cold water rushed over my head and I 

was under what felt like a block of ice, but then my lifejacket took over and boosted me to the 



surface of the deep water. The water wasn’t actually as cold as it was the time I jumped in on 

Memorial Day, but I was in the water a lot longer on that Labor Day, so it felt colder. My dad is 

a really good waterskier, and he got into the water and helped me put on the skis. He reminded 

me to keep the skis straight, let go of the rope if I wasn’t doing well, and that I should let the boat 

kind of pull me up. I grabbed the handle attached to the boat and yelled to my aunt, the driver, to 

go. The boat pulled me up, and I was above, flying free, and then I fell. I got up for only a 

second. I tried several more times. Each time I got up for a second or two, and the air would 

warm me, and then I would crash down into the icy water. By the last time, I was shivering so 

hard and my legs felt numb. It was much harder to keep the skis straight than it had been at first, 

and my teeth were chattering so much that I was sure one of them had to be broken. “D-d-d-dad, 

th-th-this is-s-s-s m-m-m-my l-l-l-l-last t-t-t-t-try,” I stuttered.  

 “Ok,” he replied. “Try to stay up for longer!” The boat started, sped up, and I was pulled 

out of the water for less than a second before I was back into that ice bath. “I-I-I-I’m d-d-d-

done,” I told my aunt as I swam as fast as possible over to the side of the boat after I gave the 

skiis to my dad. “T-t-t-t-too c-c-c-c-cold.”  

 Once we were back at the cottage, I desperately got into the shower and blasted the hot 

water. After I put on a big, cozy sweatshirt, I finally felt warm again. 

 I didn’t know it then, but that skiing adventure took place on the very last weekend that I 

went up to the cottage. 

 *** 

 We were sitting around the dinner table at my house when my dad came in from work. 

He explained that he had an announcement. “As we know,” he said, “My uncle and aunt, your 



great-uncle and great-aunt, are getting older and are starting to have more health issues. In order 

to pay for their medical bills, they are selling the cottage.”  

“No! Why? What are we supposed to do?” my sister and I cried.  

“I’m sorry,” my dad said. “I’m sad too. But there’s nothing we can do.”  

“Yes, there is!” I said. “We could buy it! The whole family could chip in!”  

“Maya,” my dad said. “We can’t buy it. We all talked about that, but lakefront homes are 

so   expensive. Even with all of us together, it’s too much money.” 

 “But the cottage is too important!” I exclaimed. I turned from the table and ran upstairs, 

sobbing. My sister ran to her room, too. I could hear my parents talking downstairs, but I didn’t 

care what they were saying. I was losing one of the most important things in my life. I was losing 

the lake, the wave runners, the swing, the treasure hunt, the fireworks, the water skis, and 

everything else that I cared so much about. I was losing each summer that I had lived. I was 

losing a part of myself - a part of my heart. 

*** 

 It’s been over a year since the cottage was put on the market, and offers to buy it have 

been made, but nothing is official yet. Even though it’s not gone just yet, it feels like it is. We 

took the swing down, and the branch that it had hung on started to rot. The boat broke down and 

no longer runs smoothly, and Water House, my favorite restaurant, closed. I feel bad for my dad, 

because he’s been going up to the cottage every summer longer than I have. He used to live in 

Wisconsin near the cottage, and he told me that he would go to the cottage every weekend. My 

dad also said that whoever buys the cottage will buy it for the lot and the lakefront view. That 

means that the cottage will most likely be knocked down. When it’s sold, the cottage is gone 

forever. So if I ever do find myself to be in Lake Mills (and I definitely will be back in that little 



town), I won’t be able to drive near the cottage and see it. I won’t be able to knock on the same 

door and ask if I can come in and see my old home.  

I miss the cottage, and I always will. But I will never forget the memories that I made there. 

*** 

 

 

 


