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As a child, my parents, brother, 
and I would travel to the Lake of 
the Woods in northern Arizona for 

three or so days of cabin living, trout fishing, 
sailing, and hiking. At the time, I thought it 
the most beautiful place in the world, its pines 
and streams, lakes and critters, fireflies and 
mystery.

Of course, in a child’s mind, the trees 
were taller and thicker than in reality, and 
the woods were deeper. The lake was more 
massive, and the cabins, made from old logs 
with cement smashed in between each, were 

much cozier and larger than they probably 
were.

Mom would always buy Indian bread 
and cheddar cheese for one meal. We’d eat 
at a local Mexican joint for another. I don’t 
remember the food, though I was excited to 
go, so it must have been good. I even wanted 
to go back after Mom bit hard into a hot 
pepper, squirting its juice into one of my eyes. 
I screamed in pain as she said, “I’m sorry, I’m 
sorry.”

Free to roam and explore, I’d climb rocks 
and hills, wander up and down a valley, and 
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look for deer or other animals. I’d often do 
this at age eight or nine, alone, fearless, and 
in awe of the green vegetation and rivers not 
found in the Phoenix desert where I lived.

Living on a city block consisting of rows 
of houses, hot cement, and yards of rock and 
cactus, the inability to travel past the street’s 
short confines limited me.

But at the lake, it was different. The place 
was massive and wild. My dad would take my 
brother and me sailing in a small green boat 
with a large white sail. “You want to steer?” 
he’d ask, and I’d nod in fear and excitement. 
We also took out oar boats, rowing around 
the lake in circles.

I’d even go to the dock, which jetted out 
into the huge lake, and bring my dog Tina with 
me. There I would fish like my dad taught me, 

being patient and enthusiastic. That is until a 
family shared their long, thin dock with me. 
From there I cast the hook, which snagged 
on my dog’s back. I fought to remove it, but 
finally went up the trail to our cabin for help—
Tina whining. The owner of the dock yelled, 

“Don’t come back without a parent.”
In the end, we took Tina to the vet to have 

the hook removed, and I was banned from the 
dock, at least when I had hook and lure with 
me.

We’d play Yahtzee at night or sit outside 
on the front deck until dark watching the lake 
ripple and listening to the hoot of owls.

It was a magical time, time we spent as a 
family. Other than our nightly dinners at home 
around an old walnut table in the small dining 
area, we rarely did anything as a family. My 

dad spent most of his free time out back in his 
shop, creating with his mind and heart but 
mostly renovating toy steam engines.

I treasured that lake and still do. I think 
of it as I talk to Dad, now eighty-eight. We talk 
as much as we can. He has dementia and even 
though he knows who I am, he sometimes 
says my name wrong, uttering a mishmash of 
sounds.

I always ask how his day is. “I don’t know,” 
he says.

I ask what he’s reading. “Popular 
Mechanics,” my mom answers so he doesn’t 
have to try. He used to write for the 
publication.

He has his bad days, which are almost 
every day. He puts on and takes off his shoes 
without reason. He doesn’t know why or how 

to wash his hands. He can’t go to the bathroom 
alone. He doesn’t know how to make orange 
juice.

A once brilliant aerospace engineer, he 
doesn’t understand the simplest things: 
swallowing pills instead of chewing, the 
name of the movie he is watching, how to 
play a simple board game. He is happy enough, 
never complains or gets angry, but he lives a 
shell of a life compared to even a year ago.

I wish we could go back to Lake of the 
Woods one more time. I wish I could sail, take 
walks, be scolded for injuring the dog, have 
a hot pepper squirted in my eye, eat Indian 
bread with cheddar cheese, stay in an old 
cabin, play Yahtzee, watch the night sky, and 
just be with Dad as I remember him in his 
finest moments. 
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