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			A note about this story

			As a young girl, I spent every summer in our “big house” with my Basque relatives in a small town in New York. My cousins and I shared many adventures during those summers. Lenny’s story is inspired by places, events, and stories from my childhood.

			I have asked Helen Schneider to illustrate this story. She and her family moved into our small town, and we soon became best friends and shared our own new adventures.

			I would like to thank the Center for Basque Studies for awarding “Lenny’s Summertime Adventures” the first prize in their literary contest in 2019 and for publishing Lenny’s first adventure. 
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			Who’s who...

			My Cousins:

			Val

			Gregie

			Marty

			Juan

			Maria

			Catalina

			My Family:

			Pop (Osaba Felipe)

			Mom

			Amama

			Aitite

			Osaba José

			Osaba Gregorio

			Osaba Julian

			Osaba Tomás

			Tomasa

			Luisa

			My Pets:

			Pudgie

			Harvey

			Our Friends:

			Batista

			Frenchie

			Izeba Solé

			The Locals:

			Farmer Diltz

			Old Man Stein

			

			Fat Harry

			Harold and Hazel

			and...

			Ding Bat the Singing Cat

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER ONE - THE BIG DAY

			It was still dark when I opened my eyes. The first day of summer – my favorite day of the year. I turned my head and looked into the cage on the floor beside the bed. “Can you smell it?” I whispered to my pet guinea pig, Harvey. “That’s the smell of summer.” Sometimes, it seemed like it would never come, and then all of a sudden, there it was! I could smell the grass that Pop mowed and the laundry that Mom hung outside to dry. 

			Harvey perked his little ears up. Harvey was an albino guinea pig with red eyes and pink ears. “Yes, you’re right, Harvey,” I told him. “And that’s the sound of summer, too.” He twitched his ears, and together, we listened to the maple leaves blowing in the wind, the bees buzzing around my window, the robin singing in the apple tree, and the frogs croaking in the Back Brook. 

			“Where’s Pudgie?” I asked Harvey as I looked down at the bottom of the bed. Pudgie was our dog, a small black mutt with a grey muzzle. When he was just a few months old, Pop found him on the side of the road and brought him home. He was so small he fit inside the pocket of his coat. He always slept with me, but when Pop was home, he followed him around all day long. He must have gotten up really early to see what Pop was doing. Usually, I would find him at the foot of my bed, but today, there was just the warm spot where he slept. Sometimes, he was so quiet in the mornings I didn’t even know if he was there. But at night, when he dreamed about the poisonous snake that bit him a few years ago, he would growl in his sleep. 

			I stretched out on the bed, dreaming about the fun I would be having this summer with my cousins, when I looked up and saw hanging over my bedpost the baseball cap I found last winter on one of my walks. Just looking at it sent a shiver down my spine. I found it buried under some leaves on the side of the road, up past Diltz Farm, past the sand pit, behind Frenchie’s cabin, out by Tara Swamp, right near the old, dark, abandoned shack. It said “Camp Ramaquois.” What was that hat doing there so far away from the camp? We all heard the story about El Coco and the stolen children. Could it be true? I had so many questions. I couldn’t wait to talk to my cousins about it.

			Mom popped her head in the door and said, “Morning Glory!” That was her greeting to me every morning. “Today’s the big day,” she continued... “you better get ready.” 

			Today was the day that all my cousins would arrive for the summer, as they did every year, and stay in the big house – or as everyone called it, “The Big” – at the top of the hill. It was nestled in the trees, and in the summer, you wouldn’t even know a house was there. They came by train, by bus, or by car, together with their parents or grandparents, uncles and aunts. 

			The front of The Big would fill up with all kinds of cars – my cousin Gregie with his dad, my uncle Osaba Tomás in their “spanking clean and forest green” car, my cousins Juan and Catalina in their parent’s fancy pink and black convertible, cousin Maria and her grandparents in a big “gothic gold” van, cousin Marty with his parents in a boring brown everyday car and best of all – my uncles – Osaba Gregorio and Osaba Julián, together with my grandfather Aitite and my grandmother Amama in their yellow Ford Pinto station wagon. Oh yes, what a collection of cars. 

			And my plan was to sit out on the front porch of The Big and wait...for that certain sound – which never failed to make my ears perk up – just like Harvey’s. It was the sound of the pebbles, pressed under the slow car tires rumbling up the long, narrow driveway with the stone wall on one side and dropping off into unknown woodlands on the other – that special sound meant someone was arriving and The Big was about to come alive.

			But the best part of all, from tonight and through the whole summer, my favorite cousin Val would be staying with me here in my house – or as everyone called it, “The Little” at the bottom of the hill. 

			Yesterday, Mom called me from my room... “Lenny, your cousin Valerie Ann is on the phone.” 

			I picked up the phone, and Mom must have clicked it twice because all of a sudden, I was listening to my neighbor Batista talking to his son Tommy Z. in Basque. 

			I clicked again, and the party line switched back to Val.

			“I’m packing my suitcase – what should I bring with me?” asked Val. Val and I were the exact opposites. I was a country girl, and she was a city girl, through and through. She had short jet black hair that always looked perfect. My long brown hair was always a mess. And for her, it was important to pack just the right clothes for the summer. 

			“Oh Val,” I told her. “You have the best taste in clothes. I’m sure whatever you bring will be perfect.”

			

			“Okay, Lenny,” she answered. “And, by the way, I have a present for you – a Bronx Zoo tiger T-shirt.”

			She knew I loved animals, especially wild ones. I always thought that if I were an animal, I would be a wild tiger... Val knew that.

			“Did Pop already leave for the bus station?” I asked Mom. “Yes, he and Pudgie are on their way to pick up Osaba José and Valerie Ann,” she said. Osaba means uncle in Basque, and Mom always called Val by her full name – Valerie Ann – but to me, she was just Val. “So, you better get a wiggle on if you want to meet them at The Big.”

			I changed into shorts and a T-shirt, pulled my long hair into a ponytail, had a quick breakfast, and ran out the door. “Lenny...your hair!” Mom began to complain, but then she smiled. She let me run a little wild in the summer, and she knew combing my hair was not something I really loved to do. “Have fun!” she yelled after me. 

			Aupa! Hurray! Summer had arrived!

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER TWO - THE “BIG HOUSE”

			My neighborhood was quiet and empty during the winter, but in the summer – it filled up with Basques – relatives, friends from the city, and visitors from Euskal Herria, the Basque country. And they all came to one place – The Big. To me, it was my dream house. There was no plumbing – only an outhouse – but it was a two-seater, so you could bring a friend with you if you were afraid of the spiders. We had an indoor water pump in the kitchen for cooking and an outdoor water pump for washing, and outdoor showers. There was just enough electricity to run some lamps and three refrigerators for three grandmothers. And there were beds... lots of beds. It was our family summer home.

			When Pop was young, he lived in the city but spent every summer from when he was a baby at The Big. In the old days, when my grandparents bought the house, the family would travel by train to a tiny station in the middle of the apple orchards. Then they would climb onto a cart, and horses would bring them to The Big. When I was growing up, Pop decided it was time to live full-time in the country, and so he built The Little. And I wouldn’t trade it for anything. I loved to visit family in the city during the year...but...

			...but I couldn’t wait to get home to the country. I loved to be alone, walking in the woods with Pudgie and climbing trees, and imagining I was in Euskal Herria in the countryside, living in the house my Aitite grew up in. I would imagine waking up in the morning and taking a walk around the neighborhood. First, I would say “Egun on” (“good morning” in Euskara) to the pig in the shed, who would have his snout in the air, snorting in the smell of talo cooking in the big oven in the kitchen. Then, “Egun on” to all the chickens in the yard. I would wander down the road to where the donkeys were carrying the jugs of milk and say good morning to each of them and wave to all the farmers working in the fields with their Oxen all dressed up in their bright red headdresses. Then, I would climb up into the fig tree outside the house to look at the countryside. 

			And here at home, when I climbed the big maple tree in front of The Little, it seemed like our small neighborhood was a little piece of Euskal Herria.

			As I ran out the driveway, I took a quick look to my left – the dirt road that ended at the dark abandoned shack. No... I was not going to think about that – there was plenty of time for that when I was with my cousins – especially my brave cousin Gregie. But now it was time to think about summer fun. So I turned to the right
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“Can you smell it, Harvey? That’s the smell of
summer!”
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