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Praise for Dogs of Summer


‘Bold, dazzling, hilarious. Andrea Abreu is a lively meteorite in the landscape of Hispanic Literature’


Fernanda Melchor, author of International Booker-shortlisted Hurricane Season


‘Like the tide. A force of nature. It drags you. It submerges you. And, all of a sudden, it leaves you stranded on a rich and prophetic insular world of women and low, grey, clouds that merge with the sea. It is pure poetry. A book that carries you and makes you feel a place’


Pilar Quintana, author of The Bitch


‘Andrea Abreu’s characters, like her sentences, are bold and wild. Reminiscent of Marieke Lucas Rijneveld’s The Discomfort of Evening, Abreu’s writing twirls and clacks with tactile precision, like winding a cassette tape with a No. 2 pencil. I’ll return to Dogs of Summer whenever I crave a searing, brutal shot of life’


Gabriella Burnham, author of It Is Wood, It Is Stone


‘I am overwhelmed. What a marvellous book, what a miracle’


Sara Mesa, author of Among the Hedges


‘It describes the state of things without beating around the bush, giving way to the purest form of tenderness, innocence, and care … It intertwines the feeling of the first love with the pain that comes with growing up’


Brenda Navarro, author of Empty Houses


‘Dogs of Summer weaves a powerful narrative, where bodies and hunger take over the story. It transports us to the threshold of puberty, to face a disturbing procession of fears, euphoria and daily violence. An unsweetened and unprejudiced portrait of poverty. Pure life’


Irene Vallejo, author of Papyrus






For Lucía Díaz López, the sister I always wanted
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Pure Guts and Grit



Like a cat. Isora threw up like a cat. Huckahuckahucka and her sick splashed into the toilet bowl, then seeped into the sprawling layers of soil beneath the island. She did it two, three, four times a week. She’d say it hurts like crazy and then take her pudgy brown finger with its jaggedy, chewed-up nail and point it right at her middle, right at her belly, then throw up as casually as other people brush their teeth. She’d flush, lower the lid and with the sleeve of her sweater, which was usually white with a print of watermelon slices dotted with little black seeds, she’d wipe her mouth and carry on. She always carried on.


She never used to do it in front of me. I remember the first time I saw her throw up. It was our end-of-year party and there was lots to eat. That morning we’d set out the food on the classroom desks, which were all pushed together and covered in paper tablecloth for birthday parties. There were Munchitos potato chips, cheese doodles and Gusanitos cheese puffs. There were Conguitos chocolate sweets, Cubanitos wafers and sarnies. There were lemon donuts and tiny meringues, orange Fanta, strawberry pop, 7-Up, apple juice and pineapple juice. The two of us played at being drunk and stumbled all over the classroom with our arms around each other’s shoulders, like a pair of men who had cheated on their wives and were now sick with regret.


The party ended and we headed to the canteen, where there was even more food. The cooks served us up boiled taters and ribs with corn on the cob and mojo, Isora’s favourite. And when we went through with our metal trays and our rolls of bread, with our cutlery, glasses of still water (we were pretty sure it was from the tap even though you weren’t meant to drink tap water on the island) and cups of Celgán yogurt, the canteen ladies asked what’ll it be, red mojo or green, and Isora said red, and I thought wow, red mojo, she’s such a badass, she isn’t afraid of spice and she isn’t afraid of grown-up food. I want to be just like her, pure guts and grit.


We sat at the table and started eating as fast as the boys racing makeshift bum boards down the road during the Tablas de San Andrés festival. Except there was nothing at the bottom to cushion our fall. Mojo dribbled down our chins, our braids were greasy from swinging into our plates and our teeth were crammed full with bits of corn and oregano – or dove cack, as Isora called the food that got stuck in the gaps. As we scoffed it all down I could already feel a sadness stampeding towards me, a stabbing pain at the pit of my stomach – and my mouth went dry, like when you eat powdered milk mixed with gofio and sugar. We wouldn’t get to leave the neighbourhood that summer, and the beach was far, far away. And, unlike the girls that lived in the centre of town, we lived up in the foothills.


Isora got up from her chair and said, c’mon, Shit, I need a piss.


I got up and followed her.


I’d have followed her to the toilet or to the mouth of a vulcano. I’d have peered over the edge until I saw the dormant fire, until I felt the vulcano’s dormant fire inside me.


And I followed her, though not to the canteen toilet. Instead we went to the toilet on the first floor, the one that was empty all the time and that people said was haunted by the ghost of a little girl who’d eat your turd if you cheated on your homework.


I peed, then took a step back so that Isora could go. After Isora went, after she pulled up her trousers and I saw her hairy minky like a fern fanned out on the mountain soil, she hugged the white toilet bowl, held out her middle and index fingers and shoved them down her throat. I’d never seen anything like it. Though I can’t say I saw it that time either. I turned to face the mirror. I heard her cough like a small, starved animal and saw the eyes in my reflection go wide like two fists. Panic clouded my face, fear pinched the underside of my skin, Isora’s throat burned – and I just stood there and did nothing.


I heard her throw up.


I pictured the Virgen de Candelaria medallion dangling from her neck, dangling over the water that would carry away everything she’d hurled into it.







Jus a Teeny Bit



Doña Carmen, d’you ever make Maggi soup, the instant kind? Isora asked the old lady. No, miniña. Why? My nan says Maggi’s for skanks. Ah miniña, I don’t know about that. I make soup with the hens I raise. Doña Carmen had a screw loose but a good heart. Lots of folks looked down on her because, as Nana said, she was touched. Doña Carmen was always forgetting things. She’d walk around for hours on end, reciting prayers only she knew. She had a dog with bottom teeth that stuck out the way they do on camels. Git, you lousy old mutt. Clear off or you’ll have the devil to pay, she said. Sometimes she put her hand on his head, all gentle like. Other times she yelled scat, beat it, you hellhound. Doña Carmen never remembered much, but she was generous. She liked it when Isora came to visit. She lived below the church in a small white stone house with a green door and old roof tiles covered in mildew and lizards and the soles of sneakers that’d been brought over from Caracas, Venezuela, and with verode bushes that were so big they may as well have been trees. Doña Carmen never remembered much, except to peel taters. Now that was one thing she could do. She peeled them in circles. She stood them up and, with a wood-handled knife, shucked off the skin in a single long necklace. Doña Carmen liked to have eggs and fries for her afternoon snack. Isora’d bring her eggs and taters from her nan’s market, and Doña Carmen would set some aside for her to snack on. She always let me have some too if I was with her. Even though she fed me taters, I knew Doña Carmen didn’t like me nearly as much as she liked Isora. Isora was good at talking to old people. I just stood there and listened. How’s about some coffee, misniñas? I’m not allowed to drink coffee, I said. I’ll have a teeny bit, said Isora. Jus a teeny bit. It was always jus a teeny bit with Isora. She’d try anything. One time she ate some pet food they sold at the minimarket because she wanted to see how it made her feel. She’d try anything and then, if she didn’t like it, she’d puke it up. I was scared my parents would smell the coffee on my breath and ground me, but Isora wasn’t scared of anything. Even when her nan threatened to smack her senseless she wasn’t scared. She thought you only live once, so you’d better try a teeny bit of everything when you got the chance. How’s about a teeny bit of anis, miniña? Jus a teeny bit. Jus a teeny bit, she said.


Isora drank the splash of coffee left in Doña Carmen’s mug, then held out her hand right away and took the small glass of Anís del Mono that the old lady had poured for her. Isora burped, she burped like five times in a row. Then Isora yawned. That’s when Doña Carmen took hold of her chin and looked deep into her green eyes, into her eyes green like green grapes. She rooted around Isora’s eyes like she was mining for groundwater in the mountains. The old woman shrank back. Is somebody jealous of you, miniña? Isora froze. Why, Doña Carmen? What’s wrong? Miniña, you’ve got th’evil eye. For the love of God, head over to Eufrasia’s and get yourself blessed. Tell your nan to take you to church to get prayed for too, she knows bout these sortsa things.


The five o’clock telenovela was playing as we walked out the door. At that time of day, a huge blanket of clouds usually settled over the rooftops of the houses in the neighbourhood. They weren’t showing Pasión de Gavilanes any more. Instead, it was La mujer en el espejo. The lead was the same woman who played Jimena in Pasión, but me and Isora didn’t like it as much. It was June and the neighbourhood hadn’t been decked out yet with little papers for the fiesta and it’d be a long time before that happened. From Doña Carmen’s front window you could see the ocean and the sky. The ocean and the sky, which always looked like one great big thing, the same dense, grey mass as ever. It was June, but it could’ve been any other month of the year, in any other part of the world. It could’ve been a hilly town in the north of England, a place where the sky was never clear and never blue-blue, a place where the sun was more like a distant memory. It was June and classes had only ended a day ago, but I was already dead-tired and sad like low clouds hung over my head. It didn’t feel like summer. Dad worked in construction and Ma worked cleaning hotels. They both worked in the South, but sometimes Ma also cleaned a couple of the neighbourhood’s holiday homes, which were right around the corner from our house, up Donkey’s Pass. They went South early and came home late, leaving me and Isora trapped in the jumble of houses, pine trees and steep roads at the very tip-top of town. It was June and I was sad. It was June and now I was scared too.


When we walked out of Doña Carmen’s door, a worm squirmed around in my throat. The worm was black, and it told me that there were times when I got jealous of Isora. I liked the colour of her arms and her hair. I liked her handwriting. She wrote the letter g with a huge tail that muddled the words on the line below. I liked her eyes and a bunch of other things too. I was jealous of how she talked to grown-ups. She could barge into a conversation and say no, you’re thinking of the Gloria that lives round the bend, Moreiva’s ma is a different Gloria. I was jealous because her boobs were soft and round like sugar-coated gummy bears, even though she hated them. Because she got her period and had pubes on her minky, a bajillion black pubes that were coarse and pointy like the fake grass around the holiday homes. I was jealous of the Gameboi cartridge that her second cousin, who worked in IT and lived in Santa Cruz, had pirated for her. I was jealous because she had Hamtaro on her cartridge and I loved that game.


Isora didn’t have a mother. She lived with her Tía Chuchi and her nan Chela, who ran the neighbourhood minimarket. The fact that she didn’t have a mother didn’t make me jealous, honest. The fact that she didn’t have a mother and that her aunt and nan looked after her didn’t make me jealous, honest. The honest truth was that I was scared someone would tell her it was me who gave her the evil eye. Chela, Isora’s nan, believed in those kinds of things. And if she found out I had done that to her granddaughter, she’d crack me on the head. Isora’s nan was a fat lady with a moustache. She was a fat lady with a moustache who was always spoiling for a fight. Her name was Graciela, but everybody called her Chela the Shopkeeper. She was super-religious and had a huge potty mouth too. Because she was super-religious, her other nickname was Chela the Saint. She spent every second of her spare time – and there wasn’t much of it – praying and talking to the pastor and zhuzhing up the church with calla lilies and ferns that she picked from the side of her house, as well as bushels of echium, whose flowers were like white fluff that fell from the sky. Another thing Isora’s nan loved to do was tell us girls everything there was to know about being fat. Or about being skinny, really. If you want to be skinny, you’ve got to eat on a smaller plate, she’d say, and if you want to be skinny, you’ve got to eat less fried taters, and one fried tater counts for two stewed taters, and what those little skanks need to do is stop eating so much candy, and I should give the girl a paddling so that she quits eating garbage, and I’ve got my girl on a diet ’cause she’s packing it on, and if I give her an inch she takes a mile, she eats gummy bears and gets beastly fat, she eatsandeats and gets the shits and then spends three days on the toilet like a hoopoe, she eatsandeats and I can hear her retching, she spews out her guts and gets the shits and then she eats and shits and spews and pops Fortasec like it’s candy, and she eats and shits and shits and shits and spews, and when she gets so blocked up that you can’t even fit a piece of straw up her butthole she sticks in a couple of suppositories so she can take another shit. And she’ll make herself sick. She’s the devil’s spawn, that girl, and she’ll make herself sick from eating too much.


Isora hated her nan with a passion. At school she learned that bitch meant puta, and from that day on, whenever her nan told her go take Doña Carmen some taters and eggs, go ring up that woman, go grab the girl two cases of chicken thighs, and four rolls of bread and two hundred grams of Merican cheese and two hundred and fifty grams of goat’s cheese, and go get that girl a hunk of guava paste, plus a sack of taters, and go fetch her some prawns, and go ring up that forener, seeing as you speak English and the only language I know is Christian, Isora would say, all right, bitch, I’m going bitch, I got it bitch, whatever you want bitch, thank you bitch, will you be needing anything else bitch? And her nan would eye her distrustingly and Isora would explain that bitch meant grandmother in English.


The other person who worked at the minimarket was Chuchi. Chuchi was Isora’s aunt and Chela’s second daughter. Everyone called Chuchi Chuchi, but nobody knew her real name. Chuchi had green eyes like Isora but with brown smudges that spilled into the whites. Like coffee dregs at the bottom of a mug. Chuchi was tall and skinny with long legs, hollow cheeks and raisiny skin. Apart from her eyes, she looked nothing like Isora. Chuchi’d never been seen with a boyfriend and she didn’t have kids. She was big on church too. Unlike her mother, who dreamed of becoming a saint, Chuchi’s dream was to be a saleswoman. For a while she sold make-up and face cream and hair soap and body soap all over the neighbourhood. She went around in her secretary clothes, with a suit jacket that was green like her eyes and a skirt that was green like Isora’s green eyes and brown block-heel boots, with a binder full of Avon catalogues of products that she showed off to all of the women, from house to house. Chela was always saying that her daughter was going to rack and ruin from walking the streets all day like a tramp.


We walked up the road until we reached the front of the minimarket. Isora didn’t stop to talk to her nan. Where d’you think you’re going? Isn’t there room for you at home? Chela yelled at us from the counter, crowded with people. All you two ever do is go round sticking your noses where they don’t belong! Isora carried on walking uphill like it was nothing. I followed her and glanced over at Chuchi and at Chela. Chuchi was slicing cold meats, her head hung low as she listened to Chela chiding us, and it was as if she had a weight on the nape of her neck, as if she was carrying her mother like a kestrel perched on the tip-top of her spine. Let’s go to Eufrasia’s and have her bless me before the old bitch finds out, Isora said. And the black worm squirmed back. I didn’t know much about evil eye. I knew that when lil babies were pink and bald and ugly and had no teeth and their heads were covered in scabs, people tied small red ribbons to their prams because their mothers and grandmas were scared. Scared, my nana said, of th’ evil eye. If people stared at the lil babies for too long or whispered nice things to them, like what a sweet angel, God bless him, God bless his little soul, how old is he, he’s so handsome, their mothers and grandmas would tense up like a dead man’s leg. Whenever Nana saw a newborn, the first thing she did was cross herself and say God bless him from the tips of his toes to his belly button. From the tips of the toes to his belly button and nothing above that, I thought. Which is why I was convinced I could only get evil eye around my minky and my butt and my leg hair, which I had begged Ma to shave for me even though she always refused flat out. Isora and me did a bunch of things with our bodies, from the tips of our toes to our belly buttons. And specially around our minkies. So maybe evil eye had to do with that. But I kept quiet about it, I kept quiet and we kept walking.







Isora Candelaria González Herrera



When we got to Eufrasia’s, Isora stood at the door and looked at me and said you knock, and I knocked, then took a step back, and out came Eufrasia in a kitchen apron splattered with blood. Miniña, Carmitas called. C’min, I was jus carvin’ some rabbit for dinner. Sit, sit. Ay, miniña, go’on and have a seat, she said to Isora, and then sat her down on a plastic lawn chair in the middle of a jungle of ferns that were big and green like the ones up on Monte del Agua. While Isora settled in, I pulled up a chair and sat in a corner because I wasn’t famous. Isora was the one with evil eye, she was the one who got those sorts of things, nothing ever happened to me. My nana was always saying that I had a knotty gut, but no one ever took me to get blessed.


Eufrasia crossed herself and, since I didn’t know what to do, I crossed myself too, but in a real quiet way, like when you wave hello to someone who doesn’t wave back, then scratch your cheek to cover it up. She turned to Isora and crossed herself and then started saying on the cross He suffered and on the cross He died and Christ on the cross I bless you, and Isora looked at Eufrasia and Eufrasia’s eyes were big and wide like wreckfish eyes, and the woman moved her mouth and rubbed her fingers, which were wrinkled like the dried bark on a grapevine, gnarled and chapped from years of bleach and dirt. And my Lord Jesus Christ, the world you did wander, and many were the miracles you worked, and many the poor you healed, and Mary Magdalene did you forgive, and the holy tree of the cross, and the woman’s eyes went white, paler-than-a-notecard white, and she rubbed her hands together faster and faster, and harder and harder, and I looked at Isora and her face was calm but focused, she had the Virgen de Candelaria medallion in her mouth and she looked happy because she was being healed. And I kept thinking she’s gonna die, she’s gonna die, Lucifer’s gonna shoot out of Eufrasia’s eyes and kill her. And Saint Anne birthed Mary, and Saint Isabel birthed John the Baptist, and they baptized Him in the River Jordan, and John asked the Lord: I, Lord who have been blessed by your hallowed hands, and Eufrasia rubbed her hands together and her legs shuddered and her eyes twitched like when dogs chase cats in their dreams, and just as these words, her eyes teared up and skittered around their sockets, are right, and her hair stood on end, and true, and she started swallowing hard, may you clear away the fire, the air, and she burped, the evil air, and burped, the evil eye, and burped, from her stomach and her head, and burped, and spat, from her joints and her back, may you clear it all away and send it to the bottom of the ocean, and she sprayed spit in the air and it slabbered me in the face, where neither I nor any other creature can be harmed by it, and she threw up some of her afternoon soup and then frothed at the mouth, she frothed at the mouth like when dogs have rabies, as Nana said, she frothed like those dogs that get put down for biting someone, and as Isora watched her she chewed on her gold chain, she was always getting a sore throat from so much suckinsuckin on the chain that her mother had given her when she was just born and that her nan had had adjusted for her in town more than a hundred times, because Isora’s neck kept growing bigger and bigger while the chain got smaller and smaller and her nan said she’d choke to death if she kept it that short, but Isora liked wearing the chain skin-tight because she said it was sexier that way. The Virgen de Candelaria was Isora’s favourite saint, which is why she wore her medallion on a chain around her neck. Like when people have a favourite Pokémon or a favourite Bratz doll and wear a tiny Charmander around their neck, except the chain was much more important to her than Pokémon was to me because she’d got the medallion from her mother, who she loved to bits because she hadn’t known her very long, her mother, who she adored to bits because she’d never had the chance to crack Isora on the head like her nan was always doing. Most of all because she and the Virgen Morenita had the same name because Isora was called Isora Candelaria, Isora Candelaria González Herrera.
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