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   The patterns on Foundry Editions’ covers have been designed to capture the visual heritage of the Mediterranean. This one is inspired by the architecture of Santiago Calatrava. It was created by Hélène Marchal. 

  

 
  
   Esther García Llovet was born in Málaga in 1963. She moved to Madrid in 1970, where she studied clinical psychology and film direction and has lived ever since. She started writing in 2000 and has written eight novels, including the three novels of her acclaimed Snapshot Trilogy of Madrid (Anagrama). Spanish Beauty is the first episode of her new Trilogy of the Spanish Levant. Her works have achieved critical success and cult status for their intense, cinematic style and offbeat Chandleresque realism. García Llovet writes for several different cultural anthologies and periodicals, as well as being a translator from English and a well-respected photographer.

   Richard Village is a London-based translator and editor working from Spanish and Italian into English. He studied literary translation at the University of East Anglia and is the founder of Foundry Editions.
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   Para mi madre, siempre aquí

  

 
  
   Spanish Beauty

  

 
  
   A solitary two-seater chair, lit from above by a spotlight, surrounded by the blackest, most impenetrable darkness. It’s impossible to love so few people, but he knew that he just couldn’t help it. His new heart had foretold the worst, and the prediction had come true.

   Kiko Amat, Revancha

  

 
  
   A glow glimmering like some interstellar advert out in the middle of the ocean, at the end of a night at the end of summer. The dry glow of a cigarette. It crackles into life, goes out, burns again in the bow of the Zodiac. She smokes and talks at the same time, alone. Then she calls someone on her phone. A few minutes go by. She chucks the cigarette into the water. It sinks, hissing. Directly beneath the Pole Star. Lime green reflection on the acid sea; five in the morning, the shittiest time of day, the turnstile to the other side.

   Electronic sky.

   The letters: red. And square: Benidorm.

   Now that dawn is breaking, everything stays in its place. The full moon stays in its place, transparent, porous, like chalk. The dinghy slowly approaches Finestrat beach like a basking shark scoping the surface of the sea. Michela stands in the bow. She has the look of someone who hasn’t slept a wink so they can wake the world up; damp and cold, her usual look, her hair stiff, hardened with salt. When she reaches the shore, she turns off the engine, jumps into the water, drags the Zodiac a few metres and dumps it there on the sand. She’s in jeans, a crocheted bikini top, her boots hanging round her neck by their laces. She walks up the flat beach. She passes a couple sleeping off the night before, a dog rooting around in some Lidl bags, the remains of a bonfire put out with beer. She heads for the beach bar where the music is coming from. It’s something by C. Tangana, playing in stereo from some cheap plastic speakers hanging over the heads of a couple having beer for breakfast and reading The Sun. Sandals, white socks, yellow gold signet ring on the little finger; that’s him. She’s in a wheelchair, ankles like church candles, emerald-green eyeliner, taking photos of the dawn with her phone.

   “No photos or videos, madam,” Michela tells her. Michela speaks impossible cockney, like she’s Hackney born and bred.

   “Who are you, anyway?”

   “Where’s Martin?” Michela asks the waiter.

   In the bar, the chairs are still on the tables, except the one the English are at. It smells of frying, of coffee, of sun oil.

   “Martin’s having a few days off.” The waiter has the same accent as Michela even though he’s never set foot in London in his life. Or anywhere outside Benidorm.

   “Then you and I can party. It’s his birthday,” she tells the Englishwoman.

   “Happy birthday,” says the Englishwoman and takes his photo.

   “It’s not my birthday. I’m working. Anything else?” he asks the English couple.

   “For you two to shut it,” says the man.

   “I’ve got a surprise for you,” Michela tells the waiter.

   “I don’t like surprises.”

   Michela bursts out laughing.

   “Says who.”

   “Says me,” says the Englishman.

   Michela picks up a chair and sits looking out to sea.

   “I’ll have a coffee. Where’s he gone? I’ve been looking for him for three days.”

   “Not a clue,” says the waiter, taking the chairs down from a table. He’s wearing a girl’s apron. “Leave me out of your dramas.”

   “Today’s not a day to be wasting time,” says Michela. “It’s never a day to be wasting time, especially not here. Here, everyone goes around as if they had all the time in the world: they do nothing, they go brown, they eat and get pissed, not a clue that time’s all they’ve got, there’s nothing else, all that bollocks about if you don’t use your head someone will use it for you is complete shit. What you’ve got to do is use other people’s time for what you need, for what you want. Use it, own it, see what happens.”

   “I don’t go brown,” says the woman.

   “Right here, right now, everyone’s gone soft. Nothing happens, nobody wants anything, and that’s the worst thing that can happen. Stupid and boring. Leftovers and fag ends. And this bastard sun.”

   “What do you mean boring?” She’s in a dress with sunflowers on it, though she must be seventy if she’s a day. “This place is the biggest laugh in the world.”

   “The Russians are saying it’s a laugh too,” says her husband, reading the paper. “It’s in here.”

   “Which Russians?”

   “The ones who’ve bought the big house at Terra Mítica,” he smiles. He’s got a brand-new set of teeth. “They’re having a housewarming.”

   The waiter heads over to the coffee machine. He makes a thick black one, no sugar. When he gets back, Michela has gone. She’s left her cigarettes on the chair, gone back to the shore, got into the Zodiac. Michela pulls the starter. One, two, three. It starts, the engine turns over a couple of times a few metres out until it settles down. Then she points towards the horizon. The Englishman asks for his third pint of the morning.

   “Your dealer’s a piece of work,” he tells the waiter.

   “She’s not my dealer.”

   “Come off it. I saw you give her an envelope under the table.”

   The waiter sits at one of the tables and sips the coffee. Then he throws the paper cup on the floor and listens to the frothing waves breaking on the shore. He lights a cigarette.

   “She’s not my dealer. That’s Michela. She’s police.”

   Michela speeds up, stands on the bow, and takes off, leaving a strong smell of petrol and a narrowing wake of whipped-up foam, a line of coke disappearing off out to sea like a liquid motorway, thin and faint, straight towards the warm moon. Deep speed. Sunday.

  

 
  
   Benidorm. Cheap culture. Beach culture. People who speak three languages without ever studying, corner shops, Belgians, watered-down gin and tonics, gays. Second-hand Tom Clancy novels, swollen with damp, crunchy with sand, sand on your pillow, sand in your paella, in your G-string, in the shower, all-day fry-ups, all-day Thai massage, cicadas at night. Piles of sick, pissing against walls, and Tom Jones songs. Melanomas, cystitis, diarrhoea all round. Chlamydia. And the sea. Like the desert of the Levant, of the West, of Las Vegas, shadows of skyscrapers on the beach, reaching higher and higher, shadows that go on for miles, stretching over the surface of the lukewarm sea at ten at night whilst families eat fried chicken on the shore, Mediterranean steel Godzillas on the cold dawn sand.

   Martin lives in an Airbnb. In a nine-euro-a-night room, in a tiny villa in Rincón de Loix behind the endless row of nine-euro-a-person Chinese buffets. The room has two beds, he uses one for sleeping and the other as a kind of table where he eats, writes his songs, and leaves his things. Not that he’s got much. Dirty T-shirts and Alan Moore comics. There’s a photo pinned to the wall, a postcard of some compact white clouds and, beneath each one, some blocks of ice floating on a grey ocean, like exact reflections of the clouds. The postcard is from Canada. It says so underneath. Canada. There’s also a White Stripes poster.

   “Where the fuck are you?” growls Michela. She opens the drawer on the bedside table. It’s lined with floral vinyl. Empty. Ants. There’s only one plug in the room and if Martin wants to turn on the water heater to wash or to charge his phone, he has to unplug the lamp and do it in the dark. The phone charger is plugged in. So, Martin hasn’t gone anywhere, or won’t have gone far, he’s almost definitely in Benidorm. Where, is the question. Michela picks up a pair of jeans from the bed and checks the pockets. She finds a receipt from the Multipollo chicken shop at the bus station. She looks at the date. It’s from 11.47. 11.47 this morning.

  

 
  
   “Martin’s not here and I don’t know when he’ll be back,” Oliver answers.

   Oliver is one of her better informers, a youth in a hoodie who thinks he’s much smarter than he actually is, though Michela wouldn’t dream of telling him because his I’ve-seen-it-all-before bullshit works for her. He’s sitting in one of the four black leather massage chairs at the end of the walkway in the bus station shopping centre. They look like the ones pilots practise in and never work. The glare from the skylight above the central hall is fierce and dusty.

   “You’re going to tell him that he either answers my call or he steers clear of Benidorm. For good.”

   “He’s taken three days off, that’s all I know.” Today Oliver’s got a shaved eyebrow. He’ll have seen it on Netflix.

   “Just tell him to pick up his phone. Got it, fuckwit.”

   Oliver puts his hands in the pouch of his hoodie and scratches his crotch.

   “Is he ghosting you? Don’t get desperate, it’s not a good look on you.”

   Michela puts her hands on the back of the chair and eyeballs Oliver.

   “Call him right now. In front of me.”

   “My phone’s been nicked,” Oliver laughs.

   “Don’t give me that shit.”

   Oliver lifts his arms, as if to say “go for it”. Michela frisks him and it’s true; it’s not in his hoodie or his jeans. He doesn’t even have house keys. She pulls away.

   “Speak to him and tell him to ring me or to come to my place. Today. Tonight. Now move it before I boot you out of here.”

   Oliver nods, reluctantly gets up, goes off down the corridor scraping his flip-flops on the floor, and leaves through the chicken shop, where a dozen birds are slowly turning, a spit up their arses, burnt, stiff, dead, headless.

  

 
  
   Sea by day, sea by night. Sky the colour of Fanta by day and at the dead of night, the Milky Way, Venus, constellations looping like motorway junctions and maps of lost highways against the deepest black. Out at sea, about three kilometres from the coast, you can hardly see Benidorm, except for the odd light from the highest skyscrapers, glints appearing and disappearing behind the stealthy, catlike waves. They finished the jet-ski race just a few moments ago and they’ve already switched off the engines. Tonight’s was quicker than usual, an Italian won, an entrepreneur from Milan, barely twenty, never out of his wetsuit even when he’s on the cover of magazines, and now all seven competitors have gathered round Michela’s boat and are standing on their jet-skis. Some are smoking, others are checking their phones, downing cans of booze. A girl, no bikini, proper skinful, flings herself into the water. The Italian is counting the winnings he’s just got his hands on but absolutely doesn’t need. The money comes in a roll, tied up tight with a hairband, many more notes than if the races were legal and out in the open. Like everything done in secret, it’s a hefty sum, though what you pay an arm and a leg for isn’t always worth it. Michela is sitting in the back of her boat, in the darkest part where nobody can see her, making sure everything is running smoothly, that none of these brats who have come from Ibiza or Marseille get silly because they’ve lost and spoil this little set-up she’s been running for the last five summers. She takes fifteen per cent. She could take much more but she doesn’t need it. She really does it because she finds out a thousand and one things that are going on, every little scam, who’s doing what to whom. The boys from Ibiza are talking about getting 2C-B for the Russian party, they’re laughing non-stop like they’re already on it, which they probably are. One jumps into the water and starts to swim away from the jet-skis. He’s singing “Azzurro”. When he gets about a hundred metres away, he starts to shout for help. Nobody pays any attention, they ignore him, his timing is off for the adrenaline rush they all need at least three times an hour. Michela gets a message. It’s from Martin.

   What do you want. That’s all he’s written.

   She messages back. Some Russians are having a party and are looking for a band.

   When can we meet up.

   Tomorrow afternoon my house.

   Okay.

  

 
  
   Michela. Michela McKay. The door to the landing with the lift was open, but the flat was dark. She left the light off as she went in. She’d heard the call from the station on the patrol car radio whilst her partner Vilches was buying cigarettes, a call about fighting in a flat on the Playa Poniente. When he came back, she didn’t mention it because she wanted to go up by herself, on her own terms, without Vilches and his potato face. So, leaving him in the dark, she went up the twelve floors and into the flat, in the dark. Bare yellow walls, rental-flat pine furnishings, a huge sitting room where she stopped and stood completely still, like another piece of furniture. There wasn’t a sound. Just the gentle hum of the microwave in the open-plan kitchen, its square, orange light on the sitting room’s terrazzo floor. Michela put her hand on the pistol in her belt and slipped through the flat like the shadow of a ghost’s shadow. She made her way to the bedroom. Some light was coming in from the window. There was nobody there, the bed was made, and the things you expect from a bedroom were all in the right place. Bathroom: nobody, nothing. Not even a drip from one of the taps. She went back to the sitting room. She opened the cupboards. Some Amazon boxes, empty, a pair of flip-flops. She slowly turned her head to one side then the other. Her hand ached from squeezing her pistol. She breathed deeply. The only thing working was the microwave. Turning and turning and that hiss, intense but distant at the same time. She went up to look. There was something inside. She didn’t recognise what it was until the plate went round again and she could see it from the front: two hands. Two hands, one on top of the other, no ring, like a pose from a Renaissance portrait, completely burnt and slowly turning on their small, circular stage. Blackened. A woman’s hands.

   The woman’s body never turned up, in Benidorm or anywhere else. Neither did the owner of the flat. A couple of months later, without anybody mentioning anything, Michela ended up moving in and living there. It’s a very quiet flat, almost hidden at the end of a corridor on the twelfth floor of the building next to the Hotel Lido, the one with all the creepers growing up it.

   Martin is sitting at the bar, which doubles as a kitchen table, waiting for her. Martin has no idea about the hands. He has no idea about lots of other things to do with Michela.

   “Your plants have all dried up,” says Martin.

   “That’s what happens. What’s that?” she says, pointing to a box by the front door. “Have you brought me a present?”

   “They dropped it off a while ago.”

   “Who?”

   “I don’t know. Someone. He had a helmet on.”

   “Don’t open the door. Never open the door to this flat. Especially if I’m not here.”

   “But you’re never here.”

   Michela goes to the kitchen, opens the fridge, takes out a Tupperware of fried rice. The fridge is where the microwave used to be. There’s a lot of Tupperware in the fridge, stacked up like samples in a forensics lab.

   “What’s this about a party then?”

   “It’s a housewarming. Some Russians are throwing it for the big place they’ve just bought.”

   “The one in Terra Mítica?”

   “That one. Now they’re looking for a band.”

   “What’s their story?”

   “There are seven brothers. I think the whole clan is flying in on some private jet of theirs. The Brothers Kaminski. Each one has got seven sons as well. Sounds like the beginning of a joke but it isn’t, and they’re all identical, a whole legion of Russians. They all dress like each other too, just to make things even more confusing. I’m not sure how it’s going to work when they get here, if they’re all moving in, but they must be because they’ve bought that whole massive villa with fifty rooms, and they already speak Spanish. The sons already speak Spanish, the language of the future. Mind you, there are so many of them, they could invent a new language and just take it with them wherever they go, like all the Russians do.”
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