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  A Place in the Sun


  There are beaches in Brazil where prospective bathers are vetted according to age and looks, and from which the old, the ugly and the overweight are barred …


  I’m not greedy. Really I’m not. That’s all I want, a place in the sun: a nice patch, six by four; room for a towel, cosmetics bag, suntan lotion, deck-chair. Hot sand, rolling surf; designer sunglasses; that magical scent of salt and coconut. Platinum Sands™, they call it: the Beach of Beaches, the ultimate in solar pleasure. And it is; real palm trees to hide the perimeter fence; filter-nets to discourage unwanted visitors; airpurifiers for year-round freshness; and those twin watchtowers, staffed by A-grade coastguards, to ensure that the exacting standards of Platinum Sands™ are upheld at all times.


  The zone is completely litter-free, of course (any infraction results in automatic downgrading). Weeds, stones and beach-life are painstakingly screened, examined and, if necessary, removed. Authenticity is encouraged to a certain degree, though not at the expense of aesthetics. After all, Loveliness is both the duty and the privilege of a Platinum cardholder, and it is the responsibility of the Management to maintain his/her exacting standards.


  I appreciate all that. More than that, I approve wholeheartedly; after all, rules are rules and it wouldn’t be Platinum Sands™ without them. I’ve seen the adverts. I know what it’s like. Not in the flesh, of course  as a Silver cardholder I only have access to Silver Sands™, quite nice of course, but not nearly as exclusive. Not that I’m complaining. I was on the Silver Sands™ waiting list for nearly two years before I made the grade, and the day I first took my place on the Silver beach was the happiest of my life. Sure, the palms are plastic, and the aesthetic rule isn’t as strict, but most of the time you can hardly tell you’re on a Silver beach at all, except when the wind blows back from the All-Public beach up the coast, and you get that whiff of sweat and sewage and cheap sun lotion to remind you. Think of it, the shame of the All-Public beach: no filters, no coastguards, no palm trees, no fences, no nets. Attendance is completely unmonitored, and unsightliness is so commonplace that hardly anyone seems to notice any more.


  You get all kinds of sickness on the All-Public: fat women; hairy women; pregnant women; women in polyester slacks. And the men are no better: pale men; plump men; bald men with tattoos; grizzled men with crêpey skin. It’s just gruesome. Like the Third World, or something. Some try, poor things; like Tanya, a girl from my old neighbourhood. Platinum blonde, nine stone four, two facelifts, boob job, lipo, hairextensions, tummy tuck, and still waiting for her Silver card. She knows it’s touch and go; those backstreet cosmetic surgeons might sound good value, but there’s always a price  in her case a baggy bum and a nasty fold of flesh just above the bikini line that no beach inspector would pass. On the All-Public, she can get away with a one-piece swimsuit, but a Silver beach has a standard to maintain. Show it or blow it, so the saying goes, and I think we all know Tanya’s blown it for good. I reckon it’ll take her at least three years to pay for the treatments she’s already had, and by then she’ll probably be too old to qualify for a Silver pass, even if she does manage to complete the remedial work on her Brazilian.


  I’d help her if I could, of course. But I can’t; I live in a Silver flat now, and people might talk if they saw me hanging around the All-Public. I might even be downgraded, and I couldn’t bear that. Besides, I have to pass my Loveliness Check every day, and believe me, that takes time. Waxing, buffing, manicure, massage; an hour at the gym every morning and another at the hairdresser  not to mention the beach itself. All-body tanning is mandatory at Silver Sands™, and if you show so much as a strap-line you can be downgraded on the spot. Then there’s beach volleyball, swimming and posture perfection  all quite tricky now I have to wear heels. And that’s just the maintenance.


  Of course, it’s even harder for a Gold or a Platinum. My best friend Lucida passed her Gold last month, so of course I don’t get to see much of her now, but we still talk sometimes, on the phone, now that her bandages are off. It sounds so glamorous. Real palms, topless volleyball, cocktails on the beach … Dark is out on the Gold beach, though, with an obligatory Factor 15 for everyone and a range of only five officially sanctioned shades (Cappuccino, Cinnabar, Mink, Sunkissed and Peach). There’s no tanning limit on a Silver, of course (I’m a Cappuccino going on Chocbar  so I’ll have to improve on that), but in any case I must avoid wrinkles if I’m to make the grade next time. Lucida thinks Silver’s a bit tacky now she’s gone Gold; coloured swimsuits, for Heaven’s sake, and oh those plastic palms! On Golden Sands™ all swimwear has to be black, which is chic, but (dare I say it) a bit boring; on Platinum, everything’s flesh-coloured, like ballet wear, so that any unsightliness shows up at once.


  I have to admit I’m just a little bit annoyed with Lucida. We were such good friends on the Silver beach; we even had complementary hair extensions and little matching bikinis. Now she’s bobbed her hair and lost a stone, and thinks blonde is tacky. I think she’s been screening my calls, too; last night I was sure I could hear laughter in the background as the recorded message played. My God, maybe she thinks I’m tacky, too; she always was a snobby cow, even before her rhinoplasty.


  Still, I’m sure I can make Golden Sands™ if I put in the effort; I’ve got the height, thank goodness, but I do need to get my teeth fixed, and I need to get back down to eight stone to meet the Slenderness requirement. I could have lipo, I suppose, but it’s expensive, and  doesn’t always work  look what happened to poor Tanya. Never mind; I can always take up smoking as long as I don’t drop stubs on the beach, and if I cut my calorie intake by another two hundred a day  that will bring me down to four hundred  then I reckon I should hit eight stone by the end of the month.


  The face? Last time I checked, the inspector told me my face was almost a Platinum, except for the nose, so I can’t be due a lift for a couple of years, at least. Good. That leaves the boobs. Well, I’ve been meaning to get those seen to anyway; 32C just isn’t enough, not for a Gold beach, and definitely not for a Platinum. Besides, those teeny little flesh-tone bikinis they wear at Platinum Sands™ don’t provide much support, and you know how droopy real boobs can be. Ghastly. My mother’s boobs could almost be Gold, and she had them redone over a year ago, on her Loveliness Insurance, which goes to show that it always pays to be prepared.


  Of course she thinks I’m too young for my first boob job. There’ll be plenty of time for that later, she tells me, but then she’s already too old for the beach scene, and she doesn’t understand how little time my generation has left. After all, Mother has me; some compensation, I suppose, for all those stretchmarks and wobbly bits. But what do we have? Nothing but the beaches. Nothing but our three duties of Loveliness, Aspiration and Citizenship. Don’t get me wrong; I do want to get married some day. I might even have kids  you can get a Caesarian, boob and tuck all in one now, so the scar doesn’t have to show. But imagine the shame of having to marry an All-Public boy. Even a Silver doesn’t seem quite so wonderful as it once did, not when I can look through the electric fence into the Golden perimeter, or watch the ads for Platinum Sands™ and see those bronzed, buffed surfers lying on their Louis Vuitton towels and watching the girls go by.


  But you’re so pretty already, says Tanya in her plaintive voice. You could have any nice boy. She doesn’t understand. Nice is not enough. Even pretty is a backhanded compliment to one who aspires to Loveliness. It isn’t just the beach, with its real palm trees, or
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