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Clarion Beauty

1.
This whole thing started with a solitary pimple. Clarion woke up late that morning and breezed through her morning routine — two minutes of prayers, washing plates, sweeping, hundred jumping jacks — without noticing it. She was rushing through her morning bath when her fingers stumbled upon it somewhere close to her sideburns, a painful bulge beneath her skin. She poked the hard core on every side and hoped it was merely prefacing her coming period. But wait, hadn’t her period come just last week? The thought hounded but Clarion brushed it aside. It was sweat, or ovulation, or something. 
Dressed in the Ankara kimono she was about to advertise for an Instagram vendor, Clarion began her day as a social media influencer. With her tripod, she proceeded to her landlord’s balcony to shoot her video. The balcony gave the best background — potted plants and clean, white walls bathed in sunlight. Thank God the man has not been around lately. When she uploaded the video an hour later thanking Ogosisi Fashion Hub for “this work of art, effortless slay without breaking the bank”, the expected frenzied comments started to roll in. Clarion grinned with pride. She updated her bio: Model. Influencer. THAT girl. She was looking at the credit alert from Ogosisi when her hand found the pimple again. A head was forming already. She pinched it and winced. It was the first of many winces. 
As days passed, the pimple multiplied like lice. Red pimples. Brown pimples. Black pimples. Brown pimples with red heads. Red pimples with white heads. Every night, she sat at her plastic table to gaze into a mirror shard propped on a stack of unread books. There, she inspected the damage. The pimples seemed to mock her; their placement looked premeditated, carefully designed to highlight her flaws. She laughed dryly; her eyes full of disdain for this usurper that glared back. 
“What happened?” everyone was asking. “What did you do?”
Clarion had done nothing, but every night, as she sat to inspect the damage, she could not shake off the feeling that she had brought this upon herself. After NYSC, she should have persisted in her job search, written more aptitude tests, gone for more interviews, called more uncles but she had seen influencers living a life she could only dream of. She saw that the world valued image and beauty just as much as intelligence. There and then, Clarion decided to do something with hers. She had built her house on sand. The wind had come and it was falling apart.

2.
It’s been two months of trying her hands at every cure. When Skincare TikTok told her skincare was about what went into her mouth, Clarion bought supplements, gave up favourite foods and began juicing. When they said it was about what she put on her face, she spent hours scouring the internet reading Amazon reviews of products she wanted to get. She changed her pillowcase daily and allowed her face to airdry. She planted aloe vera in an old pot and tried toothpaste. She tried rosewater and cloves, turmeric and cinnamon, apple cider vinegar and kaolin clay. She bought Safi blood purifier. Yet, the pimples, relentless, continued to multiply. Sometimes they teased her and stopped procreating for a few days. They let the products shrink them flat. On those days, she can even see scab-like skin peeling off, making way for the new. My skin is clearing, she thinks to herself, only to wake up to fresh breakouts the next day.

3.
“It's just pimples,” her boyfriend Deji said every time she complained about it.
The first time he said it, she itched to slap the words back into his mouth. It was not just pimples. It was assault, an attack on her livelihood, a betrayal of the work she had put in this last two years to be without blemish. It was reductionist, a taunt, a chipping away at her self-esteem. It was attention-seeking, stifling everything in her life till it became front and centre, the focal point at which everything she was revolved. Clarion was ashamed of how obsessed she was, how pimples were all it took for her to question truths she thought she knew about herself. Did she belong in this industry? Was she an imposter? How does one influence beauty products with a face like hers?
Her DM was full. Someone wanted her to advertise her sunscreen. Another wanted to send her a full-frontal bouncy wig for review. Someone else had left her a message: Clarion, you have not posted any video in a while. We hope all is well. It was Amara, friend and fellow influencer. She sent her a disappearing message on WhatsApp, a photo of her face. The caption read: My face is bad.
Amara sent one of those shocked stickers. Clarion seethed. Stickers? 
“It will clear, don’t worry,” Amara typed eventually. 
Easy for you to say, Clarion thought. They talked about the offers in her DM.
“It’s mostly wigs and soaps,” Clarion typed. “I can’t take them.”
“You can. Use filters. Even, without filters, you can remove pimples and smoothen your face with CapCut and FaceApp.” 
Clarion was about to respond when Amara sent, “Take some. I’ll edit for you.”

4.
The filters worked. Life on her phone was good, but life outside her phone remained the same. Outside her phone, she was a different Clarion, as if born again and marked in some way. In her old life, the people she met talked about how tall she was, how long her hair was, and ah, Clarion, where did you get this your top from? Now, she watched them try to contain their facial expressions, the wheels in their heads turning and turning. They talked about her pimples or struggled to not talk about it, forcing compliments they did not mean out of their mouths. 
In her new life, when she was catcalled at the market, men no longer said “I have your type at home.” Now, it was, “Tah, get out, with ya pimples face.” 
Clarion became a walking ad. Everywhere she went, random people knew the cure. The old woman in the bus, the man who filled her gas cylinder. “Rub sperm on your face,” her hairdresser told her.
Clarion became an indoor person. Today, she remained in bed, scrolling through her phone, watching other people’s acne journey and telling herself hers not was not as bad. Hers were not as huge as bugs. Hers was not this stage 4 acne vulgaris this person was talking about. It was not this cystic acne this white girl could cure only with Accutane.
“Maybe you should see a professional,” Deji said beside her. He had peeped into her phone. He sounded exasperated.
“Maybe.” She could not afford a professional, but she did not mention it. She remembered a clinic where mere consultation cost 20k. She laughed out loud.
“Why are you laughing?” 
She shrugged. “Nothing.”
She was lying there in the dark thinking about her future rich self — routine derma appointments, weekly deep cleaning facials, glutathione injections, micro needling, LED light therapy — when Deji touched her. His touch was as soft as a gentle breeze. He caressed her arm, her shoulder, her neck, her face…
“Don’t touch my face.” Her voice was many pitches too high.
He withdrew his hand.
“I didn’t mean to shout. I’m sorry.” She bit her lip in despair. When he touched her, she could not focus on the sensation of being touched. All she could think was, are his hands clean? She had visualised invisible microbes entering her skin, crawling all over her face, expanding her pores, secreting their pus under her epidermis.
“It’s fine. Goodnight,” he said, turning his back to her.
She exhaled, part-guilt and part-relief and she hated that she felt relief. She hated that she was not truly sorry. They never did it without sweating and she wasn’t in the mood to sweat and have to wipe away the thousands of naira she had just rubbed on her face. She turned her back too and continued her scrolling.

5.
Her landlord paid the NEPA bill for the previous month into her account. The credit alert felt like an answered prayer. She needed to get a Sulphur mask and that tube of Faded everyone was talking about. Clarion was spending too much, she knew, but she could not help herself. So, when she paid for skincare products with her NEPA bill, she did not fret. A gig would come.

6.
Some weeks later, Deji was sitting in his Corolla outside the gate, waiting to take her to a party his friends were organizing. She was ecstatic. She missed parties. She readied herself with a speed she did not know she had. She was approaching the gate when she heard his voice. He was talking to someone. 
“Guys, I dey bring my babe. I take God beg una, don’t comment on her pimples. Not even as a joke. Look and pass. I don’t want wahala please. If anybody like, make dem talk say dem no see this voice note.”
She stood rooted to the ground, her eyes beginning to brim with tears. She slowly walked back into her room, wiped off her makeup, and gently laid herself in her bed. She felt breakable. She was in a foetal position when Deji came into the room. 
“Clarion?”
She did not respond. 
“Babe?” He touched her, his motion hesitant. “Babe, are you okay?”
She pushed his hand away.
“What’s wrong?”
She sat up slowly and wrapped her arms around her midsection. “You told your friends not to comment on my pimples.”
He grimaced and mumbled something she did not hear. 
“Look and pass,” she said in a feeble imitation of his voice. “Deji, what’s that for?”
He sat heavily in her chair before exhaling. “Babe, I was looking out for you.”
“You were looking out for me?”
“Clarion, haba,” He was standing again, the tension in the room palpable.
She rounded on him. “Mr. man, I can fight for myself!” She shook her head in disbelief. “Or are you ashamed to be seen with me?” She was gesticulating madly in his face, her knees in a dip on the mattress. “Pimples girl is your girlfriend?” 
He took a step back. “See ehn?” – he held up his hands, palms splayed — “Suit yourself. This relationship was becoming too crowded anyway. Date your pimples in peace.”

7.
It was mid-afternoon on a Monday and three days since Deji walked out of her house and their relationship. She should call him, but she did not want to reach out first. What if he did not pick her call? She was scrolling again, this time on her laptop, seeking even more acne cures. As she skimmed through yet another article, her eyes found the word “PCOS”. She’d seen it somewhere before. The article linked PCOS to acne and hormonal imbalance. Maybe this was it, Clarion thought to herself. She settled to diagnose herself with PCOS.
She opened her another tab in her browser: How to know you have PCOS. In another: Uncommon signs of PCOS. The symptoms did not agree with her. Abnormal menstruation. Absence of menstruation. Obesity. Hirsutism. Acne. Acne. All she had was acne. Maybe she did not have it, but it says here, difficulty losing belly fat. She looked at her belly. It was round and protruding, it was not big big but it was defiant. PCOS bellies are hard to touch, she read. She grabbed her belly. It was hard. Okay, now, she had the belly and the acne. It had to be PCOS.
Clarion found a 10mins PCOS test on one of those sites ridden with ads. My Period is irregular. Strongly Agree. Agree. I don’t know. Disagree. Strongly Disagree. She had to subscribe to see the test results. Wonder shall never end. She was switching to her email box when she heard banging at her gate. Familiar voices were calling her name, asking if she was home, shouting they want to cut your light o, this people want to cut your light. She sprung to her feet; panic filled her head. God abeg. She upturned all her bags looking for money to give a bribe. 500 naira. 500 won’t do anything. She found a stray 200 naira and a 1k note between her stack of sticky notes. 1700 in total. She rushed out of the house, her barely clad body in a green wrapper. The sun was ablaze, and her panic doubled when she remembered she wasn’t wearing sunscreen. 
Someone was already climbing the ladder when she got there. Clarion still cannot exactly explain what happened in that moment but something inside of her came undone. She did not know when she started begging them, or when she got on her knees, or when she started crying, her wrapper unfastening slightly. I’ll pay next week, she said over and over again. I’ll pay next week, please. Bewildered neighbours had gathered. Passersby paused in their sojourns. Even the NEPA people stood still in astonishment. The one on the ladder descended, clearly confused by the intensity of her plea.  They grabbed their ladder and left after a few awkward minutes. Her 1700 remained balled in her palm. 
Some neighbours helped her to her feet. They clicked their tongues and shook their heads, some in pity and some in disgust. Is it because of light you’re crying? How many times do they even bring the light?
She was led into her room where she soon cried herself to sleep. When she awoke, her phone was flooded with notifications. Someone had uploaded a video of her. She had been recorded on her knees, her hands in supplication pose, her acne glistening with profuse sweat and tears and snot. The poster had captioned it, “Your fave lives in Mowe and cannot pay her NEPA bill.” The video had over 2000 views in 4 hours. Instablog had carried the story.
Clarion clicked to see the comments. So na this casted Mowe Clarion dey stay sef?, Ifybabeforlife wrote. Odogwu_Always said, “Clarion means clear but her skin no clear.” 78 people loved his comment. Tuntun001 replied: Person wey filter dey save.
Her phone clattered to the floor and her tears came again as if on cue. Her elder sister called. Her twin brother called. Her mother called. She did not answer. Amara sent a text she did not read before deleting. She heard banging at the gate. She ignored it too. A few minutes passed but the banging did not stop. She tried to wait it out, but it only escalated. She dragged herself to the gate, ready to spew venom on whoever it was when she saw Deji through the security hole. She unlocked it and fell into his arms. Her crying intensified as if it knew strong arms had arrived to wipe them away.

8.
Deji had spent the past week with her; he refused to leave. He had paid the NEPA bill and dragged her to a dermatologist who had prescribed a break, adjusted her routine, and put her on a retinoid. Patience and consistency, the derma said. It’s not a routine if you keep changing things. 
A week later, when she began her new routine, she noticed a subtle shift within herself. Every night, she still faced that propped mirror but now, it was an act of self-care, not self-loathing. The worst had happened. The rain had blown her house away. What remained to fear?
When, the next day, she uploaded a selfie with her acne in full glare, she was ready to own the online space she had claimed for herself. Afterall, there was no such thing as bad publicity. She sat at her landlord’s balcony, poised to record the first episode of a series she was calling, “Why I could not pay my NEPA bill”. Deji watched her for a few minutes. He shook his head in amusement, got into his car and finally drove off.
