virginia sole-
smith went tf.i.\
and all she
got was this
interesting
rspective.
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MY MINTH CLIENT at Beauty U came
in for an eyebrow wax.

She was 13 years old,

Officially, we wearen't supposed 1o
perform spa treatments on anyona under
16, but Client MNine brought her parents into
the waxing room with her. | assumed she'd
bean begging for an eyebrow wax afier
reading about it in magazines—she did have
that slight unibrow that's common among
girls with lots of dark, cury hair, but nothing
you'd stop to gawk at on the street.

| explained that | would remove just the
arrani hairs in batweean har brows.

“Great!’ said Client Mine's mom, She
sounded a litthe impatient, “Do you think it's
time for her to start waxing her lip, too®"

| blinked, | was looking at her daughter
under a magnifying lamp and | could
hardly discem any lip hair at all. *She really
doesn’t have much to wax,” | said.

“OK, | guess we can wait a little longear,
replied the girl's mom,

Then Client Nine piped up: "See Dad?
| told you my lip was finel”

IN QCTOBER 2009, after six years
of writing about beauty for women's
magaznines, | decided to enrall in the
esthatics program at my local stip mall
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beauty school in upstate New York {let’s
call it Beauty U} and spend 600 hours—
aver the course of 10 months=inside the
industry. | don't fit the clichéd idea of a
beauty school student: I'm almost 30. | have
a college degres. | isten to Girl Talk, read
The MNew York Times, and never wear
acrylic nailz, But | do have a serious love/
hate relaticnship with the beauty business—
and | had tons of questions about what
goes on behind the scenes in an industry
that the average American woman will
spend almost $450,000 supporting (in the
form of manicures, ip gloss, bkin waxes,
ete.) over the course of her lifetime,

Beside basic techniques (turms out I'm
really good at eyebrow waxing, not so hot
at eyeshadow blending), | learned the ar
of the sell. If you can make your customers
feel bad about their skin=the crow's feet,
the clogged pores, and yes, the extra lip
hair=then they'll buy more stuff. But | also
leamed that they want to buy more stuff.
People like Nine's parents came in avery
week and tried to sall me on why thay
needed a beauty intervention. *Will a
glycolic peeal lighten my dark spots?” asked
Client Four, a thirtysomething Indian woman.
| told her it would be too aggressive and
that her dark spots were totally normal.
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She barely missed a beat before asking,
“0OK, what about microdermabrasion?”

As it tumed out, my teachers and
classmates at Beauty U had a much more
pragmatic approach to beauty than lots
of our chents. While | waxed Client Mine,
one feacher, Miss Stacy, stood over us
protectively. When Nine's mom asked if
we needed to thin her daughter's brows
a little more, Miss Stacy smoothed Nine's
brows and said firmly, “MNo, We want
her to look her age”

That's not 1o say we didn't also
promate plenty of unrealistic beauty
standards, We regularly recommended
the Inch Loss Wrap, which promises lo
make you lose an inch or more around
your waist, hips, and thighs. And there was
plenty of pressure to go further, in terms
of hair removal, with every bikini wax. That's
why those services are always priced with
“and wup” on the menu,

But what | really leamed s that it isn’t
the industry that needs exposing—it's all of
us. We all know magazine cover modals
are airbrushed, that quick fixes ke the Inch
Loss Wrap don't work, and that body hair
removal has gotten out of control. We
complain about these things all the time
And then we go to Sephora.

Beauty U taught me to take a closer
look at the ways | let beauty influence how
| see myself and the women around me.
Client Nine's mom wasn't evil, she probably
waorried that her slightly hirsute daughter
would get made fun of at schoal. Client Four
wasn't mmpantly insecure, she was having
a hard time making peace with the fact that
her skin contained a few more shades of
brown than we deem beautiful. And when
| freaked out becausa my skin broke out
like crazy after too many praclice facials,
it didn't mean | was shallow. It just meant
| had more in common with that cliched
beauty school student=and women
everywhere=than | realized.

After B00 hours, the one thing I'm sure
of is that we all have to negotiale our own
relationships with the beauty industry.
And that means deciding which parts we
buy into, which parts we reject, and
whether that might mean rejecting paris
of ourselves in the process

irginia Sole-Smith is the
daniuty Sehoolsd
beautyschooledpr
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