



[image: image]












[image: image]
















Some names and identifying characteristics of individuals have been changed. Where dialogue appears, the intention was to re-create the essence of conversations rather than verbatim quotes.


Copyright © 2022 by Laura Chinn


Cover design by Amanda Kain


Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Hachette Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


HachetteBooks.com


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First Edition: July 2022


Published by Hachette Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Hachette Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Chinn, Laura, author.


Title: Acne : a memoir / Laura Chinn.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY : Hachette Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc., 2022.


Identifiers: LCCN 2021048400 | ISBN 9780306828881 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780306828904 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Chinn, Laura. | Chinn, Laura—Family. | Television Writers—United States—Biography. | Television producers and Directors—United States—Biography.


Classification: LCC PN1992.4.C495 A3 2022 | DDC 818/.603 [B]—dc23/eng/20220301


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2021048400


ISBNs: 9780306828881 (hardcover), 9780306828904 (ebook)


E3-20220517-JV-NF-ORI














For Max and Jaz





















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]















Toxins



I was ten years old when I discovered my face. It’s not like I didn’t know what a face was; I had just never once thought about my own face. Much like not being aware of your stomach until it hurts, I wasn’t aware of my face until there was something suddenly wrong with it. A small, white ball popped out of my right cheek and then, like magic, I realized I had a face. I stared at that little ball in the mirror and thought about my face for the first time and have not been able to stop thinking about my face since.


At that moment, I had no clue how much that little zit was going to change my life. I didn’t realize it was a pus-filled canary warning me that a shitstorm of acne was on its way. My self-esteem was about to be ravaged. My identity was about to be transformed from a confident, plucky kid to an anxious, insecure adult. If you have never suffered the wrath of acne, you may think that this sounds a little extreme. It’s a nonfatal disease after all, and if you have always had clear skin, it’s almost impossible to understand what it really feels like to live with Cutibacterium acnes bacteria attacking your face all day and night.


It was as if some unseen force was making me wear a raw, red, swollen mask. The mask felt ugly and terrifying and people stared at it with disgust or, even worse, with pity. I didn’t know how the mask got on my face, but I knew I couldn’t take it off. After genocide, nuclear war, famine, slavery, and child abuse, acne is the absolute worst thing that can happen to a person. Okay, fine, maybe cancer is worse, and probably a bunch of other stuff, but acne is challenging, really challenging, and if you haven’t lived through it then… honestly, go fuck yourself.


Some people only have to wear that tragic acne mask for a few years, and then they get to rejoin society and rebuild their self-worth. I, however, have had to wear the mask for most of my life. I have had some form of acne from mild to Freddy Krueger for over twenty years, and I have the scars to prove it. Oddly enough, my childhood was filled with so many heartbreaking events that my obsession with the whole acne thing seems wildly vain and ridiculous in comparison. But that’s how psychologically impactful this skin disease is. Out of all the other tragedies of my childhood, the acne was the loudest and most obnoxious. It was constantly screaming at me, “You look different than everyone! You should kill yourself because of that!”


But as painful as this skin disease is, it ultimately saved my life. My winning combination of cystic acne and above-average narcissism forced me to seek help from doctors, dermatologists, psychologists, healers, hypnotherapists, inner child specialists, acupuncturists, chiropractors, Reiki masters, angel channels, and shamans. My numerous attempts to cure the skin condition made me look deeper and learn more about myself than I ever would have cared to otherwise. That first little white bastard that introduced me to the concept of hating myself was foreshadowing intense suffering and inevitable growth and transformation, but all I could do was stare at it in the mirror, like a goddamn moron.


After I questioned what was suddenly sprouting on my cheek, my mom explained that it was “toxins” coming out of my skin. This terrified me because although I didn’t have a super firm grasp on what toxins were, I knew my parents were always desperately trying to avoid them. Our family was an organic, free-range, humanely sourced kind of family. The kind of family who uses plant-based cleaners that aren’t strong enough to actually degrease anything so every pot and pan has a sort of waxy sheen on it forever. My parents were hippies and didn’t do anything according to the status quo. I’m pretty sure my father still wakes up every morning, checks in on what the entire world is doing, and then does the opposite.


Our diet was always fluctuating. Sometimes we were raw vegans, meaning we only ate vegetables that were never heated over 118 degrees. Sometimes we were Indian-tarians, meaning my dad tried Indian food once and liked it so much that he paid the Indian woman who owned the 7-Eleven around the corner to come over and teach my mom to cook Indian food, and my dutiful mother cooked it for us every day for months. We were always following the rules of some new kick of my dad’s, and that kick was never the American standard.


Currently, my dad is on a raw meat diet: raw chicken, raw beef, and the occasional raw goat testicle. Yes, my father has eaten the raw balls of a goat. He started this diet after he read a book written by a guy named Aajonus Vonderplanitzk, whose real name is John.


Aajonus claimed that raw meat and raw dairy are the healthiest things you can eat and apparently that was different enough from conventional thinking to have my dad fully convinced. If I went to my dad’s house right now, he would sit in front of me and eat what he calls “raw chicken curry,” which is exactly what it sounds like. He would slurp up little, slimy chunks of raw bird while attempting to convince me to switch to his rawsome lifestyle.


Growing up, whenever I asked my parents why we were eating a room temperature vegan loaf or dal makhani instead of hot dogs and Bagel Bites like my friends, I was told my friends’ parents were sheep who blindly followed the SAD (standard American diet) and their food was full of toxins. Okay, but here I was watching toxins pop out of my face? Where were these mysterious facial toxins coming from? I was eating clean food and using clean detergents and soaps. I was taking my vitamin supplements every day and drinking my calcium-magnesium powder every night. I was eating my mom’s home-ground, organic, non-GMO grains. And I wasn’t doing anything insane like taking a shower without a chlorine filter, or brushing my teeth with fluoridated toothpaste, or eating store-bought mayonnaise.


I didn’t understand what could’ve caused that zit. But after it went away and nothing else popped up, I forgot all about it. I just went back to having that deliciously creamy, poreless, little-kid skin that makes me wonder if God hates adults. I had no clue there was something more precious than diamonds wrapped around my skull. I just naïvely played with my Barbies and swam at the local YMCA with stunningly perfect skin and didn’t even think about it, because no one told me it was about to change forever.















Moving



Around the time of that first dermal eruption, my mom sat my older brother and me down to tell us “wonderful, exciting news!” We were relocating to Clearwater, Florida. Apparently, my mom, my brother, and I were going to drive to Florida with all of our belongings in a U-Haul and our father was going to join us in a few months, after he finished his latest computer programming contract. She said all this with a huge smile, like she was announcing that we had just won ten thousand dollars on a scratcher.


We were currently living in La Crescenta, California, a small suburb north of Los Angeles, in an 827-square-foot house, and I was reasonably happy there. Our neighborhood was overflowing with kids and there seemed to always be a blockwide game of cops and robbers going on. My best friend, Samantha, lived four blocks away. Samantha’s mom homeschooled my brother and me along with fifteen other extremely sheltered children. Every morning, my brother and I would walk to our nontraditional little school, stopping to chew lemon grass or inspect a slug’s slow migration across a hot sidewalk. Sometimes we would pour salt on the slug and watch it dehydrate to death, because darling neighborhoods can still house devilish children.


Within those four blocks, our whole lives were contained. Within those four blocks, all of our stories occurred. Our childhood was simple and small just like our quiet suburb and I always believed it would stay that way. So my mom’s lame attempt to manipulate me into thinking that moving across the country to this completely foreign and exotic Florida place was “wonderful, exciting news”… actually worked right away because children are gullible idiots.


She told us we were moving right near a beach, into a bigger, better house, and we’d spend all day building sandcastles and swimming with dolphins. I bought it like a sucker. I was nervous and excited to go on the adventure, but when we arrived in Florida, I quickly discovered I had been conned. Our supposedly beachfront property was at least fifteen minutes away from that sandcastle and dolphin-stuffed beach we were promised and the “bigger, better house” we were going to live in for the rest of our lives was condemned.


There were actual “condemned” stickers on all of the windows. The previous, highly negligent tenants had owned several German shepherds and the walls were basically painted with dog hair. All of the windows were rusted shut. The air conditioning had stopped working years ago. And there was no kitchen. Truly. The kitchen was just an empty room that smelled like food had once been cooked inside of it. There was an old, abandoned doghouse in the overgrown, lizard-infested backyard and we were greeted by a possum that had lived and died inside of that doghouse.


Since our new house was unlivable, we had to stay in the studio apartment that was attached to the garage. The three of us slept crammed onto one mattress on the floor of that tiny studio for months while the house was becoming less condemned next door. And we did it all during a Florida summer.


You know that moment when you open your hot oven to check on your turkey or whatever and scorched air blasts you in the face, making you worry for your eyebrows? A Florida summer feels like that moment all day long. I’m amazed Floridians have eyebrows. But the biggest twist to my mom’s wonderful, exciting news was that my father actually would not be joining us. After a year of our new, humid Florida life, my parents decided it would be best if my dad just stayed in Los Angeles forever because… they were getting divorced.


I didn’t know this at the time, but it turns out divorce can be extremely traumatizing to children. On a particularly awkward day in middle school, I was sitting next to an adorable, plump girl with curly red hair and we were making a list of our likes and dislikes. Our teacher had forced every student to partner up with someone they didn’t know and we were asking each other things like “Do you like eggs?”


“Oh, um, not really.”


“Oh, okay. I do…”


“Oh… cool.”


The teacher was encouraging us to get to know each other in this stilted, robotic way and it wasn’t really working. In the middle of this agonizing assignment, the girl I was getting to know started peeing. Our desks were scooted close to each other, so I heard the sound of dripping water. I looked down and she was just peeing all over herself, down her legs, onto the floor. A large, dark puddle was forming underneath her on the cheap, public school–blue carpet.


We made eye contact while she peed. She looked like a cornered gazelle: Are you going to eat me? her eyes seemed to say. I don’t know why the gods of kindness shined down on me that day; I was eleven, I easily could’ve had a gut reaction of “ew!” or “What the fuck are you doing?!” but I said nothing. I’m not going to eat you, you’re safe, my eyes responded.


The whole room started to smell like pee. Some oblivious kids started whispering about the mysteriously strong smell in the room. Our teacher seized this opportunity to tell us all to start wearing deodorant. Then the bell rang and the girl looked at me one more time to make sure I wasn’t going to pounce when her back was turned. Run free little gazelle, I nodded at her. She wrapped her sweatshirt around her waist and fled. No one ever found out what happened to that deeply embarrassed, well-hydrated little girl that day. Years later, she told me her parents had just gotten divorced and the trauma of their divorce made her lose control of her bladder.


So knowing how devastating divorce is to children, telling them that you’re getting a divorce should obviously be handled with extreme delicacy. But my mom did this instead: I was ten years old, sitting on the couch with my thirteen-year-old brother while my mom yelled on the phone with my dad. She hung up on him and threw the phone across the house. After it shattered on the wall, my brother asked what was wrong and our mom yelled back, “Ask your fucking father! He’s divorcing me!” Then she stormed into her room and slammed the door.


That’s how I learned my father was never going to live with me again. That’s how I learned my silly, funny dad who always made sure I was taking my vitamins, doing my homework, and eating unconventional food was never going to do any of those things again.


Thankfully, my brother and I did not lose control of our bladders, but we were very rattled. After twenty years of a seemingly happy marriage, our parents were breaking up forever? But my mom confessed that throughout those twenty years our father had been having extramarital affairs and she had finally reached her breaking point. My mom, being a very untraditional mother, didn’t believe in silly concepts like boundaries or protecting a child from sensitive information, so she talked us through their divorce in vivid and intimate detail. Supposedly, the original marital plan had been to allow my father to have these affairs, but at some point, my mom changed her mind.


My father believes men are not capable of being monogamous and he has told me this since I was barely old enough to understand the concept of monogamy.


“If you ever do get married, just know that your husband will never be satisfied unless you allow him to have sexual partners outside the marriage,” my father informed me when I was twelve.


“Thanks for the advice. I’m excited to grow up—men seem great.”


My mom says the divorce happened because she was afraid my dad was going to get AIDS from one of the women he was sleeping with and infect us all with it. She told me this when I was barely old enough to understand the concept of AIDS. But I think their marriage ended because it got too hard on my mom’s ego. He was having sex with and giving his attention to different women and they were all much younger than my mom. When she signed up for the marriage, I think she fancied herself a free wheelin’, free lovin’ hippie who could easily be in an open relationship. But when reality set in, she was a mother of two, in her fifties, legally bound to a man who was fucking nineteen-year-old girls.


To his credit, when the divorce first happened, my father visited us every other weekend. He flew from California to Florida so often that Delta always upgraded him to first class, a detail I was weirdly proud of. He was also very generous with his child support payments as sort of a sorry I can’t be there to tuck you in ever again, but enjoy yourself at the mall! However, he did not pay my mother any alimony, so, what initially felt like a copious amount of child support wasn’t actually enough for my mom, my brother, and me to live on forever, but we didn’t know that at the time, so we spent those monthly checks like they were an endless geyser of cash flow and a few years later… we were poor.


Those post-divorce mall trips did wonders for my self-esteem though. Sure, I was a girl whose father loved extramarital affairs more than living with her, but look at all of my new clothes! A year after the divorce, I was still making it rain at Limited Too on a weekly basis. I began to suspect that maybe I was a supercool, eleven-year-old, high fashion goddess. Not only did I have a chic tween wardrobe, complete with cutoff jean shorts, white Adidas crew socks, and K-Swiss sneakers, I also had fresh blonde highlights.


The highlights were a little wonky because my mom did them herself with hydrogen peroxide, but I loved them. My mom feared real hair dye would have soaked into my skull and caused brain cancer, so peroxide was my only option. My hair was extremely curly, which was unique and therefore frowned upon, but my new blonde highlights were basic and therefore celebrated! On the first day of sixth grade, I strutted into Dunedin Middle School not giving one shit about my recently broken home; I felt gorgeous, fashionable, and confident… and that’s exactly when the zits returned.















BFF



When the pimples showed up again, it was kind of normal; a lot of my friends had some blemishes here and there. Except, of course, my best friend, Tori. Tori’s skin looked fake, like smooth plastic—no pores, no scars, just ear-to-ear silk. People with skin like that should all just go live on an island together.


When we learned about menstrual cycles in health class, all the videos explained that after young ladies get their periods, their hormones change and the dreaded acne could occur. Meanwhile, I hadn’t gotten my period yet, but I was somehow freckled with zits. So the day Tori got her first period, I remember thinking, Yes, here we go. Now she’s going to start breaking out too and we’ll be blister sisters.


Tori called me into the bathroom and casually said, “Damn, I just bled on the floor.” She pointed to a dot of blood near the toilet. That’s how she told me she’d just got her first period. How cool was she?! Any other prepubescent loser would’ve been excited or scared, but not Tori. She played everything very low-key. I was a constant ball of anxiety, but she was always so calm that she seemed like she could fall asleep at any second. Probably because she smoked so many cigarettes; that habit kept her pretty chilled out.


Tori grew up in a house that was similarly broken, and she started drinking Budweiser and smoking Camels at eleven years old. When I first learned Tori smoked, I thought maybe smoking would chill me out too, but it just gave me more anxiety. Trying to buy cigarettes when you’re eleven but look like you’re seven is a pretty anxiety-inducing undertaking. The corrupt gas station near my house, which the entire town referred to as “the ghetto store,” would always eventually let me buy the cigarettes, but they would hassle me and ask when my fake birthday was and who the current president was. They made me sweat for my smokes.


A week before my twelfth birthday, my mom asked me what I wanted and I responded, “A carton of Marlboro Lights.” That was my preferred brand and there are ten packs of cigarettes in a carton, so I hoped that they would last me until I looked a little older. Instead of grounding me or sending me away to a school for troubled youth, my mom went to the store and bought me a carton of Marlboro Lights.


I remember gleefully unwrapping the cellophane around my shiny, new toy. I couldn’t wait to get my tiny child hands on all those cigarettes. When I recently asked my mom why she gave a twelve-year-old, who just hours before had been an eleven-year-old, so many cigarettes, she said, “Because that’s what you asked for.” Hey, she’s not wrong. I did ask for them. That’s on me.


A year after Tori’s first period, I was patiently waiting for her face to explode, but she still didn’t have a single breakout. Meanwhile, my face was looking more and more like the surface of Mars, but my vagina was still just a stupid, bloodless hole. I was painfully jealous of my fertile friend. I longed for the menstruation fairy to touch me with her magic wand. I couldn’t wait to strut down the so-called feminine hygiene aisle like a goddamn rock star and confidently buy one of those pink boxes that only grown-ass adult women buy.


What was inside the boxes was still a mystery to me, but I knew it was probably something very chic. I smoked a half a pack of cigarettes a day but still didn’t fully comprehend what tampons were. Eventually, Tori started complaining about monthly menstrual cramps—which was the coolest thing a twelve-year-old could complain about—but her skin was still as smooth as a rose petal. I was mystified. Those health class videos had promised me that Tori would start breaking out, but she had somehow cheated the system…


The mystery was finally solved during one of our classic sleepovers. Since there was no real family structure at Tori’s house, she always spent the night at my house, which also had no structure, but she thought my mom was nicer than hers. Our sleepovers revolved around marijuana. We had recently discovered it and quickly became huge fans. We smoked it whenever we needed to soften the pain of our existence, which was every night. We would smoke a blunt filled with low-grade, cheap weed and then demand my mom drive us to the grocery store where we would buy potato chips, sour cream, a block of cheddar cheese, and olives. This is what we ate when we were high, and nothing else would suffice.


My mom would spend the drive ranting about what a selfish monster my father was and how the divorce had ruined her life. Tori and I were so stoned we would just laugh or try to change the subject. But my mom would not allow that; there was no other subject. For several years, my mom would prattle on about the ways in which my dad had robbed her of her youth and then abandoned her with two shitty kids. She didn’t say the “shitty” part, but I always added it in my mind.


She would blame my father for anything that ever went wrong. After months of being single, she stormed through the house screaming, “Well, thanks to your dad I have to masturbate again tonight!” That particular display happened in front of five of my shocked friends. Her fault-finding with my dad wasn’t always logical, but it worked for her. Sometimes her hatred toward him would get so overwhelming she would just start smashing plates on the kitchen floor, then she’d sweep them up, go buy more plates at the thrift store, and eventually smash those too.


After Tori and I returned home with our munchies, we locked my bedroom door and sat in my open window, smoking more weed and some of my birthday Marlboro Lights. A very stoned Tori stumbled into the bathroom and then came back minutes later with wide eyes. My perpetually relaxed friend suddenly seemed ill at ease. She looked, for the first time ever, like an anxious twelve-year-old girl.


When I asked her what was wrong, she quietly confessed that she had just started her first period. I was confused, didn’t her period start a year ago? She admitted that it was actually her older sister’s period blood on the bathroom floor that day. She had lied and said it was hers. But hadn’t she been complaining about menstrual cramps? She breezed past all of these lies like she wasn’t basically a lunatic who had just long-conned me for a year and swore that this time it was real, this time she really was bleeding! And my first thought, like that of any deeply supportive best friend, was Yes! This asshole is finally gonna break out! But alas, she didn’t. She actually never broke out in her entire life. But I did get one of my wishes…


Three days later, when Tori and I were again very high and again wandering around the grocery store looking for munchies while my mom complained that my dad didn’t give her enough money for groceries, I went to the bathroom and there it was: a tiny dot of dried blood in my underwear. I got my first period, three days after Tori, in a Kash n’ Karry bathroom, and I raced to the feminine hygiene aisle to collect my prize.















Puberty



Tori and I were extremely close. She was my absolute best friend and my feelings toward her were 80 percent deep unconditional love and 100 percent jealousy. That math doesn’t check out, but that’s how it felt. It was like Tori was born to make everyone around her jealous. She fit the late-nineties impossible beauty standards perfectly. She was skinny with clear, white skin, straight blonde hair, wide blue eyes, the slightest hint of a nose, and puffy little bow lips.


She had a very childlike face, and in our pedophiliac culture, looking like a child is every woman’s beauty goal. But she grew up in a tough environment, so to offset her cherubic face, she intentionally deepened her voice and cursed more than any adult I knew. She looked like an American Girl doll and talked like a crusty old war veteran who had seen too much. She had the worldly confidence of a much older girl and she got even more confident when her full pubic bush grew in.


One humiliating afternoon, Tori and I were in my backyard smoking cigarettes with my brother and his friends, all of whom I had crushes on, and they were making fun of us for being younger than them. They were calling us “jits” and “ten-agers” and one of them said, “I bet y’all don’t even have pubic hair yet.” My acne-covered face turned even redder. I wanted to yell, “Shit! He knows we’re bald down there, Tori! Run!” But she just looked at him, with all of her glorious preteen swagger, and pulled down her pants, revealing her full, luscious bush. She was covered in thick, dark hair; some of it was even creeping up to her belly button. A bush and a happy trail?! I was stunned! When did that happen? My vagina looked like a naked mole rat, and I’d thought Tori and I were on the same bald page.


I was mortified. Everyone turned to me and I was like, “Um, I would totally show you guys my thick, lustrous pubic hair but I think instead I’m gonna go cry under my bed—” But before I could bolt, one of my brother’s friends yanked my pants down and my tiny, hairless cat just stood there squinting in the sudden sunlight. The look on my face must’ve made them all realize what they had just done. They seemed immediately ashamed and my brother looked at me like, I’m sorry for your loss. As if he was at a funeral for my dignity.


I tried to run away but my pants were around my knees. I tripped and flashed my buttery smooth vagina in new and exciting angles to all the people whose opinions I valued the most. Then I collected myself, pulled up my pants, and took off. I ran out into the street and began searching maniacally for a hiding place. Eventually, I climbed a tree and sat huddled on a branch, tucking myself behind the leaves. I remained there cursing my hairless body for hours.


To his credit, my brother’s pants-yanking friend circled the neighborhood on his bike, calling my name. But I decided I could never go home again. There had to be some kind of shelter for women with hairless pussies. A place where they could be hidden from the world and, in turn, the world could be spared the awful sight of their fleshy vagina lips shivering in the cold.


Long after dark, I finally decided to head home. If I hadn’t been covered in mosquito bites and starving, I would still be hiding in that tree to this day. On my walk home, I came up with a plan. I asked my mother to take me to Kash n’ Karry so I could buy a box of black hair dye. She was hesitant. She was still worried hair dye was going to soak into my brain and cause brain cancer, until I explained that the dye wasn’t going to touch my head because I was only going to dye my three wispy blonde pubes. I think this explanation was so bizarre that she just said, “Fine, whatever.”


My mom is the least judgmental person I have ever met. She has this superpower of being able to picture herself in another person’s situation, no matter how insane the situation is. I think the real reason she bought me a carton of cigarettes for my twelfth birthday is that she felt bad for me. She put herself in my shoes. I really wanted cigarettes but couldn’t buy them, because the government and pretty much every rational adult had agreed on laws that prevented it, so she decided to help me out. She is incredibly empathetic toward everyone except my father. I could just feel her trying to imagine being a weird twelve-year-old girl who, for some reason, really wanted black pubic hair.


She drove me to the store without another question, but while she drove, she couldn’t help but blame my lack of pubic hair on my father’s side of the family. Dying my pubes gave me some much-needed confidence. I waited for someone, anyone, to ask me if I had pubes, and I was ready to whip out my three newly dark hairs with all of Tori’s bravado. But no one ever asked me again. I mean, it’s actually super fucking weird that someone had asked me in the first place. Several years later, when I finally grew an adult bush, I learned our pedophiliac culture had decided pubic hair was disgusting and all women should be as hairless as a five-year-old, so I shaved it off immediately.















Scieno



After a year of my face being engulfed in whiteheads and cysts, my mom finally began to notice my skin condition. To be fair, she was busy dating Tori’s uncle, Fred, whom we all called “Uncle Fred.” Calling a man Uncle Fred while your mom is banging him is odd, but I didn’t mind ’cause Uncle Fred did cool stuff like give us cigarettes for doing menial tasks. It turns out a carton of cigarettes goes pretty fast when you’re basically a chimney in a training bra, so Tori and I would take out the trash and sweep the floor and Uncle Fred would fill our twelve-year-old coffers with fresh cigarettes.


But I don’t think Uncle Fred was the only reason my mom didn’t notice my skin condition right away. She also didn’t notice because she doesn’t really comprehend our society’s definition of beauty. My mother has never worn a drop of makeup or dyed her hair, and she has never understood why I wanted to do those things. She has always viewed me and the entire world through rose-colored-beauty glasses.


It’s like she missed that moment that the rest of us all went through, that moment when we were all brainwashed by impossible beauty standards and forced to see the world divided into pretties and uglies. If we walk past a woman whose face is decidedly not destined to hock beauty products on a billboard, my mom will say something like, “Wow, that woman is gorgeous.” And she’ll genuinely mean it. My mother sees beauty everywhere, so she never felt a need to artificially enhance her own and was always perplexed when I was desperately trying to enhance mine.


My mother naturally fits the beauty standards; she has perfectly symmetrical features and creamy, smooth, freckled skin. She is what I like to call a “poolside beauty.” You know the girls who still look amazing even after they swim for an hour? They get out of the chlorine and their wet hair somehow dries perfectly and their make-up-free skin glows in the sunlight. I never felt like a poolside beauty. My coarse, curly hair would never actually get wet in the pool. It was like duck feathers; water just ran off of it without saturating the shafts, but then, for some reason, it would poof into a ball, casting a large shadow over my potholed skin.


But my mom was always telling me how gorgeous I was, even when my face looked like it had permanent diaper rash. She also loved my unruly hair and encouraged me to wear it wild and free. “Don’t put gel in it! Just let it be natural,” she would say. And the night I straightened it with a hot iron on an ironing board, she had to look away. “I can’t believe you would do that to your amazing hair,” she whined. She somehow missed all the billboards, commercials, TV shows, and music videos jam packed with straight-haired, clear-skinned models and actresses. She somehow avoided the horrifically destructive, false programming that I lived by: Textured hair is wrong. Smooth hair is right. Textured skin is wrong. Smooth skin is right.


She is thankfully not one of those image-obsessed mothers who constantly nitpick their daughters’ looks. I have some friends whose mothers are jealous of their daughters’ beauty. They make snarky comments to try and diminish their daughters’ self-esteem. I have other friends whose mothers simply cannot tolerate any unique traits in their offspring. One mother would tape her daughter’s ears back when she was a toddler in the hope that they would someday lie flat against her head.


My mother was the opposite of these mothers. She seemed to look through my ravaged skin and just see a pretty girl. She has never made one negative remark about my looks or told me to change anything about myself. When I would cry about my skin, she would say, “Oh, Laura, no one notices, I promise you. Your skin is beautiful.” If I had been unlucky enough to be the daughter of an image-obsessed mother, it would’ve destroyed me. I hated my looks enough for the both of us.


But when my mom finally did realize my skin was getting worse and worse, she did the only thing she knew how to do: she took me to a Scientologist chiropractor. The dermatologist might seem like a logical choice, but it isn’t when you enjoy bucking tradition and you’ve been a Scientologist for thirty years. My parents had been Scientologists since the seventies. They credited Scientology with helping them quit using drugs, and they always told us that Scientology saved their lives.


My brother and I were raised exclusively in the Los Angeles Scientology community until we moved to Clearwater. Clearwater is actually the mecca for Scientology, but ironically, as soon as we arrived in the mecca, my brother and I lost interest in the religion. My mom was too distraught over the divorce to keep pushing us to go to private Scientology schools. We said we wanted to try public school and she gave us her blessing / was too tired to fight with us.


After starting my new Florida public school, I learned that although there were a lot of Scientologists in Clearwater, their kids went to private Scientology schools and they were all thoroughly despised by the local non-Scientologist population. So I decided to never tell any of my public school friends that I was an L. Ron Hubbard–loving, E-meter can–squeezing, full-blown “Scieno,” as they were not so lovingly called by the locals. When other kids were insulting Scientology and saying things like “My dad says Scienos are buying up all the property in Clearwater tax-free” or “My mom says they’re building a spaceship to go live in a volcano,” I would just nod along and hope no one noticed how nervous I looked.


In my teens, I was at a house party hanging out in the front yard when a drunk fascist, whom everyone appropriately called “Nazi Pete,” threw a beer bottle at a passing Scientology bus. I watched the bottle fly through the air and dramatically shatter on a side window, no doubt terrifying all the passengers inside, and I just stood there. While everyone was laughing and yelling, “You fuckin’ Scienos!” I just stood there.


I fantasized about yelling at Nazi Pete, “Hey! Scientologists are people too! They don’t deserve to be treated that way!” Instead, I just looked at the ground. I was basically the opposite of a hero. But that’s slightly unfair because heroes are supposed to stand up for what they believe in and I never really believed in Scientology. But I guess I did believe in not assaulting innocent strangers for participating in their religion, so I could have said something, but I wasn’t willing to blow my cover. I pretended like I wasn’t a Scientologist out in the world, and I pretended like I was a Scientologist at home.


In front of my parents, I participated in all the rituals and customs of Scientology. If anything went wrong, there was always a Scientology solution. If you fell down and banged your knee, you had to “touch it back,” which meant you had to slowly reenact the fall over and over again until the “engram” or traumatic event was released from your “reactive mind” or subconscious. Scientology parents say “touch it back” to their child after they experience any injury, no matter how big or small, and the Scientology child has to then repeat the event, slowly touching their knee to the spot they fell on. Even if my brother and I fell down a flight of fucking stairs, we would not share it with our parents, lest we would have to slowly reenact that stair fall over and over again.


But even worse than injuring yourself and having to touch it back was yawning while reading. In Scientology schools, the teachers are trained to watch for yawning or bored-looking kids. This is a sure sign that the kid has read a word they don’t understand. It’s called a “misunderstood word” or “MU.” Several times a day, I would yawn while reading and a teacher would appear over my shoulder. “Let’s find that MU, shall we?” She would then go over every single word I had just read, doing a spot check to find out which word was foreign to me and causing all those tricky yawns.


After scanning my book, she would look at me with cocky eyes, knowing she’d found the MU, and ask, “What does the word ‘the’ mean?” To which I would reply, “Denoting one or more people or things already mentioned or assumed to be common knowledge.” ’Cause I wasn’t a fucking fool. I obviously knew the dictionary definition of “the” and so did all of my classmates. But she would always eventually find something. “Okay, what does ‘then’ mean?” Dammit. I would have to look up “then” and build the meaning of the word “then” out of clay. This is called a “clay demo,” and you don’t know shit until you’ve modeled the definition of a word with clay.


Looking up so many words every day taught me a lot, but above all, it taught me to suppress a yawn better than anyone. I can sense a yawn coming from minutes away and with just a slight tightening of the jaw and flare of the nostrils, I can swallow that yawn, sending it back from whence it came, saving myself hours of looking up words and building their definitions out of clay.


If you ever have an issue with another Scientologist, you can officially tattle on them by writing a “Knowledge Report,” though if you’re in the know you call it a KR because that sounds cooler. If a Scientologist does anything “out-ethics” (general bad behavior or anything harmful to Scientology), you write a long report about what they did and give this report to an “Ethics Officer.” (If you’re picturing a stern woman in a military-style uniform with a furrowed brow and a tight bun, then you’re picturing correctly.) But the best part is, you also have to give a copy of the KR to the person you tattled on. So if you don’t have the courage to just talk to this person face-to-face about their bad behavior, you better have the courage to mail them a copy of your angry document that shit-talks them for four pages.


I have never written a KR in my life; even when I was a kid, I was like, that seems childish. But I have received several Knowledge Reports, all from the same person, who will not be named. This person would even go so far as to leave my copy of the KR on my car in the middle of the night. In the morning, I would walk out to my car and find an envelope stuffed with horrific and shameful facts about me like I dated a guy who smokes weed or I asked too many questions during a Scientology informational presentation. Because of all these complicated rules and rituals, I always kept my distance from Scientology, but when my mom mentioned that a Scientologist chiropractor might be able to fix my skin, I was instantly back on board with the whole religion.


The chiropractor examined my oily, infected pores and seemed to feel confident that she could help. Most people know chiropractors as that doctor that cracks your bones, and that’s not wrong, but chiropractors also do many other hippie-dippy-crunchy forms of healing. This woman did something called applied kinesiology or “muscle testing.”


She had me hold a glass vial with a small piece of wheat grain in it. Then she told me to hold my arm up strong and she pressed down on it; if she pressed down on my arm easily, then I was allergic to wheat gluten! But if I was able to keep my arm strong while holding the wheat, that meant I was gluten tolerant and could keep eating gluten. To a true atheist or lover of science, this might sound irrational, but I have had some weirdly wonderful breakthroughs with this healing modality.


She tested all kinds of foods on me and told us my skin was breaking out because I was allergic to gluten, dairy, chocolate, and sugar. We left there thinking my acne would be a cinch to heal! All I had to do was give up those four things! I didn’t realize those four things were pretty much in all food.


Meanwhile, my mom got busy again. She broke up with Uncle Fred and started dating Joe, a profoundly introverted Scientologist with a very serious drinking problem. While my mom was navigating that, I was attempting to stick to my new diet. I would go to the Dodge’s Store gas station and get chicken fingers and pick the breading off. That’s technically “no gluten,” right? Then I would get pizza sticks and eat the pizza goo out of the inside and leave the crust behind! This was going to be easy!


Being thirteen, I didn’t realize pizza goo was filled with dairy. I also didn’t realize beer was filled with gluten and I was consuming at least four of those a night. The days of my mom making her own home-ground flour were long over. For most meals, my brother and I had to fend for ourselves while my mom was off piecing together a love life in her fifties. She also signed a two-year contract with the Church of Scientology of Tampa. Tampa was thirty minutes away from Clearwater and she volunteered there for over fifty hours a week, so there was truly no adult in my home for several years. But my parents always made sure we had money for food, and my mom always made sure there was plenty of food in the fridge. We were fortunate enough to never ever go hungry, but the food choices my brother and I were making were not wise ones.


Needless to say, my skin did not improve at all. My dad would chime in from Los Angeles over the telephone, saying things like, “I read that cooked tomatoes make you break out.” So I cut out all tomato sauce, including the pizza goo, but I kept eating ketchup because I didn’t know ketchup was 100 percent cooked tomatoes. I did the best I could, which wasn’t great. And I continued to wake up every morning with raw, red skin. And my mom continued to tell me it was beautiful.















Max



My father would try to comfort my acne anguish by saying it was genetic. He explained that he had the same skin condition when he was a teenager. It seemed like he felt responsible for my skin disease. The sight of me in so much pain agonized him and he would reassure me that it eventually goes away. But if it was genetic, I wondered, then why did my sixteen-year-old brother, Max, who shared my genetics and my diet, have such beautiful skin? I used to look at his face and naïvely think that if I had skin like his, I would be intensely happy all the time. Which is why it baffled me that he was severely depressed.


He would sit in front of his TV, playing video games, in his dark bedroom all day long. His walls were decorated with sexy posters (Carmen Electra in a wet bra and Jenny McCarthy in a dry bra) and funny posters (the best one was “NEVER SNEEZE AND FART AT THE SAME TIME” over an image of a cartoon dog whose anus and mouth had exploded), but the objectification of women and humiliation of cartoon dogs wasn’t enough to cheer him up. He kept his curtains shut tight and only went outside a few times a day to smoke weed. I would watch him chug a forty-ounce beer by himself every night, right before he yelled at me to get out of his room so he could entomb himself for the evening.
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“You know how people justify insane horrors by saying,
‘It was a different time’? Laura Chinn will transport you to that time.
This book is funny and heartbreakingly honest.”
—TINA FEY
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