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Introduction

To Be or Not to Be (Perceived)

[image: image]

Do you live in a body? Is your consciousness confined to an electrified meat sack propped up by a scaffolding of hardened calcium and muscle tension? Do you ever think about the shape of your head, the texture of the hair that grows out of it, the size of your torso, or the constant codependency of your thighs against one another and wonder, What’s the deal with all that? Do you spend so much of your time trying to find your best angles, or changing your body in ways that some would consider altering “God’s” plan?

Well, you’re not alone! If you answered yes to any of the above questions, you most definitely live in a body. And let me tell you that I, and many others in our situation, are thinking about being incarcerated in these vulnerable, fleshy encasements nearly all the time. How it requires adequate nutrition, sleep, water, proper attire (environmentally and socially), and it’s never quite right, even when it is functioning the way it’s meant to. And the decor, my God, the decorating. It is a lifelong endeavor to be in a body.

This is the sort of thing I think about all the time, not only as a person in a body but as a member of the decorating committee: aka a beauty editor. I’ve held this position for many years, first entering the beauty blogosphere in the early days of the internet’s personal essay era, writing about my head and face and what I was putting on them for any beauty publication that would have me. I kept at it until I made my way to one of the most illustrious media publishing houses in the world, Condé Nast, and nabbed a plum role as a beauty editor at Allure (the self-proclaimed “Beauty Authority”). Along with a team of other beauty professionals, I investigated, researched, experimented, and attempted to re-blueprint the blueprints for Beauty™ as I navigated its often confusing (if not very glamorous) and fickle constructs. And I made it to the top of the tower* in good timing too, considering how the beauty industry has become a juggernaut, valued at an unfathomable amount of money—over $571 billion* globally in 2023. Beauty now even has its own seasons (holiday, festival, and awards), merchandising cultural events as quickly as they happen, and contributing 120 billion units of packaging waste per year.* Even if you adamantly don’t believe in beauty culture, it’s not that simple; it’s been integrated into our lives way before our original chromosomes paired up. It is everywhere, even if you don’t see it—kind of like dust mites. Mostly what I mean is, beauty is embedded in the ways we are socialized to value people, so that makes it kind of a big issue. That someone like me, non-pedigreed, allergic to corporate work environments, and generally uncooperative, chose to enter this house of mirrors as a professional meant that I unwittingly took a detour into my own unexamined vanity, delusions and all—something I was never going to see from the outside. Understanding the back end of how the beauty industry works makes it a lot less intimidating, but it also dulls the glamour as well. In some ways, the least stressful way to engage with beauty requires a bit of dream-crushing (sorry). Like when you’re a kid and you find out Santa isn’t real (Christian or not, he’s still a big figure dominating holiday culture). You can finally stop trying to wrap your head around how one old dude flies around the world in less than twenty-four hours and enters your house through the fireplace, which is most definitely sealed shut permanently. And then you can appreciate the effort your parents put in every year for you to have a magical Christmas (after being so pissed at them for lying to you for so long). Something like that.

When I was growing up, makeup and hair dye were forbidden fruit in my house. Naturally, this only made attaining them my number one objective, and my deep longing to participate in the glamour of beauty’s self-making instilled a drive within myself to make it to the ugly-duckling-to-swan pipeline as hastily as possible. By the time my parental cosmetic embargo lifted, I had a lot of catching up to do! It’s not like coming of age in the early 2000s was forgiving toward those who didn’t fulfill all of beauty’s feminine imperatives. Not that any of that stopped me; beauty was the Juliet to my Romeo (without the whole marriage-suicide thing in the end) and I obsessively pored over the beauty pages of every teen and women’s magazines I could get my hands on (the internet wasn’t as Pinteresting at that time in history). Analog as it was, beauty was very much so shoved down our throats—a much narrower kind of beauty than today’s visions (“diversity” referred more to the abundance of ice cream flavors at Baskin-Robbins than to the faces you’d see in media). I pilfered the gift-with-purchase minis from my mom’s department store makeup buys (a habit that would extend to certain beauty shelves themselves in my “rebellious” adolescence). My mom went from grounding me (more than once) for attempting to box dye my hair when I was a teenager to now texting me product requests for La Prairie, Shiseido, and Clé de Peau with regularity. I suppose if I had gotten it out of my system when I was younger, perhaps I wouldn’t be such a beauty fiend as I am today, but who can say? Beauty always has been a symbol of self-expression to me—something I wasn’t aware of back then, even if I would go to devious lengths to participate in it. My still-gelatinous prefrontal cortex understood that beauty was a way to freedom, even if I wasn’t sure what that freedom was at the time. But I’ve gradually grown with that idea, redefining it again and again to shape the person I hoped to be.

Though it wasn’t initially my career goal, becoming a beauty editor granted me an all-access backstage pass to every part of the beauty industry. It’s the kind of career that grants you free neurotoxin injectables, $800 face creams and serums delivered to your door with the regularity and speed of Amazon Prime (also free), and as much Victoria’s Secret Angel–looking balayage and hair extensions a human head can bear—but not so much in terms of livable wages and work-life balance. Imagine being sent on lavish trips to exotic locales, having a perpetually stocked home of designer fragrances, luxury beauty products, and expensive high-tech devices, and still feeling the need to financially negotiate between organic and generic produce at the grocery store (sorry to ruin the fantasy, but nothing is less glamorous than corporate budget cuts).

For everyone else not writing investigative stories about how beauty rumors like semen as an acne treatment get started or interviewing Juggalos about their makeup routines,* beauty can feel a lot more . . . prescriptive. Our collective anguish or annoyance with beauty is in its eternal expectation, something you’re meant to strive for at all times—and all costs. For half the population, it’s even come to define our value as people entirely. Before the digital age, it might’ve been easier to avoid the constant visuals and pressures, but the way people engage with beauty now has become a voyeuristic sport in and of itself. Influencers literally have careers built from their looks (they’re like models if models . . . actually, a lot of them are models). The gorilla grip beauty has on us today is nothing short of pathological. We speed-jumped into a whole new digital age that’s all but totally redefined our culture, as we’re scrambling to understand it while keeping up with its continuous current. And as far as I can tell from my doom-scrolling scriptures, we’re more concerned with our looks than ever.

Perhaps this wouldn’t be so fraught if our bodies and faces weren’t constantly subject to feedback from those around us about their shape and condition (and if our appearance wasn’t conflated to represent our entire being and essence). But when it comes to bodies, it seems that every entity—your peers, family members, partners, colleagues, and corporate companies that like to pretend they’re your friend—is incapable of letting people simply . . . exist as is. I’m sure many of you have noticed how beauty is suddenly everywhere, spawning new “trends” by the minute, and infiltrating every kind of way you can be in a body. Wellness, as it turns out, has not found us well.

I, for one, have spent so much of my early life feeling like a weirdo because I didn’t look “right,” and I didn’t know how to correct it in a way that didn’t feel totally humiliating and futile. It’s a stupid way to live! Vanity’s paradox is such that the effort we put into beauty often undermines its validity or merit—every makeover is one smear away from comedy or one botched surgery away from tragedy. Participating in today’s beauty culture can feel like you’re a politician avoiding a hot-button issue. Talking about beauty now is so full of contradictions it feels impossible to reconcile without shunning your own desires and pleasures—which are often far too complicated to extricate from beauty—or shunning beauty culture altogether. The demands to self-optimize at all costs and the growing pressures to resist beauty culture are reaching West Side Story levels of beef. But beauty doesn’t solve Beauty™ when its standards and ideals remain as our North Star. It’s a paradox that some are content to sit out and some can’t get past. I have a personal investment in this because as time goes on, I’m not getting any less weird—the opposite, in fact. And I’d like to live well into my weirdness, rather than constantly contend with the labor of palatability just so I can, you know, be seen as a person deserving basic respect and human kindness. I would love it if we could untether our value as individuals from our appearances. Which brings us to where we are now.

This is not a self-help book or a guide in the traditional sense. There are plenty of books out there about how to improve your skin or get shiny hair (I’ve written a bunch of articles on the internet about those kinds of things). What I’m more interested in is how beauty and vanity can be meaningful for us now. How can we engage in beauty that isn’t at odds with how we see ourselves, that prioritizes care and compassion, and celebrates our unique personhood rather than conforming to a hegemonic ideal? How can we parse through the cultural, social, and financial implications of feeding into these systems? What if, in doing that, we stopped thinking of beauty as a mandate and instead considered it an experience, a language of expression and self-exploration?

At its best, beauty culture is a way of communing with others, caring for yourself, and connecting how you want to be perceived and who you wish to signal to with your appearance. Having a pleasant experience with beauty is possible when you engage with it on your own terms, and hopefully, by the time you’re done reading this book, the harmful cultural and social messages surrounding beauty will seem so much less relevant to your own definition of it. As Newton’s secret seventh law states: a body in beauty stays in beauty until a greater force intervenes. The choices we are so generously given now (by the same oppressive models that previously narrowed them when that worked best for their bottom line) all tend to further the existing rationality, despite the modern sentiment of “doing it for yourself.” How much can these choices free us from those overbearing standards we claim to reject when they are given by those same manipulative, dominating forces?

If there is “true beauty” to be found, it must be lived through. It cannot be sourced exclusively from an almighty algorithm of filtered, perfected, and decontextualized beauty images on social media (or more troubling, AI). Experience lends context and nuance to all the ways that beauty touches our lives. And my experiences have taught me that it isn’t all a bummer (even though, as you’ll read, some of them are very, very unpleasant). Beauty is just one way to reflect our inner selves outward as a means of creative communication. Our bodies are nothing if not robust, entertaining, funny, awkward, and often a vulnerable access point to connection—to ourselves and to others. Let’s not throw the beauty out with the bathwater . . . or something like that. After all, the beauty you see around you is a reflection of the beauty within you.





Confessions of a Late Bloomer

[image: image]

I was born in the mid-eighties, when hair height was arguably at its highest, and spinning letters on a word-guessing game show was the most glamourous job in America. This was before you had to take your shoes off when going through security at the airport, before oats had been milked, and the only algorithms that mattered were the ones you manually programmed into your TI-84 calculator for algebra class.

Pop culture, fashion, and beauty news came directly from television and magazines. Whoever was on the cover of People magazine or starring in Beverly Hills, 90210 and Saved by the Bell were a big part of determining who was Hot™ at the time. But there weren’t many tabloids or fashion magazines around my house; the coffee table in our living room was mostly occupied by my dad’s auto mechanic catalogs. My TV consumption was generally capped at one hour a day, which was usually spent on The Simpsons and after-school (or Saturday morning) cartoons. I watched a lot of cartoons. You may not assume that cartoons could have such an outsize influence on children, but they do. It doesn’t matter how wacky or clearly unrealistic they are, they compounded one idea in my head more than any People magazine “Sexiest Person of the Year” issue could at the time: the power of beauty. As far as my (circa) six-year-old brain knew, beauty was a girl’s superpower—it made everyone around her fall at her feet, or, at the very least, made their eyeballs pop out of their heads.

There was one cartoon character in particular who was the epitome, the uncontested queen, and the indelible face of beauty. She never fell for the flatterers and simps, she had a heart of gold, and was deeply in love with her paramour: a wrongly accused fugitive who adored her and made her laugh throughout all the trials and tribulations of escaping the law while uncovering the real villain—together, they were the Bonnie and Clyde of Toontown. During the most annoying parts of elementary school, any time kids would make fun of my name, or when I felt judged for looking and being different from what was being served through mainstream television and marketing, I looked to her as a beacon. What I wanted—what I thought would spare me the ridicule—was to change my name to her name.

Yes, I’m talking about Jessica Rabbit.

It’s one thing to say you want to change your name to a cartoon character, and it’s another to want to be that character, but to me at the time those two things were synonymous (these are the kinds of semantics that escape the grasp of a kindergartener). But what I really wanted was what Jessica Rabbit had: great hair and a jaw-dropping command over an entire room. I may not have understood the nuances or historical context of it at all, but I knew that her beauty gave her power. Who wouldn’t want that? Beauty was the way to be desired, which was the way to attain that kind of power, and as I’d soon learn, beauty was the top priority for girls to spend their whole lives pursuing.

The things you watch as a kid have a profound impact on how you see the world, and every TV show or film had a hot girl character (mostly because every show or film centered around a straight dude with a horny character arc—hello, Johnny Bravo). There is no questioning of exaggerated femininity with cartoons. Lola Bunny from Space Jam, Roxanne from A Goofy Movie, and Holli Would in Cool World. The hot betta fish from Fantasia? Devastating beauty! The mean-girl mermaids in the Disney animated Peter Pan were the epitome of glamour to me. Even the antagonist of Gremlins 2 was a hot girl gremlin with false lashes, extra-plush lips, and an animal-print bikini for some added villainous glamour.

The difference between cartoons and tabloids was the sheer exaggeration of femininity. The exaggeration of everything, really! Everything can be more dramatic or done-up in a cartoon. It becomes secondary influence, especially with the added intrigue that cartoons often gender animals to be feminized—or rather that anything and anyone can be run through the femininity wash to become undeniably and robustly gorgeous. Caricaturized femininity really drove home the sexualized beauty narrative in my developing little brain. Even when To Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar (I cannot believe they got to keep that movie title) was released in 1995, and I had no inkling of the concept of drag queens (I was literally nine), John Leguizamo’s Chi-Chi Rodriguez taught me more about the impact of a flattering neckline and working a décolleté than in all the subsequent pages of Vogue I’d flip through later. It wasn’t until the uncomfortable dress-up scene in The Professional* (released in 1994, but I didn’t get around to watching it until I was a freshman in high school), when a then-eleven-year-old Natalie Portman cooed “Happy Birthday” to Léon dressed as Marilyn Monroe with a face decorated (entirely too well for a child) in blue eyeshadow, black winged eyeliner, and red lipstick, that the theatrical portrayal of overly sexualized femininity on young girls tilted glamour into queasy territory for me.*

But those cartoon babes came off as powerful and dominant, and also sometimes violent and destructive—basically the gendered inverse of all the dude baddies in the movies. Holli Would in Cool World nearly destroyed multiple dimensions after using her beauty to manipulate men into aiding her ambitions.* When you illustrate beauty through the clownish lens of animation, the violence and danger of it is removed of consequence and fatality. Eyeballs pop out of heads, jaws hit the floor, tongues drop from mouths and roll out like a red carpet, and yet the danger of desirability is never addressed, probably because it’s mostly horny dudes drawing a male fantasy of the voyeurism they’ve always felt entitled to. The message (if you can even call it that) becomes a psychedelic overdose of oversexualization, often a racialized misogyny, and beauty standards concentrated into figures as unrealistic as the standards themselves. (Try explaining that to an eight-year-old who still thinks babies are delivered by storks.) Basically, the truth of beauty’s reputation and value for women isn’t flattened, so much as it is bluntly amplified in 2D—and without a healthy dose of cultural criticism, it’s easy to absorb the messaging at face value. Thinking back on it now, my obsession with cartoons taught me that, yes, beauty is power, but also that being beautiful is an ideal life in and of itself.

Beauty felt out of range for me as a kid. I was Asian in a mostly all-white school, I had an unusual name, and I would sometimes bring “exotic” food for lunch.* I had no resilience for any sort of criticism, or micro- or macro-aggression. I viewed everything that was “different” about me as a potential target for criticism and ridicule, and beauty seemed like the most effective way to both inure myself against potential bullies and secure my own stakes in the social hierarchy of desirability that existed in my head then. (I mean, it’s not that different to how many people use beauty today. Kids really do pick up on things quickly.)

My mom still remembers how I wanted to change my name when I was little. “You wanted to be named Jessica, HAH!” This was a hilarious punch line to her. To be fair, having the name Sable in a school full of Jennifers, Amandas, Caitlins, and yeah, even a few Jessicas, was something that had to constantly be repeated and explained. That’s a lot of emotional labor for a kid, you know? It’s not like we were cognizant of social nuances like microaggressions then. Looking back on childhood photos now, I think, What’s the big deal? You were a kid, all kids looked like that, so what! My awkwardness is palpable in old photos, but it’s the kind of unsure, gangly self-carriage of youth that lots of kids pass through, sometimes a few times. It’s not that I didn’t have friends or wasn’t well-liked, but I also remember being so much more focused on being likable than being myself.

The value of appearances was something I was steadily made aware of during childhood. I could not be introduced to an adult at the time without a comment being made about my appearance—they weren’t mean, of course, it’s not like a grown-up is going to diss a kid to their face—but still. Some kids lap up that kind of attention and some kids cringe and shrink from it, but all of them become dependent on it in some ways to gauge their standing in their community. I was the latter. It made me uncomfortable all the time (“she’s just really shy”) as something of mine that I wasn’t entirely allowed to claim, for some not yet known reasons. I mean, observationally, on the grander scale of what I saw on television and who I was surrounded by (which is pretty much a kid’s entire concept of the world), it seemed unsubstantiated. Meaning, I didn’t see anyone who looked like me in a position of beauty. I was scrawny, had dark, thick, coarse hair, and eczema patches on my moon-shaped face—not exactly a Disney Princess in the making. I don’t remember feeling entirely aggrieved about these particular traits at the time because I don’t think I had the cognitive awareness to understand that I was allowed to dispute and even reject the notion of flaws at all. But knowing what I do now, my present self has become quite retrospectively protective of my inner child/past self; she was, after all, the one raw-dogging beauty culture’s messaging without an ounce of critical thinking skills. Oof.

Beauty wasn’t just a means to power, either. Pop culture has a funny way of championing a life devoid of nuance or context, giving plebes like me the idea that it’s totally possible to be plucked from obscurity and thrown into a fantastical life adventure like saving the world, swapping places with a princess who looks just like you, or having a pop star alter ego. Look at the Olsen twins, or Anne Hathaway in The Princess Diaries, or the majority of the girl protagonists of the Disney Channel’s original movies. My childhood actually had a similar if slightly less grandiose subplot to the plucked-from-obscurity model—one that did not outlast the consequences of real-world contextual limitations—but it’s how I led a very short-lived career as a child model.

Before Instagram, the most glamorous thing that could happen to a girl was to be scouted by a modeling agent out in the wild. I was maybe six or seven at the time, riding the LIRR into the city with my mom and brother, and someone who worked at a modeling agency came up to my mother to tell her she had very adorable kids who could probably be successful child models or something. I’m pretty sure the agent was mostly focused on my brother, who was way more of a gregarious and expressive kid than I was. His head was the ideal adorable proportions, round and bowl-cut. I, on the other hand, was all cheeks, like a beanbag chair in a dress. But two for one, why not, I guess. My mom had always worked in the fashion and garment production industry, and she knew her way around the modeling agency world a bit, so she knew they were legit and gave it a shot. My brother and I soon found ourselves in catalogs for Toys “R” Us, Kids “R” Us, Macy’s, and Burlington Coat Factory—well, my brother was mostly booking the jobs, as he was much better at being cute on cue. He was the Gigi to my Bella. It was survival of the most precocious, and the kids who had full-time stage moms generally were always front and center. Our mom did not have time for all that because she had a job, but she did her due diligence to make sure we behaved on set.

As much as I wanted to be the very best child in the Macy’s catalog, the stress of performing crushed my confidence as I was stuffed into outfits I felt so incredibly lame in. Even as a seven-year-old I knew no kid wanted to wear a floral tent dress with a frilly doily collar, or a sporty Adidas-looking soccer kit with matching terry cloth head- and wrist bands. It simply wasn’t cool! And none of this was me. What baby me did not understand is that models do not choose their outfits and these shoots were not about me so much as they were about selling department store clothing. My displeasure at being sartorially misrepresented was visible. The hairstylist on set curled my Asian bob* into a “little lad who likes berries and cream” Shakespearean-page kind of coif, which I found extremely unflattering in my already vain opinion, and carelessly burned my head in the process. I yelped in pain, and he apologized, but the vibes were shot after that.

On the one hand, the fact I booked any jobs at all was endorsement that I belonged at least somewhat in that glitzy world. But the fact I didn’t book way more was an indication that I was severely lacking in commercial viability, whatever that meant at the time. Beauty in the commercial sense is not just the right “look” but also the presence to embody it. The look is almost clinically pleasant—it’s beauty in a nonthreatening and easily projectable way that simultaneously represents a generous baseline of our beauty standards while also reserving a certain amount of vacancy upon which whatever is being sold can be projected onto an inviting face. You start to disassociate from what you look like, depersonalizing and compartmentalizing your features into what is marketable and what could use some work to become more marketable. It’s less about being a person than it is being a character who looks like a person. I may have had some real “picked last at gym” hurt feelings when I wasn’t the star and started hearing more noes than yeses. It’s hard not to take personally, especially at a really awkward, unformed age, even though the way these things were communicated was so clinically dry that you can’t help but accept your failure as an inevitability. It also didn’t help that I was not a natural-born performer and had a very low threshold for the stress of being perceived, which as a model is ostensibly what your value proposition is.

If you think kids absorb lots of messaging about performing beauty around that age, mimicking its performance that they see around them, imagine how the stakes rise when there’s actual prizes involved (money, attention, heaps and heaps of validation and praise). It may feel like play but eventually it becomes second nature to understand how to perform for love, or what you think love is. That doesn’t mean that child modeling wasn’t the kind of experience that had a profound effect on my self-image and my ideas about what kind of life was ahead of me. If anything, it compounded my already emerging anxieties about what beauty is for, as I was being told in no uncertain terms all of the ways I did not possess those traits.

Like a lot of kids, I was desperate to grow up and get to the next level of maturation—the fun, sexy, glam, teen era. I prayed for menstruation and boobs until my boobs grew in enough to fill a training bra,* and then I got my period and realized that this was not worth having boobs. The miracle of becoming a woman is a bit like getting your driver’s license—it sounds cool and promises freedom but mostly it’s fraught, requires specialty insurance, and everyone just focuses on all the ways you can get killed. When you get to a certain age and your body starts getting long—and you, a young girl, start looking like a young woman—that’s when a modeling career can branch off into two directions. For the girls who get extra-long and remain thin, straight to runway. High fashion loves a youthful plank of a girl, the flatter the better. For the girls who grow to fulfill all of puberty’s biological imperatives (they grow butts and b00bs), there’s the commercial route (catalogs, TV commercials, ads). It’s funny, with adult modeling your face can ostensibly remain as unique as it is made, but the body is subject to strict adherence to size regulations (aka being very thin). The modeling industry loves to celebrate unique features above the neck. I, however, stayed short and flat. My boobs never came in and my height topped out at just over five feet as my skull held fast to my baby fat. I’d never been so resentful of an overproduction of collagen as I was years eleven to sixteen. It was very “not a girl, not yet a woman”—but not a child, not yet a hot teen. And it also spelled the end of that so-called career path. “Come back in a few years and we’ll see how you’ve grown,” the ladies at the agency would say sweetly, in a cigarette-y, thick New York accent.

The dELiA*s, Mudd Jeans, Esprit, and Limited Too bookers wanted girls who looked like they were in Neutrogena ads, not PEN15. But not having to do all that anymore wasn’t exactly devastating, especially when I remembered how anxious it all made me. And since most of my critiques weren’t things I could really change (like my height and general babyish-ness), it was one of those “welp, whaddya gonna do?” kinds of losses. I was naive enough to give it a shot but not delusional enough to believe I was the kind of person who would excel at this. I’d see the girls who went on to really give modeling a go, and it was so clear to me that I was not . . . them. They got hot right after puberty, and I remained a slightly taller child. Modeling was something I’d only want to keep doing it if it was novel, easy, and most importantly, glam. Most of modeling is not glam at all. I mean, Giselle might say otherwise, but I’m sure she’s had her days sitting for hours in hair and makeup with a fast-developing UTI, ahead of an all-night shoot.

The weird thing about being a professional child is that my worldview expanded just enough to form the kind of baby ego that told me that I was destined for bigger things, which can mean a lot of things to a kid who had serious inclinations to believe that the X-gene from X-men was real, and my entire life could potentially change once my mutant powers developed. Puberty was so much more disappointing when I finally came to accept that it would not be happening.

Instead, I attended public school where I made pretty good grades and wrote for the newspaper and had a ten p.m. curfew. I was still very self-conscious, insecure, and also possessed a constant undercurrent of disappointment in life at a pretty young age, all of which fed into the kind of demeanor that makes for a really charming teenager (not) or a nineteenth-century poet. By junior high, the part of my life in which I was a child model was mildly embarrassing to me; I didn’t talk about it to anyone because I was pretty sure they would go, “Really? You??” And later on, of course, I developed other interests, and figured out the things I liked about myself, while still feeling like one day I would become something someday. I mean, think back to Jessica Rabbit—who knows what she was like before she was the Jessica Rabbit. What are the odds that she was a late bloomer too?





Sephora Good Time, Not a Long Time

[image: image]

The most frustrating thing about being a teenager is that you’re a fully freethinking being who can easily spot the hypocrisy and bullshit within the systems you’re made to live in but without the independent world experience to thoroughly process it, nor the legality to do anything about it even if you wanted to. Also, you think everything is about you. That hasn’t really changed, as far as I’ve seen. Some people grow out of that angst and some people make it everyone else’s problem. But now teenagers have way more distractions (and outlets) to express that angst. When I was an adolescent, we had eyeliner and dumbass local hijinks.

Smudgy, black eyeliner makes for an effective illustration for just how over it all you are. To me, there is no greater artistic truth than a teenage girl’s handle on an eyeliner pencil. (Mind you, I grew up before liquid liner was a thing, and before there were makeup tutorials readily available online.) We worked with what we had, blackening our waterlines with ninety-nine-cent Wet n Wild eyeliners, smudging and smoking it out with Q-tips or our fingers. Did it look good? To us, at the time, yes. But that’s only because edgy, black eyeliner was the epitome of angst, and angst was a very cool personality trait to express at the time, at least visually. Feeling cool and looking good are always synonymous, despite what onlookers may think, and as a teenager, anything that helps boost your confidence is a win.

The culture of my adolescence was very girl powered. The Spice Girls gave third-wave feminism a commercial voice and a look for mainstream youths—one that celebrated girl power without necessarily having to engage in any kind of political action required to attain it. (I wouldn’t properly discover Riot grrrls until college.) Alternatively raunchy teen comedies and rom-coms were the basis of my cinematic diet. Their dramatic makeover mechanisms instilled a sense in me that all I needed to be hot was a popular senior to cut my hair into a flippy bob and to ditch my glasses. So being a girl felt like a mix of what was deemed popular by mainstream television and teen mags (colorful, fluffy, pink, and sparkly everything), and whatever was deemed cool by record label–planted alterative female musicians (smudgy black eyeliner, rubber bracelets, jean legs so wide they could smuggle candy strapped to your calves into movie theaters). Girls were encouraged to be whatever they wanted, with the caveat being always to make sure you’re conventionally attractive when you do it. I was never really committed to one aesthetic, feeling too much like a poser for the alt crowd (my mom refused to buy me JNCOs) and not feminine enough for the girlie, preppy aesthetic (my mom also refused to buy me Abercrombie & Fitch . . . and she was right on both accounts). That much I was sure of, mostly because it appeared they’re only letting hot girls into the “women getting ahead” club. It was in beta testing mode. Still kind of is.

The thing is, when you don’t pick a side in high school, you become a floater, a person with no core group of friends who spends way too much time alone. I would spend full afternoons in the library, just hanging out by myself (do not get me wrong, I loved this). In the stacks, I’d pore over magazines. The library had all of them—Marie Claire, Elle, Vogue, People, InStyle, Lucky—bound in protective plastic binders. I studied these pages methodically; it was like my own research lab of how to be a girl. And when I had some pocket change, I could get subscriptions of my own. There was nothing I loved more than receiving the monthly teen and fashion magazines and dedicating a Friday night to poring over their pages, reading the beauty tips over and over to commit them to memory. I had subscriptions to YM, Seventeen, CosmoGirl, Teen People, Teen Vogue, InStyle, Marie Claire, Elle, and Allure—some of them bought with cashed-in expiring airline miles my parents graciously allowed me to choose subscriptions from. But as much as I found comfort in these magazines, and genuinely loved them, trying to re-create any of those looks and editorial tips reminded me of two crucial things I didn’t have: money and European features.

There was a slice of time when I was in high school, the age of Michelle Kwan’s Olympic heyday and Lucy Liu’s starring role in Charlie’s Angels, when being Asian was kind of . . . trendy, for lack of better sentiment. More accurately, anything aesthetically Asian-looking was suddenly very on trend. Chinoiserie print satin dresses and little satin take-out box purses were all over dELiA*s catalogs and at the mall.* Dragon prints were emblazoned on Guess baby tees and chopsticks as hair accessories filled the Claire’s shelves.

Finally, I thought, it was my time. At long last, I had an edge.

Unfortunately, imitation was by no means a form of flattery.

If you can believe it, when I wore the mandarin-collar satin tops, crane-embroidered flared pedal pushers, and dragon graphic tees, I did not get the kind of hype the non-Asian girls got when they did. Leaning into my ethnicity made me an even bigger target for regurgitated pop culture caricatures of Asians, complete with the kind of mockery and behavior that today leads to repeat cancellation. I changed it up, quickly. It made me even more invested in whatever lessons magazines had to offer me about mainstream beauty whether they were for me or not. They gave me something to look forward to as a refuge from the doldrums of late-bloomer-ism. I was downloading the blueprint for what I was to become once I emerged from my current chrysalis stage. It never occurred to me that glossy magazines were editorialized to be enticing and glamorous, to suspend the daily reality of cost, class, and appearance. Semantics were for basic, boring people—not me!

And, as it turns out, most of these magazines’ beauty reportage wasn’t for me either. No one who looked like me was involved, so I could only identify so much with them. Everything written was geared toward people with European features. Even the hair tips (especially the hair tips!). The few Asian models I saw in magazines all embodied a specific kind of exoticized East Asian beauty that emphasized pale skin, high cheekbones, waifish figures, almond-shaped eyes, and long swathes of straight, shiny black hair draped over their shoulders. Despite descending from not one, but two East Asian countries, that was not what I looked like at all. My skin was always slightly tan, my hair thick and bendy, my eyelids uneven, and again, that goddamn baby fat. My development into beautiful swan was taking a detour through Chicken Little. Not that it stopped me. But again, the other thing I didn’t have: money.

For a lot of my youth, beauty felt like something secret I had to pilfer, bit by bit. For one, my parents wouldn’t let me wear makeup. So I ripped out magazine spreads of makeup I liked and kept them in one of those plastic accordion file totes, a consolidated mood board that I’d reference when attempting to make frosted lipstick look like it does on Posh Spice on me.

This was also when Sephora just launched stateside, and the black-and-white Tim Burton-y gift-wrap–looking shop was an absolute palace to me. It was the best of department store makeup without the barrier of the counter in the way. You were invited to try things out by yourself, to touch things; you could totally help yourself to whatever. Which I did. I helped myself to Benefit lip glosses, Urban Decay glitter liners, bareMinerals loose powder eye shadows, Clinique Almost Lipsticks, Stila cream blush compacts, et cetera. What’s a bored teen banned from makeup and filled with suburban ennui and a rebellious Avril Lavigne–fueled edge to do? I got good grades. I never got into substances. I did not call adults by their first names. I didn’t have steady income (or any income, really) but I had the invincibility of youth and a casual disrespect for corporate authority. If I couldn’t have beauty products, the next most glamorous thing to have was a secret.

If you believed daytime TV’s obsession with out-of-control teens, shoplifting was considered the official gateway crime.* All my teen mags had these essay features of teens writing about how they got caught shoplifting and how it’s not worth it and the great shame and regret they felt. I had the level of skill that only youthful arrogance abets and just enough disassociation to separate consequence from reality. Plus, sometimes forbidden fruit is made that much more tantalizing, isn’t it? Nothing makes a kid want to do something more than telling them they can’t. This amounted to having a stash of contraband cosmetics I’d take to school to wear and then shower off when I got home.

When the big makeup embargo of my adolescence slowly lifted around my seventeenth birthday, I was allowed color cosmetics—but only expressive, not corrective complexion products. My mom favored turquoise eyeliner or coral lipstick, while turning up her nose at any kind of complexion products that weren’t skincare. She didn’t get why people wore foundation* because it always looked so cakey and obvious to her, and its obviousness was off-putting in the way that seeing the seams or rips in one’s stockings is unseemly. Plus, foundation largely sucked before the 2010s; it was goopy, never blended into skin well enough, and the shade ranges were pitiful.

Kids don’t know how lucky they are today to have eyeshadow primer and fifty shades of foundation to find their match! The drugstores around me carried maybe five shades of orange-beige Maybelline Dream Matte Mousse pots, Great Lash in clear (come on, clear?!), stiff Wet n Wild eyeliner pencils that could give you a splinter if you didn’t sharpen it right, and trashed Lip Smackers because someone always twisted them up in the tube and put them back on the shelf. I’d “buy” whatever drugstore-accessible beauty product a magazine said was good because I firmly believed that what magazines printed was unequivocally the truth. A lot of the makeup tips were written as though they were for people who weren’t trying to solve anything with makeup (which, they probably were). I remember reading about all the ways you could use clear mascara: natural-looking lash enhancement, brow gel, taming flyaways, et cetera. Clear mascara. The only thing clear mascara is good for is disappearing wherever you put it in five minutes. I remember all the eye makeup tips for brown eyes involving vaguely derogatory descriptors of brown eyes and their inherent dullness (a lot of it involved purple eyeshadow and liner to “contrast” brown eyes’ lightless luster). And I remember the face shape charts that depicted what haircuts would work for you. I bought a tin brick of Bag Balm* because Kristin Kreuk, an actress on the show Smallville, said in a magazine interview that it was always in her makeup bag. And I bought several tins of Smith’s Rosebud Salve because for some reason every magazine said it was “the perfect, barely there pink tint” (valid if you’re suffering from some blood-draining ailment). Lip balm fancier than ChapStick was very much a status item then. It was all about glossy tinted lips; nobody was lip-kitting at the time. Applying lip gloss at your locker was akin to the fan-waving flirting tactics of the Victorian era, if not a core bonding device of friendships between girls. Also, tinted lip goo was probably the most reliable cosmetic product because the quality of makeup sucked back then. Most of it was either chalky powder that never actually stuck to your skin or basically Vaseline with a bit of shimmery pigment that separated in its container after no time at all.

The irony is: Did I ever implement these beauty tips IRL? No, not really. And not just because I was a minor with a paltry allowance. As much as I thought being a hot teenage girl involved push-up bras, false lashes, and bold lipstick, the reality was that you were expected to be hot without looking like you put too much effort into it. In fact, wearing bold makeup had the opposite effect of looking like you were trying too hard and desperate for male attention—which, don’t get me wrong, we all were, but we were also equally intimidated by what that attention would entail. Everything was about being “natural” and fresh-faced. I remember the word “fresh-faced” being thrown around a lot in those salad days.

I staked too much of my self-confidence on following what I thought was glam or cool (as teens do), based on whatever elicited the most external validation. I pretended I didn’t care because it wasn’t cool to be into your looks, even though everyone scrutinized the most minute detail of everyone’s looks all the time. The predominant messaging from beauty was contextualized to the male gaze. That’s how you’d know you were doing it well—when it “drove all the boys wild” or something to that effect.*

That tension informed a beauty-sex anxiety I (and lots of people who came of age in that era) internalized: the difference between wearing not enough makeup and too much makeup was invisibility versus being slut-shamed. The most damning thing you could do as a young girl growing up in that culture of hypersexualization was to engage in sexual behavior. The rise of jeans descended so scandalously low that a bikini wax was necessary to wear some of them. I don’t know what the sweet spot was supposed to be with appearances—no one explained that. You just had to know. And by “know,” I mean fit well enough into the kind of beauty standards placed on teen girls that advertised sexual maturation without ever going so far as to suggest actual sex was being had. I was far from that ideal (still am, technically). I barely fit an A cup and had a generous helping of baby fat on my cheeks by high school graduation. “It’s fine, you’re a late bloomer,” my mom would say, along with “You’ll be thankful for that baby fat when you’re older!” The virgin-whore complex was alive and well in the Y2K era, with beauty often the scapegoat and enabler. It’s a far cry from today, when beauty has created its own artistic community where women share tips and tricks with other women (as they’ve always done) but on a much larger scale, to the point where the sexuality of it is eclipsed by its camaraderie and creativity.

I was so often told, “You don’t need makeup, you’re just a kid,” as if the point of makeup is to look older, which we all know by our midtwenties is absolutely not why women are socialized to wear makeup. I just wanted to express the little freak I was on the inside through makeup and hair color, and I wanted to do it on my own terms and be able to claim my own identity, which when you’re a minor seems so out of your own control. That’s probably why I started coloring my hair every color of the rainbow in my late twenties and well into my thirties and throwing every ornamental thing at my face for the sake of catching up on lost time.

Self-expression is something few people pull off with grace in the beginning. It takes a dedication to experimentation, shedding old scripts of what looks are acceptable and what aren’t, and a lot of patience (especially when it comes to dramatic haircuts). Discovering your own identity for yourself and then figuring out what that looks like is a lifetime’s work. Some people go their whole lives and never let themselves find out. And some people shoplift makeup until they can afford to buy their own. Beauty is a form of control as much as it is self-expression; it is a way to be independent, which is what I think most young people are so hungry for. Being seen for who you are (or want to be) is one of the key components of being a teenager.

Look, if you’re thinking of having a kid—making a fully sentient person who is to be socialized into greater society—there’s a real strong chance at one point they’re going to want to do some stuff to their appearance: weird haircuts, clothes you think are dumb, makeup, hair color, piercings, all sorts of temporary and semipermanent cosmetic embellishment. Just let them do it (as long as it isn’t harmful, obviously). They’re going to do it anyway if they really want to. And not for nothing, but the consequences of one’s own actions are lessons that teach themselves.*

Would I be as much of a vain little fiend as I am today had my parents let me dye my hair whatever Manic Panic I desired? I think the answer is probably yes. Maybe I would’ve have gotten a few of the rainbow hair colors out of my system sooner than my midthirties (and possibly curbed that shoplifting habit), but I absolutely still would’ve been entranced by beauty’s transformative promises. There are endless ways to evolve at will, and you can always start over and over again. I have, several times over already. Magazines supplied me with the prototypes and the tips, music gave me the life force, and the mall gave me enough free makeup (whoops) to work with until the time came for me to finally bloom into the swan I was made to believe I would be one day.





Smells Like Teen [Redacted]

[image: image]

“It’s not a journey. Every journey ends, but we go on. The world turns and we turn with it. Plans disappear, dreams take over, but wherever I go, there you are: my luck; my fate; my fortune. Chanel No. 5, inevitable.”

One evening at a gala, a woman in a green dress leaves a ballroom awards ceremony, sullenly walking through the lobby. Suddenly an arhythmic percussive beat is heard and she starts blinking to the beat. And then she starts contorting her face to the beat. And then she shimmies and struts throughout the halls as the beat expands into an Afro-Caribbean EDM song. She kicks, twirls, spins, and manically gesticulates throughout the hallway, spider-dancing on the mirrors, licking the face of a statue, shooting lasers from her fingers, and finally jumping through a giant floating eyeball on the steps on Lincoln Center.

An actress walks along a palm tree–lined street.

Cut to: a bedroom. “I love you—” a man says. She cuts him off, clutching her dress around her chest. “Prove it!”

Cut to: she’s on a windy beach. She runs along a pier and jumps off into the water. She is running through a sunlit living room, being playfully chased by a man. They’re embracing in slow motion in bed. They’re embracing in the back of a bus. Now she’s driving a pink convertible, spinning doughnuts on the pavement. The tire tread marks spell the word “love” in perfect cursive. We follow her on that palm tree street again. Suddenly, she abruptly spins around to face us, addressing us for the first time. “And you? What would you do for love?” she asks. She doesn’t wait for an answer.

Now we’re in a vast marble bathhouse. Several modelesque women languish about in sheer golden veils. One woman emerges from a deep, golden bath in slow motion. Now she’s in a gilded, sequined gown, completely dry. So are the other women. They walk slowly in a geese-migration formation. A disembodied woman’s voice sings a question: Flashing . . . lights? The woman mouths one word in slow motion: “J’adore.”

If fragrance commercials written out sound like a deleted scene from Zoolander, they are just as bizarro in real life. I found myself on the set of one the summer after I graduated from college and was fucking around with on-screen background work for commercial and television productions around the city. Picking up extra gigs was a great way to idle around a two-block radius, eating craft services for the majority of an eight-to-twelve-hour day for a hundred taxable dollars.

Honestly, I cannot tell you what fragrance it was, but looking back on my very melodramatic LiveJournal entries from around this time, I only know it was for Prada. “Prada” needed bodies in Dumbo at five a.m. to portray people eating at a diner. I showed up along with a scant handful of other extras. We sat scattered across the bar and some booths, mostly with our backs to the camera, for several hours. Most of us were unable to see what was happening outside, where the big action shot of the commercial was taking place. I guess fake snow is a big to-do, and it involves cranes and stuff.

A handsome man stands at the bar and knocks back a mug of coffee before tossing his leather jacket over one shoulder and walking outside. A very attractive girl (the waitress, I think?) follows him out because he forgot something (??) or maybe just because he just smells so good, and she must, must, MUST do something about it. They unite on the street outside, where it immediately starts snowing even though no one has on proper outerwear, and they embrace . . . or something. Honestly, it’s hard to recall the narrative because as Diner #4 or whoever, I was sat at the bar with my back to the window. From what I can understand, it was meant to be a brief vignette of hot people smelling each other and immediately kissing about it, in broad daylight, and in the middle of a traffic-heavy neighborhood. We smelled the smell, and now we are in love. Nothing sells fragrance like hot people in love.

When you’re within the cinematic universe of fragrance, you must accept that you’ve been whisked away to a different multiverse world ruled by Big Perfume. Time slows down. Nobody can seem to keep their eyes open. Colors and lights are saturated. Everyone is kissing and caressing. Everyone is thin. Very fit men turn into very fit centaurs after swimming in the ocean with horses. Gravity’s rules do not apply. You don’t know what is going on. This is about perfume. But there are no actual perfume bottles around, nor is it being sprayed on anything, but I assure you, it is very much about perfume. Nobody seems to appear to be smelling anything, but we are to assume that whoever we are looking at smells incredible, and the ensuing action around them is in response to that very good smell. The wearer of this perfume becomes the main character of their own alternative dimension. These could easily be grad student films or the experimental video art of an interpretation of French New Wave.

Perfume commercials are meant to be . . . like that. I’m sure most of the creative team writing the treatments would call them “artistic” and “conceptual,” and they are not wrong, but they always seem to omit “weird for weirdness’s sake,” which is perhaps the most inarguable assessment for the viewer. There is nothing that could happen in a perfume commercial outside the arsenal of “ways to sell perfume” that multimillion-dollar advertising firms would say no to. I imagine that it’s every wealthy eccentric’s dream to make a team of people they employ listen to their bizarre fever dream acid trip with great earnestness and turn it into art. Commercial art! And lest
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