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The Skin I’m In  Erin Pehlivan

When I first started getting flare-ups of severe cystic acne,  
I was 24 years old. I thought it would only be a temporary hurdle 
in my life — I was used to having the odd breakout, but this was 
different. The cysts would multiply and harden onto my cheeks 
for weeks on end, followed by deep scarring. I tried nearly every 
solution I could get my hands on: commercial cleansers, high-end 
products from salons, hemp oils, rare manuka honeys, expensive 
vitamins and minerals. 

But the one thing I wouldn’t let myself try was antibiotics.  
These were reviled by the online natural wellness community, 
which I had come to idolize. I’d heard horror stories about the 
side effects: suicidal tendencies, desert-dry skin, birth defects. 
For three years I continued to live in near-constant pain. The  
inflammations in my skin evolved, often swollen to the size of  
a thumbprint, causing my face to hurt whenever I smiled. 

The cysts began forming after I was fired from my first job.  
While I was cycling through feelings of anxiety and unworthiness,  
I decided to see a therapist who helped me unearth my underlying 
history of self-cruelty, negative thought patterns and self-judgment. 
I thought I had dropped the emotional baggage from my teen 
years — the residue of being bullied and having an eating disorder 
at the very least — but it had just followed me into adulthood, 
and was now ingrained in my body and soul in new and advanced 
forms. And so the uncomfortable but necessary process of learning 
to truly love and accept myself began — through regular therapy, 
affirmations, journaling, and radical self-forgiveness. 

There were days I felt like a recluse, living in my parents’ frigid 
house in the suburbs, scrolling online for answers. I read blogs  
by women who had healed their acne naturally, but only after  
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digesting the rarest supplements, meditating for the perfect 
number of minutes, and exercising just enough. Modern  
medicine afforded no answers; the answers could only be  
found within oneself. Or I could just buy the e-book created  
by some self-made holistic practitioner for only $9.99!

I had to get away. My month-long volunteer work on an organic 
farm in rural B.C. didn’t help clear things up, nor did the Montreal 
magazine internship — new experiences I thought would surely 
boost my confidence and therefore erase my pain. My boyfriend, 
who I had been dating for six years at the time, was an ultralight 
beam; he never gave up on me, insisting that I was beautiful  
no matter what, that this phase would pass. I didn’t believe him.

Throughout three whole years of routine crying episodes,  
practicing positive self-talk and baking gluten-free loaves, my 
face was still speckled with explosive red lumps. Yet again, I was 
desperate to try a different approach. I was tense as I hopped 
from blog post to forum condemning the use of antibiotics, as per 
usual. This time, a voice inside of me was telling me to take the 
risk. Should I? I had certainly suffered enough. I put down the 
maca powder and made an appointment with a dermatologist. 

Within six months, the medication had worked. During each of 
those months, I had my bloodwork done and saw a naturopath, 
who worked alongside my dermatologist in the same office, to  
ensure I was healthy. Little scars progressively replaced the inflamed 
nodes on my face. I went from calling myself “Elephant Man” to 
looking in the mirror and forcing out the words, “I am beautiful” 
even when I didn’t believe it. Until I did. To fix what appeared  
to be wrong on the surface, I had to make a decision to start 
from the inside. As my skin smoothed out, I continued working 
on rebuilding my neural pathways into something more positive. 
I had to practice feeling worthy, capable and strong. 
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On bad days I’ll look in the mirror and still hate what I see, the 
pocked texture of my skin seemingly more apparent than yesterday, 
or the occasional blemish ruining my morning. In these moments, 
I’m guided by my deep-seated insecurities. But I’ve learned to  
quiet my mind. Breathe in and out. Listen to my body. Healing  
is a process that’s not always organic or instinctual. You have  
to be willing to make a decision to shift your thinking. In the end,  
I deserved to help myself. I was worthy enough all along. 


