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To all the Super-Women who face their own dragons on a daily basis. You are my role models. Thank you for your courage. Thank you for being wonderful.





To be a woman



To be a woman means feeling not thin enough,


Lost in the distorted image of every mirror.


It’s to be blamed about how your skirt


Or your tone caused the pain you endured


At the hand or the fists of someone


Who promised to never hurt you.


It means being told that sex is an obligation


To be had without any detestation.


It means being called ‘crazy’


For asking for fidelity


Or for having emotions


Such as insecurity or jealousy.


It means being praised for starvation,


Always anxious about a negative evaluation.


It means being a contradiction,


Self-evaluating like it’s an addiction.


It means being an impossibility,


It means having a super ability


To be in multiple places and play multiple roles,


To face the world and the internet trolls.


And what it really means


Is the courage to meet our own needs,


To stand up after constant defeats.


It means to look in the mirror


And see the superhero,


The one that has been there


More times than you could be aware,


As your power shines through


Brighter than you ever knew.





Chapter 1



Welcome to the Sanctuary


The world might sometimes feel too painful and too overwhelming to manage. Worse, sometimes we might be chastised for how much we struggle to cope with our challenges and triggers. We might seek a safe place, a place to talk about the pain we are feeling, a place in which we are allowed to be truly and fully ourselves. A place in which we can feel all of our emotions safely without being judged or being told that we are ‘too emotional’ or ‘too sensitive’.


This book is my attempt to create such a place for you. In this book you will be invited to join a metaphorical sanctuary, a place in which you may feel safe. Safe to be you, safe to talk about, process and think about some of the painful experiences you may have had or are currently going through. Throughout the book, you will be invited to create your own sanctuary, join a metaphorical support group and learn coping tools to help you during some of your painful experiences.


Some of the topics we will be working on may be triggering. An emotional trigger is a sudden change of emotion, such as anger, rage, fear, devastation or other similar emotions in a response to a particular situation, such as when someone is being critical or unkind. An emotional trigger is often (though not always) associated with a painful experience in our past. If you notice yourself feeling overwhelmed by any of the material you are reading about, it is perfectly OK to take a break and return when you are feeling ready. There is never any need to force yourself to push yourself beyond your means. This is your sanctuary. Your safe space. And the way that you interact with it is completely up to you. Your sanctuary is always here for you and in it, you are always accepted just the way you are and in any way you feel. As a part of this process, we will be working on acknowledging our origin stories and building on them to help you tap into your own superpowers, ones you may not have realised that you already have.


My own origin story began in Ukraine, where I was born and raised. After being exposed to Chernobyl radiation as a small child, my health suffered. I felt ‘weak’ and ‘broken’. Having spent a good portion of my childhood sick and in and out of hospitals, I dived into reading. Books became my closest friends, a sweet balm to support me in my loneliest times. Most books talked about amazing heroes – knights, princes, Musketeers – characters who went on amazing adventures, defeating evil villains and saving the day. I wanted to be like them. I wanted to join them, to fight the dragons alongside them. They possessed the kind of resilience I wanted to have. Their lives had meaning. They stood for something. However, all of my favourite characters were men. In all the books I read as a child, the men were the heroes and the women had only two passive roles: to be rescued and to be beautiful.


I remember dreaming of being able to bend the gender rules so that women could join the ranks of the Musketeers, solve crime alongside Sherlock Holmes, and fight the monsters, too. When I brought this idea to one of my elderly neighbours, she laughed.


‘Girls don’t fight,’ she said.


‘Well, then maybe I don’t want to be a girl!’ I cried at her. Upon hearing this, my grandfather, a Holocaust survivor, took it upon himself to become my feminist role model. He pulled me aside and told me that he had other books for me, only they were written in a secret invisible language. He would take out a blank piece of paper and would move his finger left to right as if reading some kind of invisible magic ink. He read the stories out loud, stories about a brave little girl, ME, whose brother and male cousins were kidnapped by an evil monster. I was the only one who was able to find the monster and stop him before he ate the members of my family. Without ever making it obvious, my grandfather taught me that girls can be equal to boys and that girls can stand up to men when men are behaving badly.


I learned and continue to learn lessons about myself, about humanity, and about the beauty and dangers of this world. One of the most pertinent lessons I learned was when I was walking home at night. That night I walked home alone to the beat of the Beatles playing on my headphones. I did not notice the man creeping up behind me.


That night will forever be engraved into my memory because that was the night that I learned that walking by myself after dark was not safe. That was the night I learned to keep turning around to check my surroundings. A different incident taught me that it was not safe to go outside in the daylight when a man grabbed my arm and yelled at me for refusing to give him my phone number.


Years later, these ‘lessons’ remain, with just a few minutes having changed the course of my life for ever: a man walking behind me on a dimly or even a brightly lit street; a man approaching me to ask for time or directions; a male stranger showing up unannounced at my workplace to ask for my autograph. All bring an equal degree of fight-flight-and-freeze response to my body.


My story is not unique. Women and people of other genders may have been affected by some of the people in their lives who have contributed to their struggles. Many individuals across the world experience similar triggers in terms of feeling unsafe around certain people. They may feel uncomfortable when a person that looks or sounds a certain way approaches them suddenly, makes certain remarks, comes up too close to them or touches them without permission. Many of us have been taught to smile and to ‘not cause a scene’ even as we might feel frozen with fear.


In October 2017, the #MeToo hashtag went viral. It removed the world’s blindfold about individuals who experienced sexual harassment and assault – including people across all races, gender identities, and sexual orientations. That year, the world saw the survivors, the heroes from around the world. The world saw their faces and learned their names. Heroes are people who stand for what they believe in and superheroes are heroes with remarkable abilities. Superheroes are people like you, who may struggle with physical or emotional pain, people like you who have exhibited tremendous courage in facing their fears, and people like you who have already done the unexpected and the impossible.




My biological father, an alcoholic, abandoned us when I was a baby and threatened to kill my mother and me.


I think I’ve always had anxiety, but I never understood what it was until I was an adult. After my assault, I suffered serious depression during my first year away at college. I didn’t tell anyone about what had happened. I internalised the shame and humiliation and powerlessness.


Since then, I have taken medication and gone to therapy to help manage the symptoms and I have zero shame about that. I’ve also found writing to be cathartic. I don’t always journal about personal experiences; sometimes I write creative stories or fan fiction and it’s through another character dealing with an issue that I find inspiration and relief.


Don’t give up on yourself, no matter what. You are worth the time and the energy it takes to get better or get through whatever you are struggling with. Showing yourself love is not selfish, it’s necessary. Trust me, you’re worth it.


—Tanya





As you continue your journey throughout this book, feel free to take as much time as you need. Give yourself permission to practise or not practise any of the exercises outlined here, and to review or skip any of the readings. This book is a safe space in which you are always welcome. It is a place in which you are allowed, and all your emotions, thoughts and reactions are understandable and supported. This space is here for you to utilise at any time and in any way you wish.


Creating emotional safety for yourself


Psychologists Kristin Neff and Chris Germer talk about the importance of creating psychological safety through opening and closing. Opening refers to the willingness to receive or connect with something or someone. In this case, opening would mean the willingness to read the material presented in this book and to practise the skills outlined here. When we are open, we are able to receive new information and are able to connect with vulnerable parts of ourselves.


However, sometimes we need to close. This means that sometimes we may feel triggered, overwhelmed, reminded of something excruciating . . . and thus, some things might be too painful to read or connect with. That is absolutely OK and it may mean that we may need to close. Closing in this case may mean taking a breathing break, allowing ourselves to disconnect from the painful material, and return whenever it feels safe to do so.


This book is your sanctuary. There is no need for striving, forcing or pushing yourself. You already have enough of that going on. So, as you are going through this book, give yourself permission to go at your own speed and to notice any striving or shaming that might come up for you. Oftentimes, we are so used to doing things we believe we should do that we forget that taking a small break or walking away from something is not only OK but might be the wisest choice.


Opening and closing is not an all-or-nothing practice. We don’t have to be fully open or fully closed. We can switch and adjust the amount of opening and closing as we need to. For example, one day you may feel fully open to reading or doing an exercise, whereas another day you may notice a little resistance. Resistance can feel like frustration, anger, numbing or an emotional wall. Sometimes we feel resistance strongly, sometimes we feel it a little bit. And that is perfectly OK. Allow yourself to be and feel as you are with this book. Very often our emotions and experiences, including resistance, might be trying to tell us something. Perhaps that something painful may be coming up for you, like a thought, a memory, a previous or ongoing trauma. Give yourself a break if you need it. Your emotions are wise, as are you.


To help you along your journey, there will be seven other Super-Women alongside you, as a kind of a support group, learning and processing the various skills illustrated here. Although their names and interactions are fictional, their stories are real, shared with permission, to support you throughout your journey.


In addition, other Super-Women from all over the world also wanted to contribute their stories to help you on your journey. Throughout this book, you will find their quotes and stories in the chapter sidebars. These are all real quotes from real women around the world who sent in their stories specifically for you, to let you know that you are not alone, to let you know that they are with you on this journey.


You will be invited to participate and interact with the characters in this book. Feel free to participate as much as you feel comfortable. In this sanctuary, you are fully accepted, exactly as you are. In this sanctuary, you are safe. In this sanctuary, you are unconditionally loved.


Perhaps take a few moments to design your sanctuary. It is OK if you are feeling self-conscious about this exercise. This exercise, this space, this is just for you. No one else is here to judge you. No one else is here to tell you what to do. This is your space. And in this space you are free to be yourself.


Imagine what your safe space might look like and how it might feel. Some people like to imagine that their sanctuary is a cabin with a fireplace, or a quiet place near the beach, or perhaps a quiet nook full of books and warm tea or coffee, or a fictional place from your favourite fandom.


Some people have a difficult time envisioning their safe space. If that is true for you, that’s OK too. Start slow; perhaps imagine a place you would like to visit and what elements you would like there.
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What would your sanctuary look like?





Superhero Training Step: If and when you feel comfortable, write down your own description of what your sanctuary might look like. This place can be real, imagined or fictional. You are welcome to imagine yourself being in a fantastical place you read about in a book or saw in a movie, or to design your own. Think about what kind of an environment it would be. Would it be outdoors in nature or indoors at a cosy cabin or a nook? What would be around you? What would the temperature be? Would it be warm and sunny or cold but cosy with lots of warm blankets and a rocking chair? This is your space, feel free to design it any way that would make you wish to be there, in any way that would make you feel safe there. A shelf of books, candles or some calming music? Would you want to be alone in your safe space or have anyone with you? Perhaps your pet or another loved one? Would you want to enjoy the sound of silence, nature or soft music? Take a few moments to reflect on and design your sanctuary, perhaps write down what it might look like and see if you can envision yourself arriving there.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 





Chapter 2



Your Origin Story


Welcome to the sanctuary. This is your space to explore yourself and work on your superhero training to empower the Super-Woman that you are. You will not be going through this experience alone. Just as a gentle reminder, there will be seven other women in the group with you. Are you ready to meet them?


Let’s take a moment and meet the whole group. Please take a moment and introduce yourselves.
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Please take a moment to introduce yourself to the group





Most people think that superheroes are fictional characters with supernatural abilities. And it is true that some of the superheroes we read about and see in movies and television shows have some kind of superpower. However, not all superheroes do. I imagine you can probably name a number of superheroes who do not have superpowers in the traditional sense, but use their intelligence, science, technology, compassion, observation and other skills to help others.


When people learn that I practise Superhero Therapy, most assume two things: that I only focus on talking about traditional superheroes in therapy, and that I work with children. Neither of those is true. Superhero Therapy came out of work with active duty service members who were experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Now, I primarily work with adult clients and as a Superhero therapist (a person providing Superhero Therapy), my goal is to help people to realise their superhero potential and become a superhero in real life (IRL).


Everyone has an origin story and most superheroes have a traumatic origin story. In fact, most heroes’ journeys begin with a loss, a trauma, abuse or a life-changing hurt. It is in facing this pain and growing – not just despite but because of it – that some superheroes are made.


Many origin stories are painful, most of them are life-changing. It is a part of the human experience. For some of us, an origin story may have been a significant loss in our childhood, or perhaps it was years of emotional, physical or sexual abuse.


Some of these origin stories may be relatable, some may be difficult to read. At any point, if you need to soothe and support yourself, give yourself the permission to focus on your breathing, perhaps even closing your eyes, and take as much time as you need until you feel ready to continue. Give yourself the permission to read and participate as much or as little as you feel safe doing and allow yourself to take a break at any time and take as long as you need before returning to the group. Imagine yourself alone in your sanctuary, or with a support person or a pet.


Would anyone be willing to go first?


Zaara raises her hand, volunteering to share her origin story.


Zaara’s origin story


‘My family moved here from Pakistan. And although I was born here, I was severely bullied in school. Kids in my classes tormented me, yelling at me, ‘Go back to your country!’ even though I tried telling them that I was in the country in which I was born. I hid in my room, having no friends for years. I was so depressed during middle school that I often thought about suicide.


‘Things got better as I got older. I started making friends in high school and then found myself in college. I found that my college classmates were a lot more accepting and supportive than kids in my middle school and even high school. I also found that they were less cliquey, so I was able to find and establish friendships.


‘I was feeling much better, my depression was almost entirely gone. And then it happened. I was assaulted by one of my classmates. It was as if everything went black. The sky looked black to me. I felt like I was breathing ash. I was suffocating. I was terrified to tell anyone because sexual assault is not always well understood in some Muslim communities. Women are sometimes shamed, often by other women, for experiencing it. I was afraid of what would happen to me if my story got out. I was afraid of what would happen if my parents found out. I was scared that the shame of this situation might cause them grief within their community.


‘So, I never reported it.


‘Three years later, I still feel like I am in my own prison. Sometimes I am scared to go to campus, afraid that I will see him again. I have not had a gynaecological exam since it happened. I tried once and left. I am scared every day. I try to avoid male students, male professors, male TAs and anyone who might remind me of him. I feel stuck and I can’t keep going like this.’


There is a silence in the room as the rest of the group members are breathing, processing the depth of Zaara’s story. Tala agrees to go next.


Tala’s story


‘Zaara, I am so glad you shared your story. I wasn’t sure if I should bring up my own assault. Mine happened in high school. A person I dated . . . I didn’t know that I had the right to be upset because when I tried to tell my friend, she said, “Well, you’re dating, so it’s not rape rape”.


‘However, my origin story began in my childhood. My family and I moved here from the Philippines when I was three years old. Growing up, I was expected to take care of my brothers and sisters and learned early on that my emotions weren’t allowed. I was not allowed to feel angry, sad, scared or any other emotions except happy. When I would try to tell my mother about my feeling depressed, she would shame me, stating that I have no right to feel that way after everything she had sacrificed for me. Somehow, I would end up apologising and feeling worse than I already did.


‘When my father left my mother for another woman, she told me that I always have to be on guard. She taught me not to trust men, because according to her, all men will want to cheat on me. She also taught me not to trust women because, according to her, all women would want to steal my partner and “You’re not pretty enough to keep his interest for ever”, she would frequently add. I spent years comparing myself to other women, distrusting those whom I thought were prettier than me, and went through many relationships in which I could not trust my partner not to cheat on me. I am starting to see the toxic patterns of what I learned, and I want to break it.’


Several women are tearing up now, and Hannah gently pats Tala’s arm. Hannah agrees to share her story next.


Hannah’s story


‘Hearing your stories, I have to say that my heart goes out to both of you. I have thankfully never been sexually assaulted, but I used to work as a waitress and I used to deal with sexual harassment on a regular basis. Male customers would often talk to me about their sexual fantasies and I would try to brush it off and focus on my job, but it made me feel unsafe and uncomfortable.


‘As for an origin story, I guess it started gradually. I was always an anxious kid but after my grandmother died suddenly (I must have been eight years old), I started to worry about my family dying. I cried myself to sleep, worrying that when I would wake up, someone in my family would die. I started doing everything I could to keep them safe. I would tell myself that so long as I counted all the broccoli on my plate, they would be safe. I thought that so long as I gave them four kisses, they would be safe. After a while, my OCD became this unmanageable monster. My parents took me to see a psychologist and I learned skills that helped me cope much better and my OCD symptoms significantly reduced. However, since my daughter was born, they have all returned with a vengeance. I constantly worry that I will do something to hurt my child or that something will happen to her. I check on her every hour at night, I take her to a paediatrician for every rash, bump or sneeze. Over the past month, I started having thoughts that I might harm her somehow and I cannot get them out of my mind. It’s gotten so bad that I am afraid to go near her, and my husband and nanny take care of her now. She cries for me and I don’t know how to bring myself to hold her. My family shames me. They call me a bad mother. They say I am selfish. My husband threatens to leave me. I don’t know how to make them understand that I am terrified of hurting my baby but that I never actually want to do that.’


Hannah sobs, her head in her hands. Both Tala and Isabella rub her back gently. After a few minutes, Hannah stops crying and blows her nose.


‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I get so scared of sharing this with others.’


I remind her gently, ‘People with OCD, especially people who experience what’s called harm OCD, obsessively worry about hurting others precisely because they never ever want to do it. People who actually hurt other people usually don’t fixate on it.’


‘Right. OK.’ She sniffles and smiles through the tears.


Isabella agrees to share next.


Isabella’s story


‘Like many other people, I too experienced sexual assault. More than one. But that is not why I am here.


‘I am here because I am trying to find out who I am. I feel torn between all parts of me. I am from Chiapas but was raised in the USA. I consider myself neither fully Mexican, nor fully American. In conversations with people from both cultures, I find myself feeling like an outsider. I am bisexual and am not feeling accepted in the straight nor in the gay community. I have been asked to choose and told that I have to. My most recent partner was a guy who told me that I am “kidding myself” with my sexuality. I am a hairdresser with no hair, a woman without breasts, a cancer survivor but the chemo effects have persisted. I am neither sick nor healthy. I feel like I do not know who I am. And I am hoping to find pieces of myself and glue them together because I am tired of feeling shattered.’


Isabella squeezes her hands together on her own lap and closes her eyes, breathing. We all take a few moments to breathe together, and soon our breath synchronises, so that we all breathe in unison – connected to one another through our inhalation and exhalation, creating a safe space for one another.


After a few moments, Isabella’s eyes open and she nods that she is ready to keep going. Victoria agrees to share her story.



Victoria’s story



‘I have seen a lot of violence in my life, most of it in my own home. Most of it directed at me. In addition to my dad beating on me and my brother, I got into more fights than I can count in school. The teacher would always let the white kids share their side of the story first and I was marked as “aggressive”. It didn’t matter that they started it. It didn’t matter that they called me the “N-word”. I was automatically perceived to be at fault. Once in my history class, I brought up how racism is still prevalent today. My teacher told me that it’s hardly prevalent at all and that I should be grateful to be living during such an accepting time.


‘Growing up, before my transition, I was the one everyone feared. I had the police called on me more times than I can count. People would cross the street when they’d see me or reach for their phones when I was simply passing them.


‘It bothered me, sure. But I never thought that after my transition I would go from being feared to fearing for my life. My first assault happened six months after starting my hormones. That was only the first. That was when I realised that I was unsafe and things I never thought of before, such as walking down the street by myself, became dangerous to me. I lost two friends last year, both of them trans, both to hate crimes. I am scared for my life and I am scared that when people look at me, they don’t actually see me for what I am: a human being. Someone who just wants what anyone else wants: acceptance and safety. People still misgender me, referring to me as a man, despite me repeatedly correcting them. Sometimes I wonder if it’s OK for me to expect others to see me as I am: a woman. Sometimes I don’t think I do. On those days, I fear that one day I may take my own life.’


Victoria breathes heavily for a short time, pressing her lips. She then closes her eyes for a few moments, focusing on her breathing just like we practised. She slows down her breathing to soothe and support herself. After a few minutes, she opens her eyes. She swallows, her sadness evident in her posture. She takes a few more breaths and nods that she is ready for us to continue.


After a few moments, Lisa volunteers next.


Lisa’s story


‘Like many of you here, I have been assaulted too but that is not the main reason why I am here.’ She sighs, takes a breath, and then continues. ‘My entire life, my family’s focus has been on my weight. Since I was four years old, I was chastised for eating too much and told that I needed to practise portion control. I was eight when my mum sent me to fat camp, despite me pleading with her not to. To this day, our conversations begin and end with a discussion about my weight.


‘My mum has bought me memberships to multiple gyms and signed me up for so many weight loss programmes. I used to barely eat. I almost died from an eating disorder. I hate the idea of food and yet, because of my family, I am always worried about what I might eat and how that might translate to my weight. I am a lawyer. I have two doctorates but that is not enough. My parents, my friends, many of my doctors, and most of my exes could only see me for my weight.


‘Last year, I went to see my doctor about the pain in my side, he said that I have to lose weight. It turned out that I had appendicitis. When I saw my doctor for my headaches, I was prescribed diet and exercise when the pain was actually caused by the intense stress I was under in law school. I look at people who are thinner than me as “better than me”, almost like they are in a different class. I hate going shopping and I hate seeing doctors. I don’t want my identity to be tied to the number on my scales. I feel depressed and worthless most of the time and I am sick and tired of feeling that way.’


Lisa’s lips are pursed. Her breathing is faster now than when she started speaking. She closes her eyes and takes a few minutes to breathe, allowing her anger and frustration to settle. When she opens her eyes again, her breathing has slowed down, and she nods to continue. Divya goes next.


Divya’s story


‘For the longest time, I thought that my job was to be a wife and a mother. I went through two miscarriages and did not think that I would be able to get pregnant. Both miscarriages felt like a death. No one else could understand and people would tell me it’s common to have a miscarriage, but I grieved. Then I was able to give birth and I have two daughters now. I love being a wife and a mother, but now I also want more. I have been studying to be an architect. I’m doing my master’s degree now. Most of my classes are online but some advanced classes are on campus.


‘My husband is unhappy with me taking classes outside of the house. We have been fighting and it has been putting a strain on our marriage. My migraines have also been becoming more frequent. I have multiple sclerosis, fibromyalgia, and have had migraines since I was a small child but recently my pain has gotten so strong that I can barely function. The pain has made it impossible to take care of my husband, my children, my parents, and to do my classes as well. I am stressed, I am constantly in pain, I don’t know what to do. Most people look at me and assume that I am healthy because they cannot see my pain, but the truth is, I am never OK. I am always hurting.’


Divya looks down for a few moments and then looks up again, ready to continue.


Superhero Training Step: If and when you feel comfortable, feel free to write down your own origin story. Please give yourself the permission to write as much or as little as you would like. This is your story, as told from your point of view, your experiences, and your reactions to them. You are the expert in it. I believe you and I believe in you. The advantage of writing your origin story is that it allows you the chance to externalise it, meaning that you can take it outside of yourself and look at it, perhaps noticing how much it has affected you and which aspects of it still affect you the most. At any point, if you need to take a breath or a break, give yourself the permission to do so. Take as much time as you need with this practice.
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