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To dad, who showed me the power of finding your heroes on a screen or in a song;
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FOREWORD



IN THE COMPANY OF BADASS WOMEN
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For as long as I can remember, whenever I proudly brag about the women that I’m so lucky to have around me, I always end on the same boastful statement: “I only keep badass women in my life.” Of course, that doesn’t narrow down the candidates much, does it? Every woman is her own unique variety of fighter. This perception was always my brand of veneration toward our global sisterhood. The more that time passes, the more I realize that from struggle comes wisdom, and I haven’t met a single woman that isn’t a sage in her own way and doesn’t have a message in the story of their lives.


From the moms we call “Wonder Women,” giving a moniker to their strength and compassion, to the brilliant young women paving the way in traditionally male dominated fields with a tenacity and resolve reminiscent of Princess Leia, these fictional heroines give us tangible lexicons of comparison to the people we’re surrounded by. As a fellow Geek Girl, whenever I’m reading a fantasy novel or watching a Marvel® summer blockbuster, the magnanimous virtues and qualities of these fictional characters always manifests the image of a loved one in the back of my head. Not only are we inspired by the strength and empathy of these pop culture icons, but they also highlight the heroes we have standing next to us.


Now, for me to limit these incredible stories and characters to mere tools of comparison would be a huge disservice on many levels. I’ve been an actor and producer in the entertainment industry for nearly fifteen years now. Over the course of that time, I’ve had manydiscussions on storytelling with numerous creatives, ranging from comic book writers to Hollywood directors. A common theme often presents itself: inspiration demands fuel, and as they say in the biz, “Write what you know.”


As trite as the old adage may be that “art imitates life” and vice versa, it’s deeply true. When you see Katniss Everdeen overcome tyranny or watch Jessica Jones struggle with guilt, that’s the result of inspiration from a myriad of creators’ personal influences. What these fictional conflicts tell us is a culmination of the best (and sometimes worst) parts of the human experience. How could you not feel emboldened by Storm? She herself is an amalgamation of generations of powerful women!


As you progress through this book, keep that thought in the back of your mind: behind every incredible character are incredible people. This includes the author of Geek Girls Don’t Cry, the very book you are currently reading! (That’s right, I’m psychic.) When I first met Andrea, I felt an immediate kinship in that we are both women working in male-dominated industries. However, she caught my attention far earlier via social media with her evaluations of my Dungeons & Dragons character, Keyleth. Andrea’s introspection and insight into my character’s thought process showed how intelligent she is, as well as her observant empathy. What I’m trying to say is, Andrea is a badass, and as I previously stated, those are the only women with whom I consistently associate.


I am deeply honored to not only have a character I created included in this menagerie of matriarchs, but also to write the foreword for this book. As a fellow believer in learning the lessons stories can teach you, I hope you read with an open mind and heart. And let Andrea guide you on how to look at characters critically and from multiple perspectives. Get the most out of storytelling, because the stories that help inform who you are will stick with you for a lifetime.


Happy reading,
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Marisha Ray is an accomplished voice actor, producer, host, and performer whose credits include video games such as Persona 3, Final Fantasy XV, and Star Wars: Battlefront. She has worked as the Creative Director for Geek and Sundry, where she co-created and produced popular shows on gaming, comics, and pop culture. She currently works as the Creative Director for Critical Role, the smash entertainment sensation featuring popular voice actors who take on epic Dungeons & Dragons adventures.


Marisha lives in Los Angeles with her husband, fellow voice actor and Critical Role Dungeon Master Matthew Mercer.




















INTRODUCTION





“This isn’t a question of what I’m not.
This is a question of who I could be.”


—CAPTAIN MARVEL





As a woman, I often find myself thinking about what it means when we say a female character is “strong.” Does it mean she can kick butt, like Black Widow’s introduction in The Avengers? Does it mean we can be super, like Buffy Summers and her consistent saving-of-the-world (not to mention consistent tackling-of-homework) in Buffy the Vampire Slayer? Or maybe it means women who are deemed “strong” should be celebrated—not because they fight bad guys, but because in the face of issues like post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression, they’ve still managed to show us how powerful and inspirational they are.


Just because some of the most inspirational women in the world are fictional doesn’t mean they don’t deal with the same issues we face in real life. “There is sufficient evidence to show us those connections we have with these characters, whether it’s identification or relatability, are pretty strong,”i Andrea Letamendi, a clinical psychologist working at UCLA, told me during an interview. “There’s a lot of work that has gone into measuring the strengths of those relationships, better understanding the intensity of those relationships, and even finding a considerable amount of distress when there’s a break, when there’s a disruption with our relationship in these fictional characters. When we see loss and grieving and disruption in relationships in fiction, it does allow us to be able to process those emotions, to be able to be a little more equipped to handle those emotions. There’s a healthy aspect to that.”


When I tell people that fictional characters have helped me through some of the hardest periods of my life or have inspired me not to give up on my dreams or goals, I often receive an eye roll or dismissal. It is, unfortunately, a common response—people who aren’t familiar with the nuances of pop culture just don’t understand why I am able to identify so strongly with a fictional character. But what I wish I could say on more than one occasion is that it’s not just about liking an actress that plays the character or feeling like I know that character because I spend my time watching television, playing video games, or reading comics. It’s about seeing what she went through—her addictions, her fears, her traumas, her struggles—and applying how she worked through those issues to my own life.


Dana Scully? She helped me become a better student in school, thanks to her choice of profession. Black Widow? She helped me realize I don’t have to be defined by the regrets I thought I’d carry around forever. Wonder Woman? She helps me speak up in workspaces and situations where I’m usually the only female in the room, giving me a chance to make my voice heard among the patriarchy. Hermione Granger? She helps me feel confident, allowing me to understand that my “quirky” interests aren’t a waste of time and energy but instead are parts of me that are unique and special.


Regardless of what you’re going through or what you’re feeling, you should never feel devalued because the person who exhibits traits, experiences, or a lifestyle that resonates with you is a fictional character. After all, how is identifying with Katniss Everdeen or Okoye from Black Panther different than identifying with a historical figure or author or athlete? More importantly—why are the struggles of these characters swept under the rug? Why do we know about the depression Batman experiences after losing his parents but not about Princess Leia Organa’s grief after unexpectedly losing her home planet of Alderaan? Why do we know about the alienation Superman experienced after being sent away from his home planet of Krypton but not about Supergirl’s trauma, which came from the same experience? Why do we know about Peter Parker’s search for purpose after the death of his Uncle Ben but not about Scarlet Witch’s struggle with self-esteem in the wake of growing up an orphan?


There has been progress when it comes to embracing women and their accomplishments, but there’s still a sharp dichotomy that exists when we talk about female characters as opposed to male characters. That’s because it’s easy for us to look at men and understand, on the surface, where their issues come from—especially if, like Batman and Superman and Spider-Man, they’ve been part of our pop culture narrative for decades. But we rarely stop to consider how women deal with concerns like loss and tragedy and depression, because they’re so often seen as footnotes in our stories.


Sure, women are seen as “strong” . . . when they’re displaying strength in an action-oriented way. That’s why we should look beyond a woman’s physical prowess and instead focus on the qualities that truly make her strong: her courage in the face of her biggest fear, her will to overcome an obstacle despite being held back by her life experiences, her ability to help others despite her own mental health demons. No matter what we go through in life, and no matter how much our world changes, we need these amazing females and their stories to inspire us, to remind us to keep fighting, to help us through our darkest days.


In this book, you’ll read about some truly awesome female characters from all areas of pop culture. You’ll learn about their lives and accomplishments, but you’ll also see how each character’s biggest fight wasn’t against an alien or a monster; it was against issues like depression, substance abuse, isolation, and anxiety. You’ll gain insight from psychologists who have dedicated their professional lives to helping patients find light through mutants, goddesses, and superheroes. You’ll find personal anecdotes and advice from courageous real-life women involved in all facets of pop culture—many of whom credit the characters they work with for helping them through hard times. And, it goes without saying, since these are in-depth analyses of characters and their stories . . . beware of spoilers.


You are important, and your fight matters. You can overcome your fears and your traumas and your anxieties. You can write your own story, no matter who you are or what you struggle with. You can be strong without being a cliché.


But first, you have to believe it.



















Part One


OVERCOMING TRAUMA


Research shows that 60 percent of US adult men and 50 percent of US adult women will experience trauma at least once in their lives. Out of those percentages, roughly 8 million people suffer PTSD each year—a statistic the National Center for PTSD claims “is only a small portion of those who have gone through a trauma.”ii


Given these figures, it’s no surprise that we look to people who can help us understand why such trauma took place and how to get through the days when it’s hard to smile or show optimism.


At first glance, characters like Black Widow, Dana Scully, Xena the Warrior Princess, Katniss Everdeen, and Storm don’t seem like they have much in common aside from sharing the same genre of pop culture. All of these women, however, are survivors. Some, like Black Widow and Xena, were indoctrinated by a life of war and brainwashing. Some, like Katniss Everdeen, Dana Scully, and Storm, found themselves in situations where they were forced to confront their deepest and darkest fears in order to live day by day. But no matter what trauma these women have endured—whether as a Russian spy, an FBI agent, a dystopian teenager, a warlord, or a mutant—the fact that they overcame their brutal pasts and rose up from that 50 percent to empower others and show their strengths is no small feat.


They did it. And we can do it, too.
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A SPY IN THE RED ROOM


In different ways, trauma attempts to become a dominant fixture in our lives. The lifestyles or moments we experience in our formative years and even afterward stay with us long after we have learned to conquer them, hiding in the shadows of our mind. But undergoing trauma doesn’t necessarily mean that we need to be forced into a life where we are defined by what’s held us back.


RETCON:


In works of fiction, this is a word used to describe a change in a character’s history or to describe a different interpretation of previous events important to the character’s story.


Like many popular comic book characters, Marvel’s® Natasha Romanoff (Black Widow) is a beloved and inspirational hero. Natasha has undergone dozens of retcons since her introduction in the 1960s, including her translation to the big screen—the portrayal that she’s most commonly known for. But changing her history doesn’t change the fact that she’s a survivor. And if the world is going to place her on a pedestal, then her personal struggles are important enough to know about.



REPETITION COMPULSION



Natasha was taken from her family when she was just a little girl. She spent her early years in a program known as the Red Room, a Soviet facility where young girls were trained to become deadly and elite sleeper agents. The Red Room was more than just a training program, however. It used unorthodox methods to make girls like Natasha more capable of spying and killing—methods like brainwashing and biochemical enhancements. Given the type of environment Natasha spent her formative years in, it’s no surprise that she entered the world walled-off and emotionless. Before she joined up with the superhero group known as the Avengers, she worked primarily alone, hesitant to get close to or trust anyone, a phenomenon that psychologists call repetition compulsion.


THE RED ROOM:


the Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti (KGB) espionage program where Natasha Romanoff learned the skills that she would later use as Black Widow


“Adults whose childhoods were marred by abuse, abandonment, neglect, or other traumas bring these unhealed traumas along with the defense mechanisms and neuroses . . . into every subsequent intimate adult relationship,”iii writes mental health counseling coach Michael Schreiner. While we don’t see Natasha pursue any kind of intimate relationship until the movie Avengers: Age of Ultron, when she does attempt to romantically engage with a teammate, the subject is not her best friend, Hawkeye, or even Captain America, who’s become a close friend and confidant during personal missions. It’s Bruce Banner, a man who, when he’s not smashing things as his alter ego superhero the Hulk, is nothing more than a mild-mannered and nerdy scientist.


“The flawed unconscious reasoning process behind repetition compulsion is that by setting up similar conditions in adult relationships and finally getting a result of feeling lovable, the pain of the unhealthy primary relationship will be healed, will be retroactively made good,”iv continues Schreiner. Natasha gravitates toward the Hulk as opposed to her “safer” teammates because she sees someone similar to herself: a person who is also broken and flawed, traumatized and ostracized by the world. “You think you’re the only monster on the team?” Natasha asks Bruce in a quiet moment during Avengers: Age of Ultron.v The implication of Natasha’s question shows what she thinks: that by being with someone who is just as damaged as she is, she can find some closure for the ways in which she was treated and brought up—and she can find love with someone who understands just how much damage she’s undergone. Her feelings and choices are a reminder to us that, despite the hero mantle she wears, she still harbors doubts and insecurities pertaining to the life she’s worked so hard to leave behind.


THE FEMALE AVENGER


Among the many procedures Natasha underwent as a young girl were “psychotechnics,” a process that implanted false memories into her brain; at one point she believed she was a ballerina with Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre, manipulated into escaping to show off her strength. She also endured a serum infusion called the “Kudrin Treatment,” a biological treatment that, in addition to increasing strength and stamina, allowed Natasha to stop aging. Perhaps the most traumatic of her experiences with the KGB was Natasha’s “graduation ceremony,” a sterilization procedure that rendered her infertile. With these treatments, the Red Room made its intention clear: you cannot be a woman who works and have any kind of emotional bond, especially if that emotional bond is with a child.


When Natasha admits to Bruce Banner in Avengers: Age of Ultron that because of how she’s been raised and what she’s done with her life, she can’t ever imagine being a mother, she’s not just referring to the fact that she’s infertile. In fact, I’m sure a well-meaning person in today’s day and age would tell Natasha that an inability to conceive is okay and that there are many alternatives she can consider if she wants to have children. But to say that to Natasha would be missing the point she’s trying to explain: her experiences have been traumatic, and she’s been conditioned to see her profession and motherhood as two completely separate worlds, with no chance of crossover.


While Natasha may be a fictional character, a woman’s struggle to feel professionally validated while also embracing motherhood is not a fictional issue. A 2014 New York Times column titled “The Motherhood Penalty vs. the Fatherhood Bonus” points out the statistical discrepancy between working men and women and breaks down how having children actually hurts women in the workforce because they’re seen as less competent.vi And a 2016 Bureau of Labor Statistics report shows that women with young children are less likely to work than men, with only 65 percent of mothers participating in the workforce while nearly 98 percent of men with children had steady employment.vii Natasha’s feelings speak to the pressure that society has put on women throughout the years and the feeling that they are always perceived as “less”—whether because they can’t conceive or because they can and do.


In the same Avengers movie, Scarlet Witch casts a spell on the Avengers during battle, giving them visions that are supposed to play with their minds. Natasha’s is that of her aforementioned “graduation ceremony.” In this vision, we see her forcefully strapped to a gurney, showing she was given no choice before she went under the knife. Although all of her teammates experience visions that haunt them in different ways, Natasha is clearly affected the most, with her memories taking a visible toll on her mind and body; she is unable to complete the fight at hand. Natasha has always been aware of her past and of the events that made her the fighter we watch in different Marvel movies or read about in different comics. But when struck with post-traumatic-like symptoms, she’s forced to confront her memories—and forced to ask herself some very real questions. Am I a good person? Am I really the best person to help other people, since I was brought up so violently? Can people see how damaged I am underneath everything I’ve built up, even though they call me a hero? After all . . . if I wouldn’t even be a good example for my own child, what example am I setting for others?


WOMEN AND TRAUMA


As previously mentioned, The National Center for PTSD states that 50 percent of US adult women experience trauma.viii Women often fly under the radar due to cultural stereotypes, along with the fact that until recently, studies have been designed to cater to males who suffer from trauma.


According to a VICE article titled “Women are the Invisible Victims of PTSD,” “While the popular perception is that the ‘Trauma’ in ‘Post Traumatic Stress Disorder’ has to be something like explosions and war, you can actually get PTSD from any kind of shock and terror. Women are more likely to be the victims of sustained abuse, as opposed to one-time attacks. And they’re more likely to experience domestic trauma at the hands of a partner or loved one.”ix With this in mind, let’s come full circle in Natasha’s desire to seek out Bruce Banner romantically: in the first Avengers film, Natasha has a run-in with Bruce before he’s tamed his Hulk persona—when he’s not so much a hero as an unchecked manifestation of ruthless anger. Through a series of events, she becomes trapped with the Hulk in his dangerous form and is ultimately forced to defend herself against someone who she stands no real chance of defeating. Keep in mind that, aside from Hawkeye, Natasha is the only member of the Avengers with no superpowers or protective suits to help her. Similar to the aftermath of Scarlet Witch’s attack, Natasha comes out of this experience scared and broken.


Natasha is no wallflower; she was trained to kill and proves to be violent, deadly, and calculating. But when faced with impossible odds, she’s unable to defend herself. Natasha’s experience is particularly jarring because it reminds us that not even a woman as strong and capable as Black Widow can feel empowered or capable in the face of intimate partner violence. Unfortunately, this is an experience that doesn’t just exist in a superhero universe; it is a reality that exists for women around the world: The United States Office on Violence Against Women reports that one woman is assaulted every nine seconds, and that domestic violence continues to be the leading cause of injury in the United States.x


LEARNING FROM A HERO


Natasha’s trauma sits with her for her entire life. She sees her relationships and good deeds as debts to be paid—“red” to wipe out of her ledgerxi—rather than allowing herself to feel emotions common to those who have experienced healthy friendships and upbringings. In that same respect, she uses defense mechanisms like denial to shield herself from the mindset that convinces her to self-blame for her current situation, even though she was powerless to prevent her trauma.


If Black Widow weren’t a fictional character, Natasha might be someone joining a protest in a major city, championing her rights. Hers is a superhero world, however, and much like celebrities, superheroes can’t be too open about their personal agendas. Natasha is an Avenger but she’s also haunted by the demons from her formative years. By the time Natasha was sent off into the world, she had her own set of issues to deal with, and there was no magical power that she could use to heal herself. She’s had to overcome her fears and trauma the same way we do—by finding ways to work through the self-doubt and anxiety that comes with accepting the idea that you don’t have to be who you were made to be.


After being saved from the Hulk’s attack by her teammate Thor in the first Avengers film, Natasha forces herself to continue fighting so that she can save her brainwashed partner, Hawkeye. And at the end of Avengers: Age of Ultron, despite her feelings of wanting to run away from a life she doesn’t feel she deserves, we see her staying behind to train a new team. In both cases, Natasha overcomes trauma by finding strength in people who believe in her: her best friends and the teammates who have been beside her for years, the ones who unconditionally stand by her even through her worst days. She allows herself to use the skills she has learned in her past when she needs to, but she focuses on using her experiences to help others.


When Natasha was introduced into the world of comics in April 1964’s Tales of Suspense #52, she was a villain, created to be an antagonist for Iron Man.xii That’s who Natasha had been taught to be: someone without morals, who didn’t care about the lives of others. But when we learn how Natasha fought against her past to make herself stronger and overcome her trauma . . . that’s when she becomes our real hero.
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