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Dr Janina Scarlet is a Licensed Clinical Psychologist, an award-winning author, and a full-time geek. A Ukrainian-born refugee, she survived Chernobyl radiation and persecution.

She immigrated to the United States at the age of twelve with her family and later, inspired by the X-Men, developed Superhero Therapy to help patients with anxiety, depression, and PTSD. She has been awarded the United Nations Association Eleanor Roosevelt Human Rights Award for Superhero Therapy.

Her work has been featured on Yahoo, BBC, Sunday Times, CNN, CW, ABC, Huffington Post, The New York Times, the Nerdist, Bleeding Cool, CNET, Mugglenet, LADbible, and many other outlets.

She authored Superhero Therapy, Harry Potter Therapy, Therapy Quest and Dark Agents, and has contributed to a number of pop culture psychology books, such as Star Wars Psychology, Wonder Woman Psychology, Game of Thrones Psychology, Supernatural Psychology, and many others.
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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.
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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.
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