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Introduction: Finding Your Bat Signal

My own personal Bat Signal clicked on when I was in college. I was between identity crises, overweight, unsure of how to deal with any of my emotions, and generally unhappy with myself in myriad ways, plus I used words like “myriad.” I spent my time scaring the normals with my pink-and-black-striped hair whilst projecting an up-for-anything, cool-girl persona that I held on to tightly, to the exclusion of anything else. One night I was dragged to a Top 40 dance club by a couple of friends. I hated every minute of it—no one was going to get me to dance like one of these brainwashed idiots. Don’t get me wrong—it wasn’t that I don’t like dancing; I love dancing. I had taken dance classes as a kid and adored how free it made me feel, and even now, in the midst of my self-loathing, I passionately flailed around my bedroom as if chased by bees, ignoring everything wrong with me, focusing on the beat from my tiny CD player. I just refused to show such passion in public, afraid that it would betray the badass exterior hiding my incredibly fragile interior, concerned that it would be “off-brand.” When we’d first arrived at the club, one of my friends said, “I’ve had such a long week, I just really need to dance and de-stress.” That simple statement cut deep. I too had had a long week, and I too would have really benefited from letting loose—to whatever music was playing that night. But the life I’d set up for myself didn’t allow for dancing.

So I started thinking: Am I living the life I want to live if I can’t even dance? Is this how I pictured my life when I was a little kid yearning for the awesomeness of being an adult? And if not, why not? Am I even allowed to live the life I want to live? Whose permission would I need to live it? What does off-brand mean anyway, and what is my brand?

To answer your question, no, I didn’t dance that night. This is my life, not an inspirational sitcom moment; a sea change like that takes time. I didn’t dance for years, but that tiny question in that admittedly lame nightclub clicked on a little light, far away and hard to see, that gave me something to squint at, off in the distance, and move toward. In short, it gave me a mission. My mission was to become a girl who had the confidence to dance in public. If I were Bruce Wayne, she’d be my Batman. She’d be the version of me not so weighed down by my own “stuff.” She’d be a superhero, but only to me. I started slowly creeping toward that tiny mission as if it were my own personal Bat Signal.

The Bat Signal, by the way, is how residents of Gotham call Batman in times of extreme distress. The Bat Signal tells Batman he’s needed, and serves to remind him to be . . . Batman. It also tells ne’er-do-wells they’d better run. My guess is that you came into this already knowing what a Bat Signal is. If you did, good for you, and if you didn’t, now you know. I often use comic books, video games, or other nerdy pop-culture references in my writing; it helps me understand the more complicated parts of the world a little more easily since, culturally, it’s the ocean I swim in. For example, yesterday I compared committing to a romantic relationship to Harry Potter’s prophecy to kill Voldemort. Nerdy and pop-culturey analogies just make sense to me, but even if sci-fi, magical teenagers, and comic books aren’t your thing, I promise there’s a lot in here that can resonate with you, hopefully helping you move in the direction of your choosing. The concepts and important stuff are easily accessible and plainly written—the superhero stuff is just the sugar on top. You won’t even have to know Black Widow’s origin story.

I once worked as a therapist at a facility for young men—teenage boys, really—removed from their homes for behavioral problems. We talked a lot about goals and expectations, but I always felt those terms were somewhat nebulous and “therapisty.” So one day I asked them to draw themselves as superheroes with tricked-out suits. I gave no other instructions. They loved this. Teenage boys can’t resist drawing weapons that melt the faces of thine enemies. Once they’d finished, I threw on the therapeutic element: I asked them to identify every piece of equipment drawn on their suits, and to come up with the personal strength it represented. Shoulder laser guns became the ability to understand that others’ behavior isn’t about them! Protective helmets became anger management skills!! As we talked about the kinds of equipment, I got to hear about coping skills they’d have never admitted to wanting otherwise. They really got into seeing themselves like that—not as a list of qualities they should be, and are constantly failing at, but as slightly improved heroes armed with tangible equipment that helped them in emotional battles.

This happened way back when superhero movies were few and far between and starred actors like Christopher Reeve (Superman) and Michael Keaton (Batman), when superheroes were a novelty to most people. Since then, superhero films have filled the multiplexes, giving us a host of ripped gorgeous bodies and amazing CG (Computer Generated) villains to marvel over—universally, we seem to be obsessed with caped crusaders with complicated backstories and noble callings. Over that same period I moved on from being a therapist to writing full-time, including writing a regular advice column. There I received questions from men and women who easily could have been me, with the same kinds of hopes and fears that I’ve had, who struggled to figure out how the past fit into the present, who grappled with weaknesses just as I have, who just wanted to understand themselves. I’ve spent many years, in therapy offices and on Tumblr, talking to all kinds of people about how they construct their identities and how they wish they could make improvements. The more conversations I have, the more I realize that the struggle to know, understand, and like oneself is truly universal. I also realize that some people believe self-esteem and emotional well-being are things we either have or don’t have, rather than being things that are attainable, that we can work toward. Even worse, some of us believe that emotional well-being is a luxury, whereas I see it as a basic part of living. And though these struggles are universal, they can make us feel completely lonely, because we don’t talk enough about this stuff. But there’s no need to be lonely-we’re all here together.

Let’s take Wonder Woman, for example. Female superheroes are often not given the same glorious backstories and dramatic calls to action as male superheroes, and they’re certainly not as well-known—there’s a Marvel superhero named Squirrel Girl who looks like a squirrel and has the ability to control squirrels, but never is this power explained—but everyone knows Wonder Woman. Born Princess Diana of Themyscira, a tiny isolated island, Diana lived with an all-female tribe called the Amazons. One day a man named Steve crashes his plane onto their island, and she finds him and nurses him back to health. She falls in love with him, and ends up escorting him back to “civilization” to protect him and work to fight evil and injustice there. (Funny how civilization needs more help than the uncivilized Amazons.) As an Amazon she has superior combat skills; she also has a Lasso of Truth, a tiara-cum-missile-like weapon, two indestructible bracelets, and later, an invisible jet. (By the way, more recent versions of Wonder Woman have recast her as [1] created from clay, or [2] an orphan in New York City, but this is my favorite origin story for her.) Steve was soon back-burnered, and Wonder Woman took on the task of saving the world. Do I love that she became a superhero because of a man? It’s not my favorite thing. But do I love how she took her own love for a man and then expanded into a career and a new identity that made her happy? Absolutely. Ultimately it’s that level of intentionality and choice, and those incredibly specific bracelets, that attract me to superheroes.

Because that’s what superheroes have: a specific set of skills, a specific identity, clearly identified weaknesses they’ve learned to work around, dramatic origin stories they have to deal with, and the choice, every single day, to go out and fight crime. Even a cursory look at a few popular superheroes shows how neatly they break down into these basic categories.
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Now, notwithstanding the fact that each of us is unique, and yes, we’re all complex and special snowflakes, but: Could you add yourself to this chart? Could you explain what your “thing” is, and what made you who you are today? Are you honoring your past with what you’re doing today, or is it the thing that’s holding you back? Do you know what your strengths are? And since we’re already asking questions, why don’t we give ourselves the opportunity to be our own symbol of hope and justice and truth—why don’t we become the heroes we deserve?

Since this book is called Super You, and it calls on you to release your inner superhero, what does that mean? What is a Super You, and what would be gained by creating one?

We’re going to find all this out together. A Super You, in the plainest of terms, is the best version of yourself that you can achieve at any one moment. Super You is who you want to be—and that can mean anything. For me, my current Super You is a magic cocktail of confidence, the ability to know what to bring to a dinner party, and the courage to look past her own privilege to truly understand others.

She works hard but doesn’t overwork herself. She can represent herself fully as a professional without downplaying her skills, and she goes to the gym for exercise without trying to lose weight. Your Super You may be unafraid to tackle big projects or face rejection. Your Super You may sometimes have terrible days and act like a brat. Your Super You may vow to eat vegetables every day but also may count sweet potato fries as a vegetable. With this book, I want to help you figure out where you are now, and where you’d like to be—and then help you map out concrete steps to actualizing your Super You. (Note that, ideally, our Super Yous are actualized enough to know that being actualized doesn’t work all the time.)

Do you have a sense of what that Super You version of yourself might look like? If not, don’t worry, we’re going to figure it out.

We’re here (both on this Earth and within this book) to progress. It’s not that you need to change to be good enough—we are all already good enough—it’s about making the choice to be different, if you want to. For those of you who think reading a book like this is a tacit acknowledgment that you aren’t living up to your potential—that you’re accepting yourself as less than optimal—let’s get this out of the way now: no matter where you are in your life, and no matter why you’re looking at this book, there is always room to grow and understand and change, and there is always an opportunity for self-examination and self-improvement. And I would love to be involved in yours.

Here’s where I could start talking about various approaches to wellness, positive psychology and the five factors of happiness, the intricacies of rewriting one’s narrative, emotional intelligence, the sources of self-worth, and all that—but instead I’m going to try to keep you awake. You see, before I spent six years as a practicing couples and family therapist, I spent many years earning a bachelor’s and then a master’s degree in mental health, so I know a fair amount about the workings of the brain and heart and spirit. But I’ve also spent even more years earning my stripes as a person, so I really know how annoying “wellness literature” can be. I went through long periods of being incredibly unhappy with myself, and when I tried reading books on self-esteem and wellness and all that, I couldn’t get past the first few pages. In my preparation for becoming a therapist, I slogged through such books out of educational obligation. And while they’re all quite useful, they are also either (1) exceedingly dry and clinical, or (2) so cloyingly saccharine and “You go, girl!” that I found them difficult to read, mostly because my eyes wouldn’t stop rolling long enough to focus on the words.

For years I’d held on to the hope that there had to be some way to talk about self-esteem and emotional development without sacrificing humor, warmth, and the feeling that you’re not alone in your struggles. That hope and the draw-a-superhero activity, as well as seeing my two-hundredth Batman movie, my mental health training, my own life experiences, and how I think about emotional well-being eventually coalesced into what you’re reading now.

And while this book is intended for everyone, it definitely focuses on women from their teens to their forties; this is because I can personally relate to the millions of things that go into a woman’s self-esteem (and lack thereof), and because women have generally been my readership so far. Though I have experienced life only as a Caucasian straight cis-female and really can only speak to that experience, this book focuses more on your experiences of your life, and the emotions behind them; for that reason, it’s my hope this book will apply to a wide range of people. I also intend my relationship advice to be applicable to all romantic unions, though at times my language defaults to hetero relationships. There was a slogan for a deodorant brand a few years ago—okay, quite a few years ago—that went: “Strong enough for a man, but made for a woman.” I think of this book as being strong enough for a woman, but made for everyone.

Coming Soon to Your Local Psyche

So let’s talk about you, and why you’re here. You’re ostensibly reading this in hopes of figuring out some things within yourself, and for that effort I applaud you. Perhaps you’re stuck in a rut and want to make some changes in how you see and think about yourself. Maybe you like yourself just fine but also like the idea of becoming the superhero version of yourself. Possibly you’re wondering what the hell superheroes have to do with self-esteem. In fact, I think it may do some good to go over this together. I suggest you grab yourself a notebook and keep it handy, because along the way I’m going to ask you to jot down a lot of stuff. So, once you have that notebook, write your answer to the following question: what are you hoping right now to get out of this book?

Whatever that goal is, try to keep it in mind as you read further. Think of what you want to get out of this book as your own Bat Signal for the rest of our journey together. We’ll dig into your overall goals for your life further down the road, but for now, we’re just thinking about what you want to get out of reading this. And if it changes later on, that’s fine too; just write that one down as well.

That kind of flexibility—acknowledging when the tide has changed, and flowing with it—is a vital part of the Super You outlook.

You didn’t ask, but one of the most important things I want you to get out of this book is to awaken you to the idea of living life with as much intentionality as possible. I’m using the word “intentionality” in its therapeutic context, so get ready, therapisty term coming up:
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Intentionality, when it comes to our own behaviors and lives, means acting in a deliberate, purposeful manner. It means striving to stay aware of the myriad (that word again!) factors that go into our decision-making, and into our thoughts and feelings and behaviors. We are all changing at all points in time, in tiny, imperceptible ways as well as in monstrous, life-altering ways. This constant flux can offer great opportunities for steering toward our chosen direction. The thing is, many of us rarely take advantage of these opportunities; some of us don’t even know they’re there. Intentionality, for me, is about learning to understand myself enough to make my choices with purpose, even if those choices aren’t always the best ones. Because if I just float through my life, functioning on autopilot and accepting that the way I think and feel and act is just “how it is,” without attempting to control “how it is,” I’ll never get anywhere more evolved, better, or even just different from what I’ve got right now. I’ll just stay in autopilot. But if I can pay more attention to what is happening within me during the good and bad times, I have the opportunity to consider my choices more carefully, based on my wants and needs—and make choices that I can use to grow into the person I want to become. In short, I know myself. We’ll talk a lot about intentionality throughout this book.

Using myself as a guinea pig, I’ve spent the last few years developing the different aspects of becoming a Super You. Slowly that drawing exercise, as well as my own personal Bat Signal, morphed into a paradigm of thinking about my identity—both the identity I currently had, and the one I wanted to occupy. To me, both are incredibly important.

Identity is something I struggled with mightily as a teenager: I went from being an oversized girl who towered over the kids in her elementary school class and desperately wanted to fit in (or just fit) to an oversized teenager who was constantly advertising—with her nineties-era alternative wardrobe and attitude—that she didn’t want to fit in. With my ripped fishnets and my anger at the “normals,” I understood the importance of having a goal identity—it’s just that it wasn’t the healthiest choice for me. While striving to be badass on the outside, I was desperately plumbing my depths on the inside, trying to figure out who I was and what was important to me. I thought that when I became an adult I was supposed to just “settle in” to who I was and be fine from then on. That certainly wasn’t the case with me. Every major life change—marriage, divorce, moving across the country, career turnaround—sent me spinning off into the familiar panic of “Who am I? Who am I now? How do I show others who I am?” And I imagine I’m not alone in that. For years after I stopped seeing clients, I would introduce myself at parties by saying, “I’m Emily. I used to be a therapist, but I don’t see clients anymore . . . but I guess I’m always going to be a therapist at heart. Can we define ourselves by a job we’re no longer doing? Anyway, did you try the artichoke dip?”

I am fun at parties, you guys.

But it’s in these kinds of transitional times, which are inevitable in life, that thinking of myself in aspirational, superhero terms helped me come to more of an understanding of who I am, and who I want to be. I’ve had a lot of transitional times, and a lot of identities, and a lot of superhero prototypes, because no Super You is set in stone. The best version of yourself today isn’t the same as the best version of yourself ten years ago, or even two years ago. Much like every new actor cast as Batman has a new take and a new suit (nippled or non-nippled), your Super You will continue to grow and change and adapt to new situations. And I’ll reiterate, it’s not that you need to change—it’s that we’re all continually changing, whether we like it or not. I just think it would work out better all around if we have a little more control over what we become.

After we get a sense of who we are, our Super You IDENTITY, we’re going to need Super You MISSIONS to help us step into that more evolved identity. Every superhero has a mission, and that mission is usually to “uphold justice”—so we’re going to turn that into what “justice” means to you. What does the best version of yourself do on a day-to-day basis? What’s the first thing she does in the morning, and the last thing at night? Now, how can we convert those actions into concrete goals, so we know how we can uphold our own justice?

Once we settle on an identity to fulfill and goals to reach for, we’ll be ready to discuss the RIGHTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES of being our super selves—because as every Spiderman movie has taught us, with great power comes great responsibility. What are your responsibilities to others, and your responsibilities to yourself? When we’re treated poorly by others, what choices do we have in the matter? Do we have to love ourselves every day? Does a Super You have to put up with friends who are passive-aggressively rude? What about those friends who’re always in crisis, needing you to help make things okay? Every superhero has to have a personal code of conduct, so to speak, and so does every Super You. We can develop that code together.

After that, we’ll talk about our relationship to our EMOTIONS, and how that can change over time. It’s best when our emotions sit in our car’s passenger seat, only advising on directions. But too many of us either (1) let our emotions drive, or (2) hog-tie them and shove them in the trunk—both of which can be problematic. A big part of becoming a Super You is learning to understand your emotions and make them work for you, rather than the other way around.

So once we have our emotions on track, from there we’ll start developing a basic set of TOOLS for getting out of emotional jams. And by “tools” I really mean self-care skills, but since “self-care skills” sounds clinical and corny, we’re going to call them tools. We’re going to discuss what, ahem, self-care skills are, why they’re so important, how to find the ones that work for you, and how to make sure you always have some in your toolbag (or wallet or messenger bag or designer purse), ready to use. You’d be amazed at how many of us walk around without a single self-care tool, let alone a cool-looking bag to hold them in.

From there, we’ll start teasing out your own SUPERPOWERS and learn how to deal with some common Super You WEAKNESSES. This is important, because it’s all too easy to underuse the one and overstress about the other. I used to jokingly dismiss my superpowers, and I treated my weaknesses as dark secrets to hide at all costs. But our superpowers are the unique things that make us best qualified to live our lives, and not utilizing them seems as pointless as Superman taking a cab. Besides, Superman doesn’t see his aversion to Kryptonite as a personal flaw to be fixed—it’s just an obstacle for him to navigate. Then why should I hide my Kryptonite?

After understanding what I had to work with personality-wise, I started evaluating the methods I used to protect myself from the harsh reality of . . . reality—to see if they were actually doing me any good, or if they were just dragging me down. What purpose did those CHEAP, FAULTY WEAPONS of suspicious origin, like sarcasm and a holier-than-thou attitude, serve for me, and how did they keep me from actually growing? We’ll cover all this.

The final piece of my Super You puzzle was thinking about my ORIGIN STORY, since apparently origin stories in superheroes are all the rage these days. It’s not enough to see superheroes as they are now, shining and proud and kicking ass—moviegoers want to see how they became that way, because origin stories are a large part of what defines a superhero. And that makes sense: since we’re not genetic mutants grown in a pod, we all have pasts, and more importantly we all have filters we view our pasts through. The thing is, I didn’t realize for a long time how the origin story I told myself about my humble beginnings affected how I felt about myself, and affected how I developed. Origin stories are a large part of what defines us too—just sometimes in directions that aren’t helpful to us. So rethinking and rewriting my own origin story also became a part of my Super You plan. When we reach that part of the book, I’ll challenge you to really dig deep into your own story to understand it from multiple angles. Because it’s when we’re able to see our stories from a distance that we can start changing the way those stories affect us.

Once all your pieces are in place, we’ll talk about how your Super You will function in the real, day-to-day world. Becoming the best version of yourself is useless if it only comes out when you’re alone, if you’re not able to hang on to your new identity at work, with friends, or on dates, especially since these times are often when we need a hero the most. While some superheroes do work alone, the superhero versions of ourselves cannot—we must be able to deal with the weirdness that is everyday life without losing a sense of ourselves, or a sense of self-esteem.

Then, once we’re done with all that, it’ll be time for you to spin off into the world as a bold, badass superhero who continues to work on herself while being badass.

The Obligatory Superhero Reality Check

Of course, all of this work could be done without superheroes, to be sure, but using them as a framework has become important to me, so I’m hoping it will be useful to you as well. Superheroes don’t hate themselves in their “alter ego” forms, they accept who they are, they just also make an effort to be a more ass-kicking version of themselves. But I also want to clarify a few things. I am not using superheroes, or superhero mythology, to make light of anyone’s identity, self-esteem, or past. These are, to me, the things that make people who they are, and they are precious. I am not turning emotional wellness work into a game here. Instead, I want to loosely use superhero mythology to offer a filter through which to objectively and actively work on ourselves while having a little bit of fun. Superheroes, with their well-documented powers and weaknesses and stories, merely provide a whimsical and relatable blueprint of how we can think of ourselves.

I’m also aware that superheroes aren’t always seen as the most mentally healthy of creatures, and I tend to agree with that. Leading a double life—one being a lithe burglar and one being a cat-themed reluctant crime fighter—isn’t the goal here whatsoever. Dressing up in weird costumes and beating people up, even if those people are bad guys, isn’t necessarily the best way to deal with your anger. And it’s not like I think neglecting your own personal life because you’ve roped yourself into this life of fighting crime (and there’s always crime to fight) is a healthy pursuit of purpose. No part of this book recommends that you create a double life to devote yourself to, to the exclusion of all else. And besides, superheroes often drown in the expectations put upon them by their fans, the police, and their sense of justice—it’s why so many of them seem so tortured. Cultivating your Super You isn’t about trying to live up to expectations put on you by external forces—your Super You’s expectations come from you and you alone. You will be functioning as your own superhero, and all that will be expected of you is to identify, embrace, and encourage the best parts of yourself, and learn to frame yourself a bit more positively. When you fail, as we all will, you aren’t letting anyone down—you’re merely taking the next step in your journey to become the superhero you set out to be.

Let’s Do This

I have created, with a lot of trial and error, a version of myself that I can be happy and comfortable with—a version of myself that dances if she wants to dance. Now I’d like to help you do the same, and there is no time like the present. If you were looking for motivation to make some changes in your life, let reading this book be your motivation. Motivation is thought of as this magical, glorious, divine energy that takes you over when you need it most, but I have found that that’s mostly bullshit. The process of change isn’t always about having some deep insights into yourself and then deciding to alter your behavior as a result; sometimes it’s about making the changes whether or not you’re “feeling them”—and then letting your insights catch up.

This is extremely important, so keep it in mind: coming to a deep understanding about yourself does not automatically lead to change in your behavior. Sometimes it does, but sometimes behavior change kick-starts understanding. What we’ll be doing in this book is approaching life improvement in two distinct ways: planning out small, concrete, manageable changes to make and gaining some insight about our current thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. It is the combination of the two that, for me at least, seems to lead to long-lasting change. In our time together, you’ll have the opportunity to gain some new habits while gaining new understanding about old habits.

Now let’s say you’re trying to read this book but keep putting it down because it seems too overwhelming to take on right now, that you’re thinking, “I’ll read it once I get through [insert excuse here].” For those of you feeling that, I challenge you to stay with me and to start today. Self-esteem work isn’t intended to be done once you “get your shit together” or are at least less stressed-out. Self-esteem work is just as important as eating and sleeping—but that doesn’t mean you have to completely overhaul your life. There is no one sweeping change that I recommend; real alterations are done in tiny, little increments that you repeat and then add to daily. Sometimes life-upending, enormous changes are cathartic and worthwhile, but they can also be overwhelming, and can doom you to failure if they are too drastic. I get overwhelmed easily when faced with large changes—then I panic, and shut the whole thing down (sorry, CrossFit!). So for me, tiny changes is the only way to go. Plus, the tinier the change, the less excuse we have for rationalizing why we cannot possibly make the tiny change until “things calm down a bit.”

When I make changes that will be uncomfortable but that I know need to happen, I always try to keep in mind the following simple truth: my life is happening either way. Whether I’m seeking fulfillment and improvement or just trying to keep my head above water and get through it, the days are passing by just the same. Life isn’t something to be lived only in perfect circumstances—it’s something that should nourish us daily. Some days are more business-like and stressful than others, sure, but we can’t save up the “good stuff” for when our lives seem ready for it—because they may never seem ready for it.

One last thing. You don’t have to be a comic book fan or even a nerd to get something out of this book. All of us have a sense of self, and all of us could stand to become a bit more emotionally healthy; and that’s all you need to start creating your Super You. Becoming the superhero version of yourself is all about learning to respond to the trials and tribulations of life in a way that makes you a stronger, wiser, and more positive human being. It’s about learning to grow from bad experiences rather than just adding them to the pile of things that have gone wrong in life. As many great helpers have said before, life is happening either way. Change is mandatory, growth is optional, and greatness is inside all of us.

Let’s get started.
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“You may never fly or travel through time (drat!), but this book will
help you develop your very own special set of superpowers.”

—AISHA TYLER
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SUMMERS, Being o a?lfi':"“‘lgt  her;willshe  Beingin high Yes
THE VAMPIRE : “the Slayer” o atti%ljde choose to school
SLAYER fulfill it?
Traveled from
her homeland Powerless
Lasso of Truth R h ;
WONDER She’san . . tocivilization if you bind
WOMAN Amazon |ncli]e;;t[;’;c;ttlsble toprotecta | her bracelets You betcha
dude and fight together
for justice
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