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			THE FANGIRL LIFE 
is fangirl approved!

			“Kathleen Smith shows us how to direct our pursuits in fandom into IRL accomplishments without losing touch with our inner fangirls.”

			—Cori Melvin, Geek Girl Brunch, @geekgirlbrunch

			“The Fangirl Life has helped me in ways I didn’t even know I needed. The lessons Kathleen teaches in her pop culture peppered pages can be applied across all aspects of your life, not just those fangirl tendencies. Kathleen’s friendly and approachable writing style makes this a fun and invaluable life tool.”

			—Emily Farquharson, founder of GeekGirlPenPals.com, @geekgirlpenpals

			“As a lifelong fan in many fandoms, I found The Fangirl Life to be a fun ride into the life of ALL types of fans. Hardcore fan or casual lover, chances are you will find things in this book that make you laugh out loud as you recall encountering them, or being them! I can easily see fans from fifteen to fifty and beyond needing this book in the ‘must have’ section on their shelf or shrine (lol!) of collectibles.”

			—Amy Hood, writer/reporter, @OnceUponAFan

			“The Fangirl Life is an inspiring handbook for fangirls of all ages as they blossom into the BAMF fanwomen they’re destined to become. It teaches us how to apply the tools we already have to aid us in our paths to world domination while still staying true to our character and our passions during the process. The Fangirl Life is full of feels-inducing references that will resonate with everyone who’s ever been invested in a fandom, and it’s a must-read for anyone needing that extra confidence boost to help them maximize their potential in the journey that is life!”

			—Kristin Hackett, superspacechick.com, @SuperSpaceChick

			“A self-help book about the fangirl life that sent my inner BAMF a-flutter. The struggle to adult while binge-watching two TV shows, drooling over Claire Underwood’s wardrobe and Julianna Margulies’s eyebrows, and keeping up to date with eight TV shows just got a little less real.”

			—Jess Aston, @JoRowlingNet

			“As a fangirl, having the knowledge that we all exist in this crazy obsessive world together helps coping with the feels our OTPs leave us with. Kathleen Smith perfectly encapsulates what it’s like to discover a new obsession and watch as it eats away at you, but she does it in a way that shows us all that we’re not alone in this fangirl world.”

			—@RachelLeishman, rachsolo.tumblr.com

			“If you’ve ever wanted two fictional people to kiss more than you’ve ever actually wanted to kiss someone yourself, The Fangirl Life is for you. And you are not alone!”

			—@ShipperJunkie

			“I’ve never read anything like The Fangirl Life. This book is witty, insightful, informative, and thoughtfully delivered. It captures the experience of fangirling in a way that fangirls can appreciate and that those who are unfamiliar with the concept can picture for themselves. It provides a window into a world that gets a bad rap and a lifestyle that is misunderstood and underappreciated.”

			—@delenasdragon

			“In this witty and sympathetic debut, therapist Smith offers wise advice on being a devout but well-rounded fan and even turning obsession into inspiration for one’s own life . . . turns normally intimidating therapy-speak on its head.”

			—Publishers Weekly
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			For my parents, who welcomed television into our home like an old friend.
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			INTRODUCTION

			
			I watch television like it’s a spectator sport. I laugh, I scream, I cry. I even jump up and down. Then I get on the computer and do it all over again with a group of people who totally get it.

			—JANA, TWENTY-FOUR

			

			
			There are only two things I love in this world: everybody and television.

			—KENNETH PARCELL, 30 ROCK

			

		

	
		
			The best day of my life was the day I stood on the top step of the Lincoln Memorial wearing nothing but stuffed animals. Depreciated Beanie Babies, squeaky chew toys, and fuzzy baby rattlers cascaded down to my knees in a dress secured by my father’s finest fishing line. Abe Schmabe, I thought as I grinned like an idiot and posed with another Japanese tourist from the line that had begun to form. An elderly woman poked at a mooing cow on my dress, not comprehending that my ensemble was an ode to the Lady Gaga costume made by Rachel Berry on Glee, but I didn’t mind, because I had arrived.

			Every star will tell you there was a moment when he or she knew that they had made it. Perhaps my moment should have been the day I got accepted to Harvard or the day I sat across the room from my first therapy client. But I was twenty-five years old, and I had just given up wearing pants for a year because of a fictional character. And on that lovely October day in the most powerful city in the world, I hot glued a unicorn to a headband and let the world see for the first time what I really was: a fangirl.

			What exactly is a fangirl? If you’re waiting for a sloppy urban dictionary quote, you won’t find it here. A fangirl is simply a lady fan. If you want to get technical, the nineteenth-century origin of the word fan is somewhat disputed. It’s either an abbreviation of the word fancy (British-speak for enjoying something a lot) or the word fanatic (a state that is about twenty light-years past liking something). This uncertain etymology lesson brilliantly sums up the quixotic nature of the fangirl brain. How does thinking, “Hey, this episode of Supernatural is really cool!” turn into iron-pressing Jared Padalecki’s face onto your pillowcase? Or in my personal history, how did admiring a Glee character’s wardrobe lead to hanging half of it in my closet?

			Fangirls also come in all shapes and sizes, so people shouldn’t expect to be able to pick us out of a lineup if all our Threadless shirts are in the dirty laundry pile—even you, a fangirl yourself, won’t immediately recognize your kind by sight alone. We are old and young and in the middle. We’re straight, gay, bisexual, and everything else under the rainbow. Remember the girl sitting behind you in math class who asked you what day it was? (Shhh, it’s October third!) She wrote the forty-thousand-word Sherlock fic you have bookmarked on your smartphone. Your crabby boss has been working on her Comic Con costume all weekend. Your computer science professor got her start by teaching herself HTML for her X-Files fanpage. Appearances can be deceiving, as we have a tendency to hide distinctive facets of our personality when faced with stigmatization. Who hasn’t leaked a strangled yelp of embarrassment when a family member sees fan fiction reviews on her email account? Perhaps you’ve called into work sick after a series finale, knowing that the world is not prepared for the emotional crisis your feels hath unleashed. Or maybe you’ve even scared away potential mates on a first date when asked about your passions.

			I have been a fangirl for as long as I can remember. In kindergarten I sneaked dog-eared Playbills under my pajamas for my nightly bath, where I’d flip through the soggy pages and gaze longingly at the actresses. My Barbie doll escapades were fraught with comedic storylines. When Star Wars was rereleased, my parents hunkered down, waiting for the incessant banging of John Williams’s “Han Solo and the Princess” on our ancient piano to stop. Rinse and repeat. There have been many moments in my life when I thought I would never again love a story as fiercely as I did right then. But some powerhouse female or truly marvelous plot always came along and rewoke the beast.
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			My passion for fiction landed me in a career that helps people work through their own life sagas. As a licensed therapist, I’ve dedicated a lot of energy and thought to understanding how a fangirl ticks and what exactly makes her unique. Are we products of our environment or our genetic makeup? Have millions of years of evolution made us vulnerable to the angsty glances exchanged over our favorite ship, or is seeing subtext a sixth sense, a sort of fangirl superpower, like X-ray vision? I believe that the more we are able to appreciate our unique talents, the more we can advocate for fangirl acceptance in the mainstream. For we have suffered too long among people whose supposed deficiency in social functioning has historically justified their persecution. Like English majors. Or gingers.

			If you look closely, you’ll find that the time is ripe for us to take a few bold steps. Emerging technology and social media play a huge role in creating the conditions that sprout fangirls. We’ve multiplied faster than our own plot bunnies, and there is no effective hater-based contraception to stop us. Forty years ago, a fangirl pissed off by a character death would have to take the trouble to actually write a letter, address and stamp an envelope, and mail it to vent. Today, we have 140 characters at our fingertips and the whole world as our audience. We are able to reach across the globe to build communities in fandoms. We carve out little fiefdoms with the common love of a middle-aged actress, and we march up the gangplank to board our favorite crackship. A million friendships blossom over the prospect of two fictional people finally doing the deed. In short, it’s a beautiful time to be a fangirl.

			Fangirls are also charged with the task of overcoming stereotypes. Perhaps sometimes you feel crushed by the weight of the typecasting that pervades social media and beyond. You’re not the girl who turns into a howler monkey when an actor favorites a tweet or the woman who gets arrested at cons for attacking her favorite Marvel superhero. Fangirling is a spectrum, and those who settle into a comfortable spot somewhere between passive television watching and full-blown psychosis aren’t sure whether they should fade into the wallpaper or stand up to be counted. The world was never quite ready for you, but here you are. So what are you going to do about it?

			This is the part where I’m supposed to say, “Live. Live, you beautiful unicorn!” But it’s not that simple. As a therapist, I help others grapple with issues of identity. To cope with the anxiety that emerges when you try to honor your values and your imagination. But then I slink home and silently squee over a spoiler or the latest update to a novel-length fanfic. Writing about the fangirl world began as an adventure for me, testing the idea that both of these parts of myself are congruous. Because I believe there is a connection between finding the motivation for success and unleashing the unabashed joy of what I can create in my busy little head. This book is my best attempt to hammer a few solid planks between these two worlds, with enough space for you to take a big, brave leap from where I leave you.

			In my tiny corner of the fangirl universe, I have tried my best to construct a theory for self-improvement that simultaneously honors our way of life. The lens I use to understand the psychology of the experience draws heavily from my own theoretical orientation as a therapist, with a few pinches of creys and creativity added here and there. This lens operates under the assumption that swimming in anxiety every day is not an enjoyable experience, and that we would all be better off if we could poke our heads above the water more often than not.

			My second assumption is that we could all benefit from adopting some of the traits we admire in fictional characters. Not the illegal or scientifically daunting ones, obviously, but the traits that shine in common across fictional worlds and genres and draw our finger to the page or the screen as we whisper to ourselves, “Why can’t I be like that?” So in short, Less Anxiety, More Awesome. I think that’s a slogan most of us can get behind.

			Is This Book for Me?

			If you really enjoy something, and you identify as a lady, then congratulations! You’re in the club. I like to keep the definition broad, because the fangirl historically has been pigeonholed into any number of tropes. But with the rise of the Internet, generally anyone who enjoys a TV show or a celebrity can be rewarded with the ability to learn more about that interest and connect with others who share it.

			Fandom is deep and wide, but there’s a reason this book isn’t titled The Fanperson Life. Fan culture examined by the field of psychology is an unending parade of men addressing men. Fanboys get their share of attention, from Comic Con panels to books on using Batman in the counseling room. There are also countless thoughtful critiques about the presence of misogyny in fan culture. But boys, you’ve had your time in the sun, and this one’s for the ladies. There are tribes within fan culture, but the fangirl is always typecast as the fourteen-year-old sobbing endlessly at a Bieber concert or the lone lady in a Dungeons and Dragons game. Many would be surprised to find that there is a whole world of women and girls who dedicate a significant portion of their energy and emotions into the concept of story found in countless genres. These women are often left out when you limit your definition of fangirl to geek or music culture.

			This book is a tribute to my fiction-loving tribe. It’s for the law student who unearths strength from the strut of a TV attorney. For the mother who unwinds with a glass of wine and a little bit of zombie apocalypse. For the teenager who points to a novel’s heroine and says, “Yes. I’ll have more of that please.” To the women and girls who get that forming online friendships isn’t a symptom of isolation from reality but an opportunity to form common bonds that will cheer us through our victories and comfort us when life gets rough. So if you’re not sure whether you belong to our fangirl tribe, I’ve provided a few examples to evaluate yourself. If you don’t know whether a friend or family member is a fangirl, then please put the book down for a second and ask her. She’ll probably be happy to talk about it to someone other than her secret Twitter account’s followers.

			
			
				
					You Might Be a Fangirl If . . .

					
							You survive boring meetings by imagining two fictional characters making out in a variety of settings.

							You have assumed the fetal position on the floor during an emotional scene.

							You have posted a lengthy diatribe on the Internet defending a fictional character’s choice.

							When someone asks what your favorite season is, you automatically answer with a season of a TV show instead of, say, summer or fall.

							You live-tweet yourself watching a friend watch a show you love.

							You frequently get carsick from reading fan fiction on your smartphone.

							Netflix has presented you with the “Are you still watching?” button at least once.

							You were disappointed when the TV show Shipping Wars was entirely different from what you had anticipated.

							You can identify the current story arc of a show based on a female character’s hair.

					

				

			

			You can 100 percent still be a fangirl if none of these extremes applies to you. Just because you don’t spend your time illegally downloading the Lifetime movies in which your favorite celebrity had a three-word role doesn’t mean you aren’t allowed to appreciate her. The fangirl way of life doesn’t belong in a box any more than my “I Met Li’l Sebastian at the Pawnee Harvest Festival” T-shirt belongs at the bottom of my closet. Wear it proudly, and don’t let anyone tell you what you are or aren’t.

			If you aren’t bold enough to define yourself to others, the world will smack a label on you faster than Ryan Murphy can ruin your life with a television show. There are about a zillion myths about fangirls floating around these days. Many of these false assumptions sting those dipping their toes into the wading pool of fandom. So before you decide to avoid the label of fangirl altogether, you should be aware of the myths that spew from the mouths of haters.

			MYTH 1: FANGIRLS ARE ALL TEENAGERS. The first fangirl friend I ever met in real life was a wonderfully intelligent and successful woman in her forties. Sure there are herds of thirteen-year-olds lurking about the Web crying about not having enough allowance money for concert tickets, but many of us are college age and beyond. Is it more socially acceptable for a teenager to cry about Sirius Black than your grandmother? Yes. But that doesn’t mean the middle-aged ladies of the world aren’t secretly pining over Julianna Margulies’s eyebrows or Claire Underwood’s wardrobe in their free time.

			MYTH 2: FANGIRLS ARE TRYING TO ESCAPE THEIR BORING LIVES. False. Why do people paint fangirls as Lady Ediths left at home to mope? We have hobbies that don’t involve making gifs or crying. We go on adventures with friends and family. We have killer careers. Some of us even care about sportsball! Fangirls can have rich lives just like other people. The difference is that we just have six thousand imaginary friends along for the ride. Also, we might not feel the need to share too much about non-feels-related endeavors on the Internet.

			MYTH 3: FANGIRLS AREN’T CAPABLE OF HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS. What is it about the Internet that makes people think all of our fangirl friends are serial killers or proselytizing lesbians preying on straight girls? All of a sudden we’re all Orange Is the New Black characters. Engaging in fandom and participating in healthy family, friend, and romantic relationships aren’t mutually exclusive. Anything can become unhealthy if you focus on it too intensely, real-world relationships and online relationships alike.

			MYTH 4: FANGIRLS SPEND ALL DAY ON THE INTERNET. Fine, this is 100 percent true. I’m on the Internet right now, scrolling past cat gifs. Haters gonna hate. Fangirls have been known, from time to time, to hang up our clicky fingers and breathe some fresh air and go hiking and stuff. How else do you think we come up with vacation headcanon for our OTP?

			The Power of Story

			There are some people in this world who can sample a tiny spoonful of gelato and walk out the door with their money still in their pockets. And then there are some of us who proceed to buy the entire country of Italy. It’s often an all or nothing world for the fangirl who has yet to learn to bridle the imagination. She is notorious for being incapable of passively enjoying stories. She takes them and makes them hers with that special stamp of inspiration.

			For years I have studied and written about the art of psychotherapy, a profession whose efforts could be summed up with one simple question—what motivates people? Psychologists spend a great deal of energy debating this very question, and for years I piled theory after theory into my tired grad student head without bothering to ask myself, “What motivates me?” When I finally did just that, my brain rolled out the confetti cannons.

			I know this much is true: Story motivates me. Story is powerful, and it doesn’t matter whether it’s coming from across the table or from my Netflix account. All too often I fail to remember in my own life that the bad weeks are part of a larger story. A story where I am my author, my protagonist, and my audience. Life is a lot like television when you think about it. Sometimes days can seem as uneventful as a midseason hiatus. Or times get tricky as new characters emerge, people we loathe as much as the nastiest villain on American Horror Story. But the beautiful thing about reality is that unlike TV, we can start a new season of life whenever we feel like it.

			We also have neuroscience on our side. Brain images have only recently begun to reveal what fangirls have known to be true all along—that story is a powerful stimulant with tremendous influence over how we think and act. Like meth, only safer. Research also tells us that fiction cognitively and emotionally transports us into the minds of our favorite characters, making the average fanfic writer more equipped for empathy and interpersonal interaction than her nonfiction reading peers. So boom! Tell that to your mom.

			Choosing to see my own life as a narrative has been the handiest choice I have ever made. I started examining the characters who were mileposts in my fangirl journey, the Leia Organas, and the Laura Roslins, and the Leslie Knopes of fiction. And I began to realize that my favorite characters weren’t the ones who entered the story in total control of their lives and emotions. I rooted for the people who all too often fell short. I treasured the characters who made bad decisions. I chose the underdogs who heard no more often than they heard yes. So why was I so afraid to start cheering for myself the same way?

			As a fangirl, you have inspiration at your fingertips every time a screen blinks to life or a page is turned. You have community by your side when you have made a Walter White–level bad decision. Your imagination is there to amaze and entertain you when the rest of the world is slingshotting wingless birds across their smartphone screens. You are more equipped for a fabulous life than you ever realized, but sometimes you choose to hide behind your passions rather than be fueled by them. There is absolutely nothing wrong with being unusual because it’s the currency that keeps the world turning and worth writing about.

			In the coming chapters, I’ll examine the ups and downs of the fangirl life. Because not every moment is as carefree or as plot-worthy as you’d like. Stirring up all that tasty emotion over a celebrity or a novel on a regular basis can make you anxious. You lose focus at school or work until you can hide yourself in a bathroom stall to properly freak out over the latest spoilers. Maybe you encounter other fans who are downright spiteful and turn the whole experience into a popularity contest. Sometimes you may find that you’ve lost the graciousness of your friends and family when you can’t give them your full attention. Maybe you find yourself playing it safe, propagating someone else’s intellectual property because you’re too scared to create your own worlds. Or perhaps worst of all, you realize that you spend too much time agonizing over the imaginary when real-life opportunities are snapping their fingers in front of your face.

			In this book I want to be able to shine a light on the good of fangirling but also provide some constructive advice and reflection on how to handle the not so good. Because I do believe balance is possible and probable if you can engage your imagination and direct it toward your day-to-day life. There you will find that you can make your own world and star in it. Where the perfect lines are the ones coming out of your mouth and not a movie star’s, and badassery is yours for the taking. Where you aren’t guided by people’s perceptions or the need for acceptance or attention, but by the narrative you want your life to tell. I know what you’re thinking: Lofty goals, much? But why not? If our heads are already in the stars, we might as well shoot for them. I choose to trust that there is a way to stand up and be counted as both a fangirl and a woman worthy of deepest respect. To live a story as transformative as the ones to which we dedicate our imaginations.

			How to Read the Book

			With your eyes! Kidding. As a scholar of many fandoms, I have tried to incorporate the breadth of the fangirl world into the text. The book is a veritable Gilmore Girls episode of pop culture references, so don’t feel bad if you don’t catch every 1990s sitcom or space opera reference. Google it. Don’t Google it. Tweet me and ask me to rant less about Shonda Rhimes and help you with your 5 Seconds of Summer obsession instead. Cross out a gross ship name and add your own. Make this book yours, and don’t be afraid to doodle in it.

			Each chapter breaks down what I view to be the basics of fangirling. I’ll examine the good, the bad, and the hairporn, while also providing you with some real-life science and some helpful exercises for applying the principles to your life. I’ll teach you how to diagnose common fangirl disorders and treat them. I will talk about fan fiction, shipping, and how to move forward when a character dies. Finally, we’ll examine what it means to transform from fangirl into the fanwoman you would like to
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