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  For those who felt the joy of a perfectly timed comeback, the comfort of complicated but enduring family ties, and the quiet pull of a town that made them feel seen. This is for everyone who turned to “Gilmore Girls” not just for laughter, but for insight—into themselves, their relationships, and the psychology behind why Stars Hollow still feels like home, why it all mattered so much.







  
    
      “We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.”


    

    
      — T.S. Eliot
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  Preface



There’s a moment in every person’s life when a television show becomes something more than entertainment. It becomes a companion. For many, Gilmore Girls was just that. Whether you discovered it during its original run, through DVD box sets, or years later on a streaming platform while searching for something to calm a chaotic world, it offered something rare: familiarity that didn’t grow stale, comfort that didn’t insult your intelligence, and characters whose flaws made them more lovable, not less.

That’s where this book began.

As a psychologist, I spend a great deal of time thinking about how people form identities, how families operate beneath the surface, and how emotional wounds shape our choices long after we’ve stopped noticing them. As a viewer of Gilmore Girls, I found myself repeatedly struck by how layered and psychologically revealing this show is—how much it had to say about who we become and why.

What began as casual observation turned into something deeper. I started rewatching episodes not just for the fast-talking banter or the small-town charm, but to understand what made these characters feel so real. Why did Lorelai’s emotional independence feel both admirable and heartbreaking? Why did Rory’s ambition unravel as she reached adulthood? Why did Emily Gilmore’s sharp-tongued critiques hide something that looked suspiciously like unspoken grief? These were not one-dimensional characters. They were human stories unfolding over time, shaped by attachment, avoidance, pride, fear, loyalty, and longing.

This book was born from that curiosity—and from the many conversations I’ve had with people who have returned to Gilmore Girls in different seasons of their own lives, finding something new each time. A viewer in their twenties may see Rory as a model of potential. That same viewer, a decade later, may recognize the cracks in Rory’s identity, not as a narrative failure, but as a reflection of real psychological struggle. That shift in perspective says as much about us as it does about her.

My goal in writing this book wasn’t to dissect the show with clinical detachment or to critique it from a distance. It was to explore it with compassion, curiosity, and respect—for both the creators and the viewers who have carried it with them. I wanted to understand why these characters resonate so deeply, and what they might reveal about the emotional landscapes we each navigate in our own lives.

In doing so, I drew from my background in psychology, particularly in areas like attachment theory, identity development, family systems, perfectionism, emotional repression, and the ongoing process of becoming. I also rewatched the series from start to finish—yes, even the Netflix revival—taking notes not only on what the characters said, but on what they avoided, what they repeated, and how they changed.

This book was not written alone. I owe thanks to the readers of my previous work, especially The Psychology of Dawson’s Creek, who encouraged me to explore other series that shaped a generation. Their enthusiasm reminded me that people are hungry for content that helps them better understand themselves through the stories they love.

I also want to thank the friends and colleagues who’ve engaged in long, winding conversations with me about Lorelai’s emotional armor, Rory’s ambition, or Jess’s transformation. You know who you are. And to the countless fans who have kept the spirit of Gilmore Girls alive through podcasts, essays, fan fiction, and social media, thank you for proving that thoughtful stories never really end.

This book is for fans who want more than nostalgia. It’s for anyone who has ever related to the tension between independence and connection, or felt torn between being who others expect them to be and discovering who they really are. It’s for those who see pieces of themselves in the characters of Stars Hollow—not because they’re perfect, but because they’re trying, failing, and trying again.

It’s also for psychology students, therapists, educators, and anyone curious about how emotional development plays out not just in textbooks, but in art. Gilmore Girls may look like a quirky family dramedy, but underneath it is a quiet, persistent exploration of what it means to grow up, to break away, and to circle back again—sometimes to the same town, sometimes to the same person, and often to the same part of ourselves we thought we had already figured out.

In the chapters ahead, we’ll walk alongside each major character and trace their emotional evolution—through triumphs, breakdowns, awkward silences, and unfinished conversations. We’ll explore the forces that shaped them and the internal scripts they either challenged or inherited. And in doing so, I hope we can also better understand our own.

Because the real gift of Gilmore Girls isn’t just that it made us laugh or cry. It’s that it made us think. About who we are, who we came from, and who we’re still becoming.

— RJ Starr

* * *
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Thank you for building a story so layered, so lived-in, and so emotionally resonant that it didn’t just entertain millions, it quietly nestled itself into people’s hearts and stayed there. For many, Gilmore Girls is a comfort show, a ritual, a touchstone. But for those of us who think in psychological terms—who can’t help but peer beneath the surface of every scene—it is also a masterclass in character, complexity, and the fragile beauty of human behavior.
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To the cast—Lauren Graham, Alexis Bledel, Kelly Bishop, Edward Herrmann, Scott Patterson, Liza Weil, Jared Padalecki, Milo Ventimiglia, Matt Czuchry, Keiko Agena, Melissa McCarthy, Emily Kuroda, Liz Torres, Yanic Truesdale, and every actor who brought this world to life—you didn’t just play characters, you embodied contradictions. You gave us people who feel real, who frustrate us, who move us, who remind us of ourselves. That is no small feat. It is alchemy. And it has left an imprint far deeper than you may ever fully know.

This show is often praised for its cleverness, its charm, its aesthetic—but beneath all of that is something more profound: truth. Emotional truth. The kind that’s hard to write and even harder to perform. And yet you did it, season after season, scene after scene. You made space for joy and grief, longing and laughter, growth and stasis. And in doing so, you gave us not just a show, but a place to return to when we needed to feel understood.

I wrote this book because I couldn’t stop thinking about what it all meant—not just to the characters, but to us. What it meant to come of age watching Rory strive for perfection. To watch Lorelai rebuild her life from scratch. To watch Emily learn to soften. To watch Jess find himself in words. These stories made us laugh, yes—but they also made us look inward. And for that, I am endlessly grateful.

Thank you for the talent, the collaboration, and the humanity that made Gilmore Girls what it is. You gave us Stars Hollow—but more than that, you gave us the gift of recognition. And for this psychology nerd, and for so many others, that is a gift that keeps unfolding.

Forever grateful.




RJ Starr, Author
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Set in the fictional town of Stars Hollow, Connecticut, Gilmore Girls follows the intertwined lives of Lorelai Gilmore, a fiercely independent single mother, and her daughter Rory, an academically gifted teenager with big dreams. Across seven seasons (and a later revival), the show traces their relationships—with each other, with their complicated family, and with a town full of eccentric, beloved characters—through adolescence, adulthood, love, loss, and everything in between. It’s a story built not on spectacle, but on conversation. Quick-witted dialogue, emotional subtext, and the slow unfolding of character form the heart of its storytelling.

There are shows we watch once and forget, and there are shows that become part of us. Gilmore Girls belongs squarely in the second category. From its opening chords to its endless stream of coffee cups and one-liners, it has carved a place in the emotional lives of millions. But its enduring appeal isn’t just found in the comforting cadence of its dialogue or the picturesque snowfalls in Stars Hollow—it lies in something deeper. Beneath the surface of fast-talking banter and small-town charm is a complex, nuanced, and often raw exploration of what it means to be human.

To watch Gilmore Girls with a psychologist’s eye is to observe a masterclass in character-driven storytelling. It is a layered study of identity development, ambition’s rewards and consequences, emotional restraint, and the subtle, often invisible webs of relational entanglement. Every major character—whether a Gilmore, a Dane, a Geller, or a Kim—carries with them a distinct psychological architecture. Each episode offers a snapshot of a mind in motion, shaped by early experiences, driven by needs both spoken and unspoken, and often caught between longing for connection and resisting vulnerability.

At the heart of the show is a three-generational story, with Lorelai, Rory, and Emily Gilmore as its emotional axis. Through them, Gilmore Girls explores how family roles are internalized and either upheld, rejected, or reinterpreted. Lorelai’s strained relationship with her parents is not just narrative conflict; it’s a psychological case study in boundary formation, individuation, and the lingering effects of conditional love. Rory’s evolution from golden child to disoriented adult is a slow unraveling of an identity built on expectation rather than self-discovery. And Emily, cloaked in tradition and control, reveals how love can be expressed through rigid rules and rituals when softness feels unsafe.

But the psychological richness of the show doesn’t end with the Gilmores. It extends outward into the town itself. Stars Hollow is more than a setting—it’s a symbol. A holding environment. A place where eccentricity is tolerated, where the stakes feel high even when the world outside barely notices. It functions as a psychological sanctuary, insulating the characters from certain real-world pressures while also trapping them in cycles of avoidance and nostalgia. The town represents both safety and stasis, a place where personal growth is invited but never forced, and where change, when it does arrive, feels momentous.

Gilmore Girls also offers a study in emotional restraint. Many of the show’s most meaningful moments happen not in grand declarations, but in what’s withheld—in what isn’t said. Repression, avoidance, silence, sarcasm, and subtle acts of care often speak louder than any confession of love or pain. This emotional economy gives the show its realism. People, after all, rarely say what they feel directly. Instead, they bring coffee, offer help fixing a car, leave doors open, or sit beside someone in shared silence. The show captures the reality that emotional expression is often coded, and understanding it requires attunement—both from the characters and the viewers.

And then there’s ambition—the kind that propels Rory toward Yale, Paris into obsession, and Lorelai into building a life that looks nothing like the one she left behind. In Gilmore Girls, ambition is rarely naked or celebrated; it is tempered by self-doubt, perfectionism, fear of failure, and the constant negotiation between self and other. The show does not glamorize success. Instead, it peels back its layers to expose the psychological toll of striving, the anxiety of potential, and the loneliness that can come from outgrowing the people and places that once felt like home.

All of this is wrapped in dialogue that moves too quickly for real-time processing—a signature style that mirrors the psychological reality of many of the characters. Talking fast is not just quirky; it’s defensive. It fills the space, deflects intimacy, and keeps emotion at bay. In a show where stillness is rare, speed becomes a kind of armor.

And yet, despite all its complexity, Gilmore Girls remains deeply comforting. That comfort does not arise from simplicity, but from familiarity—from the feeling of returning to a world that holds emotional truth without demanding emotional resolution. In this way, the show mirrors real life: full of unfinished conversations, emotional contradictions, unresolved tensions, and brief, beautiful moments of connection.

This book invites you to look beneath the surface of that comforting world. To slow down the dialogue, to examine the emotional cues, to understand why the characters feel so real—and why their struggles echo our own. This is not just a story about a mother and daughter, or a town of lovable oddballs. It’s a story about all of us, trying to grow, trying to connect, and trying to make sense of ourselves in a world that moves too fast to let us catch our breath.

And yet, in Stars Hollow, we do.

Understanding the Psychology Beneath the Surface

To appreciate Gilmore Girls through a psychological lens is to see the show not as a tidy narrative of character arcs and resolutions, but as an exploration of how people develop, cope, avoid, and relate over time. The questions this book explores are grounded in real psychological theory—concepts that help us name and interpret the behaviors, conflicts, and emotional patterns we see across seasons. These frameworks will serve as our guide through the emotional terrain of Stars Hollow, giving language to what the characters often cannot express themselves.

At the center of our exploration is attachment theory, the foundational lens through which we will understand many of the characters’ relationship dynamics. Developed by John Bowlby and expanded by Mary Ainsworth, attachment theory suggests that the ways we connect—or fail to connect—with others are shaped by early caregiving relationships. The emotional bond between a child and their primary caregiver becomes the blueprint for future intimacy, conflict, and emotional regulation. Lorelai’s fiercely independent stance, Rory’s longing for approval, Emily’s controlled distance, and Jess’s push-pull defensiveness each illustrate different attachment strategies—some secure, others avoidant, anxious, or disorganized. The show doesn’t name these patterns, but it reveals them with unflinching accuracy.

Running parallel to attachment is the influence of family systems theory, which teaches us that individuals cannot be fully understood in isolation from their family context. This perspective, advanced by theorists like Murray Bowen and Salvador Minuchin, views family as an emotional unit where each member plays a role—often unconsciously—in maintaining the system’s balance. In the world of Gilmore Girls, these roles are clearly defined but constantly in tension. Lorelai is both daughter and mother, resisting her parents’ control while recreating many of the same dynamics with Rory. Emily is the enforcer of tradition but also the carrier of unacknowledged grief. Rory becomes the perfect child, balancing the emotional needs of everyone around her until the weight of that role becomes unsustainable. The family system they inhabit is both supportive and suffocating, offering structure while limiting growth. Throughout the book, we’ll explore how these systemic roles both shape and constrain the characters’ emotional development.

Another recurring theme in the series is perfectionism—not the tidy, high-achieving sort that garners praise, but the kind that gnaws at self-worth, fosters chronic anxiety, and hides vulnerability behind achievement. Rory’s academic success is never just about learning; it’s about being seen as good, worthy, exceptional. Paris’s obsession with control, Lorelai’s self-sufficiency, and Logan’s charm masking insecurity all point to different iterations of perfectionism as a psychological defense. When we view these behaviors not as quirks but as strategies for managing internal turmoil, we begin to see how the pursuit of flawlessness is often a bid for emotional safety.

Emotional regulation, too, sits at the heart of the show. Characters rarely explode with emotion, but they are constantly navigating it—sometimes skillfully, often not. Lorelai talks quickly and avoids serious conversations. Luke shuts down or retreats to his diner. Emily redirects pain into planning. Paris pushes harder. These are not maladaptive behaviors in the sense of pathology; they are everyday human attempts to manage uncomfortable emotions with the tools available. Emotional regulation is not about eliminating distress but about recognizing and responding to it constructively. The show captures this struggle with nuance, portraying emotional control not as strength or weakness, but as a learned—and often imperfect—process.

All of these concepts feed into the larger framework of identity development. Erik Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development remind us that identity is not fixed; it is constructed, questioned, dismantled, and rebuilt across the lifespan. In Gilmore Girls, we witness characters forming identities in adolescence, redefining themselves in adulthood, and confronting the gaps between who they thought they were and who they’ve become. Rory’s unraveling after Yale is not narrative failure—it’s a necessary crisis of identity. Lorelai’s journey is one of continually negotiating autonomy and connection. Emily’s transformation after Richard’s death is a striking example of late-life individuation. Across the show, identity is never static. It is always in motion, shaped by relationships, loss, ambition, and the quiet yearning to feel whole.

These are the frameworks we will return to throughout the book—not to impose rigid theories on the characters, but to deepen our understanding of their emotional landscapes. The purpose of applying psychology here is not to diagnose, but to illuminate. By examining how these characters navigate love, loss, ambition, conflict, and change, we not only come to understand them more fully—we come to understand ourselves.

In the next section, we’ll turn to Stars Hollow itself—not just as a location, but as a psychological setting that holds space for both comfort and avoidance. Because in a town where everyone knows your name, your coffee order, and your business, identity isn’t just personal. It’s relational. It’s communal. And it’s shaped every day by the quiet, often invisible forces of belonging.

Stars Hollow: The Liminal Space Between Safety and Stagnation

There is a reason so many viewers long to live in Stars Hollow. The town itself feels like a character—its rhythms familiar, its quirks endearing, its inhabitants predictably unpredictable. On the surface, it functions as the perfect antidote to modern life: a place untouched by urgency, where neighbors argue over town meetings, bake sales become battlegrounds, and holidays are sacred rituals. It offers a curated version of reality where problems are manageable, eccentricity is embraced, and life slows down just enough to feel livable.

But to understand Stars Hollow psychologically is to recognize it as more than a charming backdrop. It is a liminal space—a transitional, in-between state that holds its characters suspended between past and future, growth and regression, comfort and discomfort. The town is not just safe; it is insulated. It allows for emotional breathing room, but also makes escape difficult. Within its borders, time feels both slow and recursive. The same arguments resurface, the same rituals repeat, and the same faces remain in place, as if permanence could shield its residents from the demands of change.

For Lorelai, Stars Hollow is sanctuary. It’s where she rebuilt her life on her own terms after leaving the privilege and constraint of Hartford behind. It is a place where her independence is both celebrated and protected. And yet, the town’s affection for her is part of what keeps her from seeing how deeply she still carries the wounds of her past. In Stars Hollow, she can be admired without being challenged, accepted without having to reveal too much. It offers her refuge, but also hides the parts of herself she might otherwise confront.

For Rory, the town represents warmth, admiration, and idealization. She is the chosen child, the academic star, the polite daughter who never quite disrupts the flow. Stars Hollow raises her in a bubble of safety and affirmation, which becomes both her foundation and her blind spot. The town nurtures her early identity, reinforcing her sense of exceptionality. But as she steps outside its borders—first to Chilton, then to Yale, and eventually into the wider world—she begins to encounter the disorientation that comes when affirmation is no longer guaranteed. Her unraveling is not just personal; it’s a psychological withdrawal from the safety net that once defined her.

Other characters experience this dynamic in subtler ways. Sookie flourishes in Stars Hollow, but her world rarely extends beyond it. Luke anchors himself to his diner with ritualistic precision, maintaining order in a life otherwise marked by loss. Taylor controls his environment with obsessive civic pride, as though a well-run town can substitute for emotional regulation. Even Miss Patty and Babette, with all their charisma and flair, seem frozen in time—performers in a story that never quite ends, never quite evolves.

In this sense, Stars Hollow becomes a psychological holding environment. It contains emotion. It provides structure. It allows the characters to be who they are without immediate consequence. But it also invites a kind of emotional inertia. Characters can delay decisions, avoid conflict, and repeat familiar patterns without interruption. The town forgives easily, forgets quickly, and rarely demands transformation. Its consistency is comforting, but its comfort can become a trap.

The result is a space where identity is rehearsed but not always revised. Growth happens here, but slowly—if at all. And when characters do leave, they often return, drawn back not only by nostalgia, but by the pull of unfinished emotional business. Stars Hollow becomes the place they revisit when life becomes unmanageable. It is both a retreat and a reminder of what they have yet to confront.

This in-between quality makes Stars Hollow so compelling. It is not utopia, but it’s not reality either. It is a stage on which psychological dramas can unfold gently, without the brutal consequences of the outside world. It holds its residents in a kind of emotional suspension—safe, known, and unchallenged—until something breaks the spell. A death, a breakup, a betrayal, a question of purpose. Only then do the characters begin to sense the limits of the world they’ve built and consider what lies beyond it.

For viewers, Stars Hollow offers the same dual function. It is soothing, familiar, and beautifully insulated from the noise of the real world. But it also reflects our own emotional tendencies—to seek comfort, to avoid discomfort, to stay where we are known rather than risk becoming unknown to ourselves. In its warmth, it invites us in. In its stillness, it challenges us to ask: What would it take to grow, and are we willing to leave safety behind to do it?

Three Generations of Gilmore: The Unspoken Dialogue Across Time

At the center of Gilmore Girls is not simply the bond between a mother and daughter, but a generational conversation—one that spans decades, expectations, disappointments, and unspoken grief. Emily, Lorelai, and Rory are not just three women connected by blood; they are three psychological narratives unfolding simultaneously, each shaped by the one before and subtly influencing the one after. Their dynamic is not linear, but recursive. It moves in patterns—some tender, some turbulent—all deeply rooted in the ongoing negotiation of identity, autonomy, and emotional inheritance.

Emily Gilmore is the keeper of tradition, order, and image. She moves through the world with precision and elegance, upholding a social structure that has, in her view, held generations of families together. But beneath that polished exterior is a complex emotional world built on conditionality. In her universe, love is expressed through obligation, generosity through expectation, and care through control. Her sharp critiques and orchestrated dinners are not merely acts of dominance—they are attempts at closeness, albeit in a language that only she speaks. Her version of maternal love is filtered through protocol and propriety, which, to a child like Lorelai, felt more like performance than protection.

Lorelai, in response, becomes the embodiment of resistance. She breaks away not just from her family, but from the entire structure of meaning they represent. She rewrites the narrative of motherhood on her own terms—informal, emotionally available, boundary-blurring, and self-reliant to a fault. Her refusal to accept help, her disdain for social climbing, and her pride in her independence are not simply personality traits. They are survival strategies. Lorelai constructs a life where vulnerability is hidden behind humor, dependence is replaced with determination, and control is exercised not through perfection, but through rejection of the rules altogether.

And then there is Rory—the bridge, the experiment, the golden child. She receives from Lorelai an abundance of affection, admiration, and encouragement, and from Emily, the pressure of legacy, expectation, and formality. Rory is raised to believe she can have it all: warmth without dependency, success without sacrifice, identity without confusion. But she cannot. As she grows older, the fault lines between these two competing legacies begin to crack. Her achievements feel increasingly performative, her relationships tentative, her sense of self unclear. She becomes the site where unresolved tensions between Emily and Lorelai re-emerge—where praise feels like pressure and choices feel like betrayal.

What is striking about this triad is not just how they argue, but how they orbit each other. Emily wants connection with Lorelai, but her efforts often trigger resistance. Lorelai wants Rory to have more freedom than she did, but ends up placing her on a pedestal she herself couldn’t survive. Rory wants to be loyal to both, but finds herself caught in a constant recalibration of who she is supposed to be. Their relationships are not defined by clarity, but by emotional undercurrents—disappointment masked as pride, longing disguised as control, love expressed in actions more than words.

The psychology of this generational dynamic reveals how emotional patterns are transmitted across time, often without intention or awareness. Each woman carries within her the emotional code of the one before—sometimes rejecting it, sometimes reproducing it, always reacting to it. Emily’s rigidity creates Lorelai’s rebellion, which in turn creates Rory’s ambivalence. But no one is at fault, and no one is truly free. They are bound by the tension between love and misunderstanding, connection and individuation, belonging and escape.

What makes their story so emotionally compelling is that it never resolves neatly. There are breakthroughs—moments of shared memory, sudden compassion, or unexpected vulnerability—but they are fleeting. The deeper issues remain: Emily still longs for a version of Lorelai she will never receive, Lorelai still holds onto wounds she claims no longer matter, and Rory still struggles to separate her own voice from the ones that raised her. These women love each other deeply, but not always clearly. They hurt each other, often unintentionally, and rarely with acknowledgment.

In this way, the Gilmore family dynamic becomes a living case study in intergenerational psychology. It is about more than conflict—it is about the inheritance of emotional frameworks, the repetition of unresolved needs, and the slow, difficult process of becoming one’s own person without losing the people who shaped you. Through them, the show captures one of the most enduring psychological truths: we are all trying to become ourselves while remaining connected to where we came from. And that tension, when handled with nuance and compassion, is not a flaw in the story—it is the story.

Growing Up Onscreen: A Psychological Journey Across Time

This book does not follow the traditional arc of television analysis. It does not aim to rank favorite episodes, debate shipping wars1, or evaluate storytelling choices in isolation. Instead, it invites the reader into a deeper, more internal journey—one that mirrors the show’s own emotional structure. Gilmore Girls, at its heart, is about the slow, nonlinear process of growing up. It is about how people form identities, question them, outgrow them, and return to them. It is about the space between who we were and who we are becoming. This is a story of psychological development, told through the lens of adolescence, adulthood, and everything in between.

From Rory’s first day at Chilton to her uncertain steps into journalism, from Lorelai’s rise as an innkeeper to her retreat into emotional safety, and from Emily’s carefully arranged social calendar to her late-life existential reckoning, Gilmore Girls chronicles what it means to evolve. But unlike more plot-driven series, this evolution is not always visible. The changes are often small, interior, and incomplete. That is precisely what makes the show so powerful—it resists the temptation to resolve character growth with tidy transformations. Instead, it shows us the truth: that most growth is iterative, that people change and regress and grow again, and that psychological development does not follow a straight line.

This is particularly evident when we include A Year in the Life, the revival that reintroduces us to the characters nearly a decade after we left them. Here, the psychological stakes shift. The questions are different. The youthful striving of the original series gives way to adult ambiguity. Lorelai is no longer trying to prove herself to the world, but to herself. Rory is no longer the girl with the plan, but a woman in freefall. Emily is no longer a wife holding the household together, but a widow facing the emptiness that follows. The revival does not give us a resolution—it gives us a mirror. And that mirror, though at times unsettling, is a necessary continuation of the developmental arc the original series began.

Throughout this book, we will trace that arc. Not just chronologically, but psychologically. We will follow the characters from early roles—daughter, student, friend—to the more complex identities they begin to inhabit as adults. We will examine the emotional costs of high achievement, the patterns of avoidance in intimate relationships, and the silent longing that echoes across generations. We will ask not only who these characters are, but how they became that way—and what their journeys can teach us about our own.

This is


* * *














