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There are some secrets that do not permit themselves to be told. Men die nightly in their beds, wringing the hands of ghostly confessors, and looking them piteously in the eyes—die with despair of heart and convulsion of throat, on account of the hideousness of mysteries which will not suffer themselves to be revealed.


EDGAR ALLAN POE
1840
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The Power of Poe-sitive Thinking


If comedy is tragedy plus time, then Edgar Allan Poe’s life reads like a punchline—just one long, sad trombone.


Here’s the short, oversimplified version: Everyone got sick and everyone died, starting with both Poe’s parents before he turned three. A wealthy family adopted him, but only in an informal sense. He lived with them, but he never really belonged, and about the time he reached eighteen, Poe found himself penniless and disowned, forced to craft his masterpieces in cold, dirty, rented rooms.


Later, his beloved wife, Virginia, contracted the same disease that had killed his biological parents, and he became, at last—by his own account—“insane, with long intervals of horrible sanity.” Every hand that fed him, he chomped. Every bridge he could burn, he torched. Finally, in October 1849, Poe collapsed in the street outside a tavern, and his career of provocation and troublemaking ground to a halt. In a literal gutter. Yet what followed was even worse.


Poe’s greatest frenemy, Rufus W. Griswold, wrote his obituary. Publishing his insults under a pseudonym, Griswold told the world that Poe was a cynical, depraved drunk, with no friends, who had only ever used his talent for spite.


The twist? That hit job of an obit turned out to be pretty good PR. Not only did Poe’s colleagues and (in fact, numerous) friends sprint to his defense, the notoriety that the obit helped create caused a scandal-loving public to seek out his work as never before. You could say that, in the end, Poe’s feuds, mistakes, and missteps worked out for him. Or you could say they weren’t mistakes or missteps at all—instead a series of brilliant career moves and an astoundingly effective system for success. Anyone can get to the top doing all the right things. To make it to the top doing all the wrong things? Now that takes genius.


Today, nearly two hundred years since his death, millions of people across the globe know and love Poe. He’s recognized as one of the most brilliant, original, and influential writers of all time. His poetry and short stories have been translated into every major language and adapted for every new technology, from radio broadcasts to web series to memes. The film and TV adaptations alone—not to mention the references everywhere from The Simpsons to South Park to Jordan Peele’s Us—are so numerous it would take ten pages to list them all. He has an awfully long IMDB profile for someone born in 1809.


Poe’s fans have included highbrow elites like Vladimir Nabokov and Alfred Hitchcock, and he’s enjoyed off-the-charts pop success, too. Baltimore named its NFL team the Ravens. Lou Reed, Joan Baez, and Stevie Nicks have all either recorded songs about Poe or put his words to music. The Beatles stuck him in the top row, eighth from the left, on the cover of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. In 2001, Britney Spears kicked off her Dream Within a Dream Tour, while actress Evan Rachel Wood has the final two lines of that poem inked in black across her upper back. As we speak, Sylvester Stallone is trying to produce a Poe biopic. (Hey, Sly, maybe combine it with Rambo 6 ?)


And if you should feel like raising a toast—well, in 2015, Maryland’s RavenBeer rolled out Annabel Lee White, “a wheat beer angels envy,” and in 2018, a Philadelphia distillery launched a whiskey called Fortunato’s Fate. Who wouldn’t want to achieve such high-proof prominence, putting so many others under their influence? We should all be so lucky.


Yet somehow the notoriety lingers. Despite Poe’s unparalleled worldwide renown, we continue to conceive of him as a ne’er-do-well—just some hopeless, almost Chaplin-esque loser—when the question we should be asking is, “What’s his secret?” In a better world, Poe would be considered a self-help guru on par with Oprah, Deepak Chopra, the 4-Hour Workweek guy, Gwyneth Paltrow, or Dr. Laura Schlesinger. As it is, we celebrate the work but sadly underrate the man.


Except we’re not making a mistake about just one man. We’re making a mistake about renegades, rebels, and outcasts more generally. We’re also making a very big mistake in being so certain that we know which creative, professional, and even existential strategies work—and which ones are dead ends. Success on Poe’s scale doesn’t just happen. It isn’t solely a matter of genius, either. It requires a unique vision, and more than that, the fortitude, the determination, the narcissism, and the megalomania to hew to that vision no matter what anyone else says.


It is true Poe’s life was a dumpster fire. That’s precisely the point. He dealt with horrendous circumstances. He had amply justifiable mental-health issues as well as an impossible personality, and he lived in an absurdly depressing era full of racism, sexism, classism, injustice, misfortune, poverty, disease, and death. You and I live in such an era, too. In a screwed-up world, why not look to the most screwed-up writer of all time for advice on navigating the daily dumpster fires of our own lives? Who better to inspire us as we struggle through our own absurdly depressing time?


Personally, I love nothing more than when a misanthropic supposed “loser” is later wildly, spectacularly vindicated. It is like hearing that your own life—no matter this foreclosure you’re facing, or the musty Uber you’re driving right now—might also end in the best-case scenario. And no one could be more qualified than Poe when it comes to teaching us how to fight through our suffering, how to keep hustling in the face of despair, and how to apologize for getting too drunk (all while ordering “another round for the house, on me!”). In short, how to take the crapola we’ve been handed and spin it into gold, like Poe did.


So—just how did Poe fail, flail, flub, and flounder his way into the history books? What perverse formula for success can he offer you, and how might you approach your problems a little differently, following his example? That’s what you’ll find in these pages. Let’s seize the day. Or, since we’re talking Poe here, seize the night. Carpe noctem.
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Reading Edgar Allan Poe and parsing his life for instruction might at first seem like a ridiculous exercise, like going fishing in the pool at the Y, or digging for treasure with one of those Allen wrenches you get free from Ikea. And I’ll admit this book started as a dark joke—though I’m convinced that’s a strength and not a weakness, very much in keeping with Poe’s own morbid sense of humor.


A couple of years ago, I was telling a friend how reading Poe’s work and the numerous biographies about his life had had the strange effect of helping me cope with the worst depressive episode I’ve ever experienced, reassuring me that life is worth living at a moment when I was on the verge of ordering a Peloton, and giving me new energy for my creative work. Giving me, of all things, hope.


“That sounds like a book,” my friend said, lifting his glass.


“Oh yeah,” I deadpanned. “I’m going to write a book about reading Poe for self-help and call it How to Say Nevermore to Your Problems.” Which turned out to be just the working title.


The point is, Poe can change your life, too. You want to achieve your childhood dreams? You want to humiliate those who’ve doubted you with your meteoric rise to the top of whatever? All you need is a new perspective—call it Poe-sitive thinking—and that all-important antihero to guide you on your way, helping you discover how to triumph not only in spite of but because of your alleged shortcomings. This is where Poe comes in, and how he can illuminate a new path for you as surely as a black light in a sleazy motel room.


Forget everything you’ve ever assumed about Edgar Allan Poe. Far from being solely a sad story, Poe’s own life turns out to be an inspirational tale for black sheep everywhere, so epic and timeless it damn near rises to the level of myth. He might have kicked it seventeen decades ago, yet he’s never been more relevant. In fact, his life experience reads like a millennial and Gen Z laundry list. Just for starters, Poe:




[image: image] Came of age amidst a dire recession


[image: image] Had to drop out of college with mounting debts (150 years before Sallie Mae even existed)


[image: image] Got hired, fired, and laid off from a series of journalism jobs at a time of, ahem, profound change in the industry


[image: image] Was forced to freelance in a burgeoning gig “economy”


[image: image] Could barely afford to buy himself a couch, much less a house


[image: image] Had no health insurance (couldn’t get that dental crown he needed)


[image: image] And lived in an America so extremely divided that even the dimmest observers could catch the whiff of impending civil war.




But this book isn’t just for young people, or for dedicated Poe fans. This book is for all the hopeless freaks and misfits out there—like you, like me—whose adult lives aren’t working out quite as we hoped—which we’re looking to turn around, somehow. Its whole purpose is to help you find new energy and inspiration so you can follow through on your deepest ambitions despite, well, everything. Your inbox full of rejection letters? Your ex and that restraining order? Forget about ’em. Nevermore, problems!


Let’s face it: You’ve already tried everything else, except the wrong way.


The Poe way.


Like Poe himself, Poe-sitive thinking is about not just recognizing the dark side of life, but maniacally focusing on it; embracing your overwhelming sense of doom; clinging to your grief; and refusing to give up your most basic resentments. In short, not getting over anything, ever, but using all your darkest emotions in novel and creative ways to make a name for yourself and carve out your own unique, notorious place in the world. Let’s take a look:






	POSITIVE THINKING

	POE-SITIVE THINKING






	Letting go

	Holding on (to grudges, resentments, vendettas, etc.)






	Fitting in

	Being a unique, utterly one-of-a-kind freak






	Having healthy boundaries

	Having seething lifelong obsessions






	Being happy

	Huh?






	Making new friends

	Smiting thine enemies






	Climbing the corporate ladder

	Borrowing money from people who climbed the corporate ladder






	Wondering if you’re doing everything wrong

	Wondering if you’re doing everything wrong enough








If you’re heartbroken, lonely, lost, depressed, broke, anxious, underemployed or unemployed, and especially if you’ve recently blown up your life somehow, then congratulations, you’ve come to the right place. Poe messed up his life again and again, too, only to become more and more successful, and more broadly and intensely beloved. This book will offer you a step-by-step Poe-gram for emulating the man and gleaning all the most important “Poe tips” from his most turbulent life. And because each lesson builds toward the next (complete with exercises, charts, and checklists), I suggest reading it from beginning to end rather than skipping around. In the meantime, if you ever get stuck, simply ask yourself: What would Poe do?


All the quotes that you’ll find in the following chapters come from Poe himself, drawn from his letters, essays, poems, and stories, and all the lessons come from his life. As you’ll see, far from being out of date, Poe’s rueful, often cynical life-philosophy has stood the test of time. Take it from a man who is far more famous today than he ever was in his own lifetime—and who most definitely got the last laugh.


Now you can, too.
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BEFORE YOU MOVE ON
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Poe’s Most Important Poe Tip for You, Plus a Word about the French, Who Got Here First


The life-changing Poe-gram you’re about to discover is, in fact, a proven formula. Simply consider the patient zero of Poe worship, Charles Baudelaire.


In 1847, the young French critic chanced upon Poe’s story “The Black Cat” in a Parisian magazine, feeling an immediate, electric jolt of recognition. Somehow this mysterious American author had articulated the morbid sensations Baudelaire also experienced but could not put into words. When Baudelaire learned that Poe had been as broke and bad with money as himself, suffered from the same vices and received the same sort of critical scorn, he grew only more devoted. Though, at the time, Baudelaire had no precise grasp of English, he spent the next decade mastering the language so he could translate Poe’s works into French, a task that spanned, all told, some seventeen years of his life. Baudelaire also published brilliant essays championing Poe as a martyr for the cause of beauty and truth, an existential hero. To this day, Poe is, in France, widely admired as a kind of debauched saint of the arts, while Baudelaire’s translations are believed to be among the best literary translations of all time.


In his forties, near death, Baudelaire wrote in his journal: “I swear henceforth to observe the following rules as the eternal rules of my life. To pray every morning to God, source of all power and all justice; to my father… and to Poe as intercessors: to give me the strength necessary to accomplish all my duties.” Syphilitic and destitute, he had nevertheless achieved fame as a genius writer with a terrible reputation, like his idol. How’s that for a happy ending?


The more time I spend with Poe and his admirers, the more I realize how common this sense of Poe-as-personal-hero really is. People describe Poe as their literary first love, the writer who first demonstrated to them the ghastly, awesome “Power of Words,” and the internet is full of fan art testifying to his effect on thousands of amateur poets, painters, and playwrights, plus countless tattooists. If you’ve been a faithful Poe fan for some years, then you already know the sway he can have, persuading you away from stable employment and encouraging you to crack on with your own doomed dreams.


Still, this aspect of Poe has—at least in America—mostly remained a matter of intuition, not spoken of or consciously understood. My goal here is to draw out that intuitive knowledge, dispense with any pretense of objectivity, elevate Poe to the dark lifestyle guru status he’s always deserved, and ensure I receive “please seek help” emails for the rest of my life.1


Poe, if he had half a chance, would probably pan this book in his sneering signature style. I still like to think he’d approve of the impulse—not conventional self-help, but self-help told from the villain’s perspective. Anti-self-help, if you will. Perhaps unsurprisingly, he did not much believe in progress. “I have no faith in human perfectibility,” he told a friend. “Man is only now more active—not more happy—nor more wise, than he was 6000 years ago.”


And late in his career, he wrote that if you want to find the genuinely intelligent, bold, brave, and exceptional people, you ought not to look in churches, nor to politicians—nor to Instagram influencers. While conceding that some individuals have most definitely “soared above the plane of their race,” he said, “in looking back through history for traces of their existence, we should pass over all biographies of ‘the good and the great,’ while we search carefully the slight records of wretches who died in prison, in Bedlam, or upon the gallows.” He might as well have been endorsing himself. And you and me.


Being normal and well adjusted, as Poe knew, is nothing to brag about. Normal people spend their whole lives making cold calls to sell homeowners insurance. Normal people go into debt to buy jet skis and breast implants. Then they raise their children to do the same things. How much more rewarding is it to spend your life attempting to execute grandiose plans, and sometimes failing? You may have huge, glaring shortcomings, dire personality flaws, and a bizarre sex life that other people love to gossip about. But here in the Poe-verse, these are pros, not cons—features, not gold-bugs.


Traditionally, self-help kicks work like this: First, you get fed up with yourself. You feel off-course somehow, out of step with those efficient, chirpy beings around you (or in your feed), and so you resolve, with great earnestness, to improve yourself. To try keto, tone your core, and finish War and Peace, instead of, say, bingeing some ’90s sitcom while scrolling Twitter and scarfing a Crunchwrap Supreme. It’s a common yet dreadful error, this trying to better yourself. A shortcut to living a deeply conventional life. A meal-kit for feeling worse.


You’re not going to discover the strength necessary to accomplish all your duties inside that copy of How to Win Friends & Influence People. You need to tap into a source at once darker, more demented, and radical, because my hunch is that what you want most in your heart of hearts is something much more valuable than happiness, peace, or satisfaction: the chance to realize your Poe-tential. That’s why your uber Poe tip—the very essence of the Poe-gram, too fundamental even to be labeled number-one—is so simple, yet so crucial.




Stop looking for models of perfect living. Instead, embrace a brilliant visionary of terrible decisions to guide you to an epic life.





Got it? Excellent. Now for the rest of the Poe-gram.



Footnote


1 Speaking of objectivity and my receiving emails: This is a self-help book, not a complete or completely serious Poe biography; so, kids, don’t quote me in your English papers, like “Baab-Muguira claims John Allan unfriended Poe on Venmo in 1831,” or else you’ll get a C.












PART 1



Starting Out
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To get you started on your journey to becoming more successful and more Poe-like, here’s a glimpse into Poe’s childhood and adolescence, the early formation of his contrarian ideas, and the very beginning of his distinguished career of misfitry. You’ll discover how to:




[image: image] Locate the upside in your childhood pain


[image: image] Remain endlessly trapped in the past


[image: image] Capitalize on your youthful egotism (and neurotic mistrust!)




Plus so much more—no matter how young, old, or undead you may be.

















LESSON #1



Lose Early, Lose Often





In November of 1811, a brief notice appeared in the Richmond Enquirer:




TO THE HUMANE HEART


On this night, Mrs. Poe, lingering on the bed of disease and surrounded by her children, asks your assistance; and asks it perhaps for the last time. The generosity of a Richmond Audience can need no other appeal.





It was the sad end of a charming career. Eliza Poe had been acting professionally since the age of nine, and in her fifteen years on the stage had played Juliet, Desdemona, Ophelia, and Cordelia, all the great Shakespearean heroines. She excelled at light comedy and could sing and dance, too: a triple threat. Critics raved. Men swooned.


The single portrait of her that survives shows a big-eyed, bosomy girl-child with dark curls, dangling earrings, and a dress cut low enough to catch your eye. “She was said to be one of the handsomest women in America; she was certainly the handsomest woman I had ever seen,” one fan swore. “She never came on the Stage, but a general murmur ran through the house, ‘What an enchanting Creature! Heavens, what a form!’”


Now Eliza lay dying in a shabby room in Richmond, Virginia, not far from the theater where she’d so recently performed. Her husband, David Poe, had abandoned her, disappearing sometime before she gave birth to a little girl. No one remained nearby to care for her children—Henry, aged four years, Edgar, aged two, and the infant, Rosalie—except theater friends and some kind locals, who brought fresh bedclothes and little baskets of food, trying to tempt Eliza to eat. But the struggle for breath occupied her most. Tuberculosis means drowning inside your own body. Your lungs liquefy, then you choke on the fluid.
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With her strength almost gone, Eliza put aside a few small tokens for each of her children. She took a hand-size painting she’d done of Boston Harbor and, on the reverse side, inscribed a few lines “for my little son Edgar” in a lilting hand. It was almost all she had to leave him.


As an adult, Edgar Allan Poe would say he could not remember either of his biological parents. Not his beautiful mother. Not his glum, hard-drinking, self-pitying father, David, who, in the age-old tradition, seems to have been not quite the equal of his wife. Nevertheless, some impression lingered. If you’ve been around very young children any length of time, you know that they absorb and perceive far more than we ever give them credit for. The verbal ones remember the snarky things you said to your friend on the phone, and then they repeat it all later, in company. The preverbal ones can be harder to gauge, but their inability to articulate their feelings doesn’t mean they don’t have feelings.


Early childhood is a time of rage and despair, and that’s for the fortunate kids who don’t experience trauma. You’re intensely vulnerable. Utterly dependent. Your needs—for love, attention, instruction, mashed peas, and Paw Patrol—are greater than at any other time in your life. The architecture of your brain is still forming, and all the forms of chronic stress present in your early environment can find their way into the structure of how you’ll think and feel for the rest of your life. Meanwhile, you asked for precisely none of this. No one consulted you before you were thrust from the creamy peace of the womb into life, with its humidity and injustice and coupons that turn out not to work when you actually want to use them.


For kids who do experience trauma, there’s the added difficulty of somehow processing profound emotional pain—something that grown-ups with driver’s licenses and office jobs can barely handle. It’s not easier on children simply because they’re smaller, whatever adults may want to believe. While debate raged for the last hundred-plus years, today’s psychologists generally agree that a young child may experience grief as powerfully as you and I do. The loss of one’s mother in particular, the child-development researcher Sir John Bowlby wrote, can cause “grief and mourning of an intensity which can dislocate the development of his personality.” And reactions may run the gamut: the bereaved child might make “unreasonable demands.” He might, at the same time, become “irritable and ungrateful to those who try to respond.”


We love to hear about people’s secrets of success. Like: Hey, bro, how’d you get those eight-pack abs? How’d you grow your home business into a billion-dollar enterprise? How’d you become a celebrated, world-changing author, beloved by millions for your nightmare visions and infinitely sad, dirge-like poems?


About 99 percent of the time, the answers seem sanitized, bowdlerized, as though a Fast Company or TED Talk audience couldn’t handle the truth. You hear single buzzword responses like “focus” and “determination.” Or people detail their bizarre wellness routines, like waking up at four a.m. every day, or fasting six days a week, or whatever this week’s abstemious health trend consists of. Nobody speaks of the underlying psychology that gives rise to such marked traits and habits. Nobody ever says, “I’m propelled along almost unconsciously by the most incredible, profound grief.” Nobody ever tells you that early loss can exert a massive, lifelong effect, ensuring you become a person whose single overriding goal is to climb the highest hill there is so that you can scream “What the FUCK!!!!” from the top.


But this kind of misshapen mindset goes a long way toward explaining Poe’s literary career, as well as a great many other distinguished careers, literary and otherwise.


It may be deeply offensive to suggest there could be any magical silver lining to childhood pain. No sane person would wish for any child, anywhere, to suffer. Nor is it wise, however, to dismiss the notion that some upside could still emerge. Horrendous emotional pain, though undesirable, a thing no one would choose, can be a powerful motivator. It may even be a force of nature. My personal suspicion is that humans have evolved to feel as though we should make sense of our pain somehow, in the same way we feel strangely compelled to find uses for stale bread or driftwood.


Viktor Frankl, the Auschwitz survivor and pioneering psychiatrist, saw the drive for meaning as key to our survival, while the psychologist Bruno Bettelheim once wrote, “Our greatest need and most difficult achievement is to find meaning in our lives,” describing this process as no less urgent in childhood than in adulthood. Early loss can be a spur, getting you started on the task of finding meaning long before your peers ever feel any existential itch. It can inspire you to ask the really big, cosmic questions (such as “Are you kidding me?”). And it can encourage you to seek greater knowledge and to develop the linguistic skills you need to describe your inner condition.


In this way, an early experience of profound pain may be the most important qualification you could have for a future creative career. Even better, it’s free. Pain is available and in great supply. You’ve undoubtedly got some just lying around loose, or in dusty old boxes deep in your psyche, left over like 8-bit Nintendo cartridges or parched Play-Doh from your childhood. Why not go digging?


Now, you may be thinking, “But I never had it as bad as the young Edgar Allan Poe.” Don’t sell yourself short! It’s not important that you experience loss on Poe’s precise level. Very few of us are in his league that way. Most of us have only run-of-the-mill bad childhoods, with our parents’ marriage exploding in acrimony and recrimination, or an older sibling helpfully deciding that competing with us and humiliating us is their raison d’être. Anyway, chances are some things happened you were pretty damn unhappy with.


Almost all of us experience the usual rage inducers:




[image: image] You probably found, like most of us find, that after a certain initial period (and far too early for your taste) you were no longer “the baby.”


[image: image] Likewise, you probably found that your every whim would not be catered to, that you could not control others with the simple force of your will—that those meanie adults were going to deny your desires no matter how you beat your tiny fists on the laminate.


[image: image] At some point, you may have also discovered you were not born into the vast material wealth you would’ve preferred. That, without a choice in the matter, you were going to have to watch other children enjoy toys, activities, and individually wrapped snacks you would not be enjoying yourself.




You may be fifteen or fifty as you read this, but the point remains the same. Whatever happened to you, the important thing is to never achieve closure. Do not endeavor to get over your childhood pain—instead, concentrate on it. Keep the horror close. And, of course, this is to say almost nothing of the vast array of other, nonpersonal problems and cruelties you first notice when you’re a kid, but that don’t directly affect your life. Don’t take your focus off those, either. There are people who look around this world and think everything is fine. And the nicest possible thing you can say about them is: they are not us. You’ve probably heard Dylan Thomas’s dictum: “Rage, rage against the dying of the light.” Except why limit yourself? Why not rage against the dawning of the light, too? Once you open your tiny, puffy little infant eyes and the rough outline of the setup on planet Earth starts to become clear, you should never, ever stop objecting.


Take it from Poe. This is a guy, remember, who at forty was still writing about childhood, and who essentially spent his whole career coming up with a word for never again seeing the person whom you love most. You have to admire his stamina, the way he never made peace with anything, or shut up about it. It’s an example to us all.




Poe tip #1: Don’t just complain. Howl like an infant.





Try test-driving the affirmations on the next page, and see if they don’t help you recall some lost, forgotten tinglings of outrage. Or skip to Lesson #2 (see here) to discover why it’s good news you’re so hopelessly neurotic.





Repeat After Poe: Affirmations for the Enraged Infant in All of Us
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Wail the following sayings out loud, first thing in the morning and last thing at night. Even better, scrawl them in crayon on your wall.




1. The world has irreparably wronged me. I will burn it down.


2. My heart is forever broken. Closure is a lie.


3. They. Will. Pay.


4. I am everything. I form the very center of the world. Nothing exists outside me.


5. There’s no way my parents could have spawned someone so fascinating and advanced. I must’ve been adopted.






















LESSON #2



Embracing Your Inner Neurotic





After your father dips out and your mother has the audacity to die on you, here are a few experiences that might cause alarm and anxiety in a little kid or, really, in anyone:




[image: image] Being suddenly separated from your siblings—before you’ve even had the chance to learn to hate them.


[image: image] Being plunked down in a new environment alone, among strangers, and told these people are your new family. Like Home Alone 2, except a lot less fun.


[image: image] Moving to a foreign country where your new family falls apart, and then being sent away again, to live among more strangers, so that you effectively lose everything yet one more time.
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