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Introduction




This work would never have seen the light of day without Bill Adler. He understood that in America’s newfound sense of unity, people might wish both to express and to hear from others how they feel about the nation in light of the jarring events of September 11, 2001. My parallel thoughts about the book’s prospects were bolstered by Bill’s enthusiasm.

The range of various spectra in the responses—from mere reaction to thoughtful concern, from insightful opinion to more-or-less boilerplate jingoism, from philosophic overview to deep personal outrage—this variety I was not prepared for. Some of these essays are powerful and poetic. Some seem to reflect a stunned condition on the part of the contributor.

But all of them share a newborn or reawakened feeling about the country we live in—an underlying concern for it, whether that concern is rooted in anger and fear, or in a sensed and urgent need for action, or internal correction, or wagon-circling. Some are personal narratives that explain and justify the patriotism of the writer. Some examine and praise the values that make the country great.

I had my own feelings about the events on September 11 that woke us all up. But after reading all these essays I have amended to a certain extent how I feel about America. The articulated thoughts of this group of my fellow countrymen have brought a wider perspective to my own ideas and my own patriotism. Since a nation comprises its citizens and not just its geographic and material resources, it was of great value to me to hear from them, and it’s my hope you will find it worthwhile to read what they have to say.

Like many of my countrymen I floated through years of taking for granted the environment of political freedom. I was vaguely aware of what the colonists had suffered under King George III and how the Founding Fathers had the guts to declare the colonies independent and the wisdom to forge a new government for a new country that would embody the values humanity strives for.

Even knowing the civics-lesson basics of these facts, I took our political freedom for granted. All the rights and privileges, all the protection and opportunity, I took as minimal condition for my function as a citizen until an incident a few years ago that brought home to me, powerfully, that I was a fool if I continued with this outlook.

My wife and I were in Romania for a broadcast segment on the Today show, during which I interviewed the then-new leader of the country, Nicolae Ceausescu. This unpleasant person, destined to lead his country into disaster and lose his life at the end of a tyrannical reign as dictator, bragged to me about his plans for the Romanians. He outlined better care for the aging, a renovation of the country’s education system, and an almost Utopian future for the country. At some point in the ensuing years he went off the rails, abandoning those rosy plans to consolidate his grip on power until he had established one of the worst totalitarian regimes in history.

During this visit, we struck up a friendship with a young poet—a girl whose father had been Romania’s ambassador to the United Nations. She had lived in New York long enough to get a taste of America, going to school in the city and enjoying some success in writing in two languages. She was married to a writer, who had done some excellent research in geriatric medicine and published a book on the subject, which unfortunately was gutted by a government committee that sat in judgment on the ideological suitability of the contents. He was understandably frustrated and depressed. He chain-smoked and nursed an ulcer. They lived in a tiny apartment with her parents, and had almost no privacy. They would have loved to have come to the United States, but that was not possible. When our visit was over, they accompanied us to the airport. Before we boarded the plane, I saw a look in her eyes that stabbed me with a pain I had never felt before. I could see that she knew I had in my pocket an article of priceless value: a United States passport. Something deep inside me said, If I ever complain about the U.S. again—its bureaucracy, its red tape, its partisan bickering, its taxation—I hope someone kicks me soundly. Its bureaucracy is mild compared to that of almost anyplace else, its red tape is quite tolerable, its partisan bickering does not result in riots and gunfire, its taxation has full representation—there is nothing to complain about. Not when you put it all into the perspective of the human condition on this planet.

Alfred Lord Tennyson, in his “Hands All Round,” wrote, “That man’s the best Cosmopolite / Who loves his native country best.”

You can love your neighborhood best if you love your city. And your city best if you love the state it’s in—and so forth. If your love of country is not mere jingoism or chauvinism, you are free to consider alliances, blocs, coalitions, etc. So the hierarchy can continue to expand, and could, conceivably in future times, comprise aggregations of planets, and galactic federations and super-cluster empires. (Science fiction writers have loved this idea.) But at the moment the highest organizational entity that has enough stability to develop a history is the nation. Nations appear to have life spans that, in geologic time, are short—they seem to commit suicide after two or three centuries. If this is the historic norm, is it possible that there is a unique characteristic of the United States that may enable it to override this senescence that dooms nations—that in our self-correcting potential we have the secret of national immortality? The vitality of our Constitution lies in its machinery for amending itself, and even for reversing amendments that may prove useless or damaging. For the first time in history a quality has been added to self-government that might give it this ongoing self-preservation. Such a country deserves to be loved.

There are two reasons for loving the country you were born in, and have allegiance to: (1) It’s what you’re used to. The language, customs, cultural idioms, values, and overall environment are “the way things are,” and the ways of others, tolerant though we may wish to be, are just not quite familiar. (It has been said that our standard of quality in drinking water is from the wells of our childhood.) And (2) the United States of America does have qualities that make it superior to any other country from the standpoint of values. (This of course depends on the criteria one tests with. Some years ago a study was conducted on what culture or nation or social entity provided the best opportunity for a happy life, and it turned out that for community support, care of the ill and the elderly, a protective environment for childhood, the percentage of waking time necessary to make a living, the degree of freedom from war and want, and the absence of abject poverty, the prize went to the Kalahari Bushmen of Africa. There have also been some American Indian tribes that would have scored high on this test.) But of the larger nations, I can’t think of one that offers as much of an overall chance for happiness and a reasonable life expectancy as the United States does. Even our lower-middle-class citizens have more security, more and better food, more comfort, more recreation, more knowledge than monarchs of hundreds of years ago. The quality of our lives is owed in part to modernity.

Beyond the familiarity and convenience of feeling good about, and protective of, the United States—and feeling we have a duty of some sort to sell its structure and philosophy to other cultures—when we look at our overall tolerance of other faiths, other countries, other religions (don’t we have them all within our own borders?), when we observe the good-heartedness of Americans, their reaction to a disaster anyplace in the world, or to a child in a well who has a chance of rescue, or to victims and their relatives, the American character is compassionate—perhaps more so than that of any other nation. This is a hallmark of superiority, if you’re willing to define superiority my way.

The values we injected into the country at its birth are those the colonists brought and built on—the Pilgrims, who sought escape from religious persecution; the explorers who had the nerve to push into the unknown; the Founding Fathers, who preserved what was great about English Common Law, and had the wisdom to understand the necessity for checks and balances among branches of government, a bicameral legislative setup, a separation of church and state, and upholding the strange, always uneasy relationship of a federal government and the rights of individual states.

As hostile and aggressive as humans can be (and the extent of this trait is dreadful), there is a countervailing force of empathy, cooperation, and helpfulness, which is not as frequently reported as it ought to be, but without which there would never have been anything like civilization. These are the values that now, tragically, are under attack by zealots who have no regard for any values in this life, and who stake everything on the monolithic idea that a paradise awaits them if they destroy all who are not of their narrow belief.

It’s possible that this kind of war, into which we were unwittingly forced, is as different as war became when gunpowder eliminated body armor and swords and lances. What form it will take is difficult to see with clarity this early in the struggle. It is grotesque.

But it is in the American character to expel a grotesque. We have overcome demagogues and dictator wannabes like Huey Long, or Joe McCarthy, ludicrous though dangerous episodes such as the Hessian mercenaries during the Revolution, Aaron Burr’s attempt to set up a separate country at Blennerhassett Island, and Richard Nixon’s possible tinkering with the idea that he might save his position by suspending the Constitution and protecting it by declaring martial law. We simply do not tolerate dangers of this sort, and we somehow (knock wood) always come up with a means to preserve our stability and the values we cherish.

Nostalgia is intensified when changes are abrupt. Memories of my childhood become somehow more vivid, and more American, if you will, than they had been a while back, before September 11.

I’m sure it’s because of the shock of that day—the dismay of not seeing it coming, and the realization that we did not know how bitterly hated we had become, or why that hatred had developed and festered to such a pitch.

I had about as American a childhood as I can imagine. We were not wealthy, and several of my early years were characterized by no frills as far as material possessions or social status went. But we never went hungry, never found a reason to feel bitter about fate, the government, the neighbors. How my father kept us afloat during the Depression is still something of a mystery to me. There was no opportunity for him to pursue, and he put in long hours on the road as a salesman of tires and batteries, through an eight-county territory in northwestern Ohio. He got home in time for dinner (which we called “supper”) about half the time. He put enough miles on his truck to go around the world three times.

When I was nine the family moved from the city of Lima, Ohio, to a small farm on the Spencerville Road. We paid rent on seven acres, an old house, two barns, and a chicken house. There was an orchard with pear and apple trees, a field and a woods and a lake where my brothers and I learned to swim. We had a cow, sold milk and veal from the calves, raised chickens and ducks, along with small patches of tomatoes, potatoes, string beans, and sweet corn.

Two things I remember with increasing gratitude, even now, that my father did for me: He had an ancient Underwood typewriter, and I was fascinated to learn that there were people who could type words and sentences without looking at the keyboard. My father, who was not one of them, bought me a typing book and suggested I teach myself to touch-type. Within a year, this magic was mine, and to this day I type faster than I think—which is not to say much for either process—but it is a skill I cherish. The other gift from my father had to do with music. My parents were very much into classical music: operatic, symphonic, and chamber groups. We listened to this on phonograph records and on the radio, and it surely is the basis of my deep appreciation of good music. But when I was eleven, living in the country, I had friends who introduced me to country music—hill and folk songs, bluegrass, cowboy ballads and trail songs, and that American sound that began to permeate the music of some composers who wrote for large orchestras—such as Aaron Copland, Virgil Thomson, eventually Alan Hovhaness and John Williams—and I wanted a guitar.

My father, who had had absolutely no use for country-and-western music, waited until he saw I really wanted a guitar. This was something we could not afford. But in his rounds as a salesman, he found a six-string Spanish acoustic guitar that had come unglued at the finger-board and required some fixing up. I don’t know what he paid for it, but he brought it home and let me help him reglue the box. This he did with due diligence, because when strung and tuned up, a guitar suffers a lot of force, and a tendency to come unglued and collapse. I had listened to a musical group down the road—a family named Silver—who played guitar, mandolin, fiddle, and bass, and, to my inexperienced ear, produced a breathtakingly professional sound in the hillbilly genre. I put classical music on the shelf, but before I outgrew that guitar I was figuring some chords on it, and trying some melodic lines that fell outside the country-and-western framework.

My brothers and I had adventures in the fields and woods and around the lake that may not have rivaled Huck Finn’s, but they set an American tone. We also attended a small country schoolhouse, MacBeth School, not quite the traditional one-room country school—it had two rooms. In one there was a teacher for the first, second, and third grades, and in the other for the fourth, fifth, and sixth.

The room in which our studies took place (fourth, fifth, and sixth grades) was dominated by a large woman who appeared middle-aged to me at the time (she was probably not yet forty)—a Mrs. Clem, who (I swear) spent the mornings reading from the Bible and Zane Grey, and the afternoons examining geography, arithmetic, history. Mrs. Clem apparently considered Zane Grey’s works canonical scripture. It wasn’t till I was much older that I began to realize both the weirdness of this, and the fact that Zane Grey was more than a pulp Western writer. One reading of Tappan’s Burro shows that he wrote literature and not just pulp.

Am I any worse off for this mixture of church and state in my fifth-grade class? Or for soaking up the American spirit in the Zane Grey I listened to (and read years later)? I think not, even though I favor enough separation to ban prayers in schools.

I went by bus to a centralized school for grades seven through twelve, Shawnee Centralized School for junior high and high school. (The Shawnees were an important tribe in Ohio. Adopting Indian names was ironic—as though we Europeans who settled the land were the real tenants, and the natives who were here before us were merely here for the purpose of providing us with quaint names. When Chief Dan George, the Native American who briefly had an acting career in the movies, was asked to speak at a ceremony celebrating Canada’s Centennial Year, he commenced by saying, “I find it amusing that you people think Canada is only a hundred years old.”)

On reaching voting age I took pleasure in casting my vote, not so much because I thought it had real influence on the outcome of an election, but because I thought that to neglect the exercise of that famous franchise would cut me off from the country in a way I did not want. (Maybe it was the same kind of emotional motivation that causes me to finish what’s on my plate—it’s how I was brought up.) But I believed I was a citizen, and for the next sixty years I gave little thought to any need for concern about the nation’s security—the safeguarding of not only its borders, but its values. The terrorist attacks of last year shook me into an awareness I now share with everyone else.

I invite you to share the awareness put down by the following messages from 150 contributors to this volume.

—Hugh Downs









Alan Alda

Alan Alda is an Emmy Award–winning actor, writer, and director.





As far as I know, I’m the grandson of an illegal immigrant. My father’s father came here from Italy and simply never returned to the ship he had worked his way over on as a barber. My mother’s grandparents came from Ireland—legally, I think, so I’m totally legit on that side of the family except for a brief stay in prison by one of my uncles.

From these humble and troubled beginnings I grew up to have a taste of that amazing success that is held out as a possibility to all of us in this country, but actually enjoyed by only a few of us.

I don’t feel there was some huge mistake made in my achieving this success; I was talented…but I know that chance was definitely on my side. I had something else, too: confidence. By the time I was a child, my family took it for granted that we were Americans and because of that we were entitled to everything the country had to offer. As I grew up, I became less sure that that assumption could be held by every American. I’ve been thinking again about this lately.

Three weeks after the attack, I went down to ground zero with a handful of other actors, hoping to help raise the spirits of some of the people working there. Mainly, we were there just to listen to them and offer any support we could.

We went downtown by boat and walked the last two blocks to the plaza. I turned a corner and there was that numbing sight. Giant steel shards against the black sky. Firefighters, police, construction workers were climbing over the wreckage, trying to untangle that devastating monument to cruelty, looking for the remains of colleagues, sons, and brothers in the pile. They were men and women who had gathered from all over the country because they knew they were needed.

An ironworker came over to me and introduced himself. His name was Johnnie Bell. I can still see his face. He looked very tired, and he spoke softly, but he seemed to speak from deep in his heart. “It would be awful,” he said, “if we lost this spirit of pulling together after all this gets cleaned up. We’re one country now. It doesn’t matter about religion or race or things like that. We gotta stay this way. I don’t hear anybody saying that.”

When you’re standing there in that plaza of heroes, you want to help them any way you can. I promised Johnnie Bell that the next time I had a chance to say something in public I would say it for him.
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Buzz Aldrin

A former NASA astronaut, Buzz Aldrin served as the pilot of Gemini XII in November 1966. As the lunar module pilot of Apollo XI in July 1969, he and Neil Armstrong were the first humans to walk on the moon.





For me, the greatness of America lies less in the bywords “freedom” and “equality” than in what those rights and privileges have allowed us to accomplish as a people. The history of America is one of restless idealism and a phenomenal readiness to work, of migrants and immigrants whose visions of a better life settled the West and raised up cities, of the miners, lumberjacks, cowpunchers, and prairie farmers who tamed the continent.

The genius of America has been that of its explorers, scientists, inventors, and builders—people with energy, curiosity, and imagination who were willing to take risks, people like the Wright brothers, in whose bicycle shop human flight was born; or Thomas Edison, the train boy and itinerant telegrapher whose incessant tinkering invented much of the twentieth century; or Washington Roebling, who after a permanent injury on the site directed the completion of his Brooklyn Bridge through a telescope from his sickroom; or Robert Goddard, the stooped, tubercular man who developed the first liquid-fuel rocket with a handful of helpers in the broiling New Mexico desert, never losing his Yankee optimism through decades of failure and “moon-man” ridicule. Or James J. Hill, who built the Great Northern Railroad, a rough-hewn, thickset, one-eyed man with a massive head and long, shaggy hair, who would climb down from his private railroad car in a blizzard to crawl under a stalled locomotive or relieve one of the older shovel-stiffs, all of whom he knew by first name. A frontier character in a frock coat, he captured the romantic image of rugged American expansion when he said, “Give me enough whiskey and enough Swedes and I’ll build a railroad to Hell!”

The spirit of American progress and prosperity lies in its great projects—the bridges, canals, skyscrapers, and transcontinental railroads, Roosevelt’s arsenal of democracy, and Kennedy’s mission to the moon. But the greatest of all projects has been America itself—the Great Experiment, John Winthrop’s “City Upon a Hill,” the last best hope of humanity.

If the moon landing epitomized the vision and energy at the heart of the whole American epic, it was also the harbinger of its future. We are alive at the dawn of a new Renaissance, a moment much like the morning of the Modern Age, when most of the globe lay deep in mystery. Yet government alone cannot launch a space-faring America. It will be the Roeblings, Hills, and Robert Goddards of the twenty-first century who will make the difference. And in their wake, a new American dream will people the stars.









Shaun Alexander

Shaun Alexander, the University of Alabama’s all-time rushing leader, with 3,565 yards in four seasons, is a running back for the Seattle Seahawks football team.





From the day I was born, my mom taught me two very important life lessons: 1) that living your life for the Lord will always bring many blessings, and 2) that I am blessed to be living in America.

On September 11, 2001, I was in my house in Seattle, Washington, sleeping. My old neighbor I grew up with, who is like a little brother to me, called and woke me up from his home in Florence, Kentucky. He told me that somebody just flew into the World Trade Center. Moments later, my older brother called me and told me the same thing. Realizing that it was no longer a dream, I jumped out of bed to turn on the news. At that moment, the second building was hit.

Immediately, I began to think about America. America to me has always been a place of freedom to make choices and an ability to be successful in whatever you do. From the beginning of our country, the Founding Fathers, though not perfect, founded this country on Jesus Christ. Knowing their decisions were based on the Lord has made our country blessed and prosperous.

Finding out that the people who drove the planes into those buildings that day were enemies of America confused and assaulted me. My love and pain went out for my country, as my passion grew. Then the buildings began to collapse. That is when I remembered, just as our country has enemies, in my own faith, I have an adversary. We must always be prepared and ready for an attack from the enemy. Now more than ever, we must stand up in our faith and be proud to be Americans.









Lincoln Almond

Lincoln Almond is governor of the state of Rhode Island.





There is a resilience that is typically American. It defines how we overcome challenges and how we look to the future. We are a remarkably diverse people who have combined our talents to build a truly great nation. We draw on our spirit to celebrate and nurture our freedoms, and, when necessary, we have rallied together to defend our way of life.

This new century has dawned with a horrible tragedy. As a nation, we have responded with an outpouring of support for the victims and their families and a resolve to preserve our liberty for future generations. We have unfurled our flag with a renewed sense of patriotism.

History teaches us that our response has many precedents. I was nine years old when the Second World War ended, yet I still have vivid memories of those who served and those who made the ultimate sacrifice. I also remember how everyone in my Central Falls, Rhode Island, neighborhood had a sense of purpose, a common goal, and a willingness to endure hardships. Virtually every American of that time shared similar memories. We have seen similar recognition of our common bonds in other times of national strife.

America’s greatness is not found in our economy or military capabilities; it is found in our people. As a free and diverse people, we often seem divided. In reality, behind our divisions lies a common commitment to the fundamental principles of our country and to each other. That commitment isn’t always apparent, but when faced with adversity we have always come together. We are a resilient people.









Bill Anderson

Bill Anderson is a country music entertainer and member of the Country Music Hall of Fame. He hosted the country music game show Fandango.





In the early seventies, I cowrote and recorded a country music song called “Where Have All Our Heroes Gone?”

As the title implies, I was bemoaning the scarcity of heroes in modern-day America, chastising the “now generation” for focusing their sights on people whose hero status I questioned.

Conversely, I reminisced about the heroes of my generation, the Eisenhowers, the DiMaggios, the Stan Musials, John Waynes, and Gary Coopers, the good guys who wore white hats and said “yes sir” and “yes ma’am,” “thank you,” and “please.” I conceded that there were a few current heroes worth emulating, the astronauts, for example, but I defied the listener to call even one by name.

My song was a success by all commercial standards, rising to number one on the popularity charts. Today, however, armed with the benefit of twenty-twenty hindsight, I realize (to paraphrase the title of another country song) that I was looking for heroes in all the wrong places.

Following the unconscionable events of September 2001, the word “hero” has been redefined for us all. I no longer seek my champions, nor urge others to seek theirs, in the money-grubbing world of sports, the artificial world of entertainment, or the hypocritical world of politics. I’ve come to realize that the real heroes aren’t on a make-believe pedestal somewhere off in the distance, but rather they live next door to me, they work in the fire hall, the police station, or the hospital down the street. They volunteer in the soup kitchens and the nursing homes. They help feed, clothe, and love the children of drug addicts and AIDS victims. They read to the visually impaired. They lead our Scout troops and coach our Little League ball teams. They teach in our schools, they serve in our military.

Their names? That’s not important. Their commitment and dedication, their unselfishness, their willingness to contribute, that’s what matters. They are sometimes called to act in the face of adversity, to move in the face of fear, and they respond. That’s what counts.

Where have all our heroes gone? Look around this great country we call America. There’s probably one standing closer to you than you think.
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Walter Anderson

Walter Anderson is publisher, chairman, and CEO of Parade magazine.





A Good Idea

One morning in March 1987, I was standing at a conference table in an official government office in Moscow. My wife, Loretta, and I had spent the previous two weeks traveling through five Communist cities in what was the first exchange to test a Soviet initiative for openness called glasnost. I was editor of Parade magazine. My Russian counterpart, who would later spend two weeks in my country, was Vitaly Korotich, editor of Ogonyok.

I had been introduced by a ranking Soviet official to his colleagues in the room and now the assembled group waited for me to speak.

What would I say?

Tell the truth, I told myself. But what is the truth? I am neither a diplomat nor a scholar. What would I say? I decided in that moment that I would say what I felt—because, at least for me, I was sure those words would be true.

I began by describing the kindness and hospitality that my wife and I had received from so many people, and I recounted how we were both moved by a particular war memorial, the compelling statue of a woman at Volgograd.

“Thus,” I continued, “I’d like to help you to understand Americans, certainly not all but at least one—me. I am descended from anonymous ancestors who could have been poor people seeking riches, or zealots in a noble cause, or rabble-rousers fleeing some mischief, or worse. I really don’t know who my people were further back than a generation or two. Like so many of my countrymen, I am a mongrel. We too have a statue, in New York Harbor, and she calls to people like me, patchwork ancestry and all. I have a bias, a deep, unyielding bias—favoring the guiding principles upon which my own nation has been founded.”

Of course, I said more that day. But as I reflect now, since September 11, my own feelings about my nation have only been strengthened. History’s most noble idea—that human beings of every ethnic stripe, all laying claim to their own faiths and beliefs, can live among and with each other, can come together and govern themselves—is a bright light that continues to inspire the restless, the abused, and the tormented to embark on the most courageous of journeys.

Tyrants never seem to get it: Freedom is a good idea.
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Maya Angelou

Maya Angelou is a poet, writer, playwright, director, and civil rights activist. She is the Z. Smith Reynolds Professor of American Studies at Wake Forest University, and is the author of numerous best-selling books, including And Still I Rise and I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.





For the first twenty years of my life I was an American because I was told I was an American. However, in my early twenties I went to Europe, visited behind the Iron Curtain, and had my first introduction to Africa. On my way home, I realized that in Europe I had become an American by choice. Being an African American, the descendant of people who lived in some form of terror for three hundred years, I thought I had been toughened too much to rock and reel and wobble by any new assault. September 11 proved me wrong in my assessment. The attack on my fellow Americans and my country showed to me my own vulnerability, almost simultaneously. I was shown my strength and the strength of my countrymen and women.

Yes, in those first few moments and even in the first few days, we stumbled, we fumbled, and some of us fell. However, in the first few moments there were men and women who ran into blazing buildings never to exit alive, running to help other Americans, other human beings. And I must add, they did so, these men and women who died in such glorious attempts, whether or not they could actually extricate any other person.

Their actions gave us the handholds we needed to pull ourselves up, so I have been an American by being born and then an American by choice. I am now a defiant American, defiantly.









Piers Anthony

Piers Anthony is a fantasy and science fiction writer and creator of the Xanth fantasy series.





I’m an immigrant. I’m from England, and it was England I longed for as a child; America felt like exile. My parents did relief work in Spain during its savage civil war, feeding starving children, until my father was “disappeared” by the victorious dictatorship. He smuggled out a note, and with that and the threat of financial repercussions, they were able to get him free, though banished. Thus we came to America on the last commercial ship out, as World War II engulfed Europe. I don’t like discrimination against immigrants; too many are far worse off than we were, victims of totalitarian abuses. America is a refuge.

I’m a writer. I write because my imagination will not be suppressed. America has the freedom for the flowering of the arts, including writing. When I write, I get love for my fiction and ire for my success. I understand what it is like to be the object of such mixed attentions.
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