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How


fragile it is, the world—I almost wrote


the word but caught myself. Either one


could be erased.


—Maggie Smith, “Written Deer,” from Goldenrod






Author’s Note


Around thirteen years ago I was sitting slouched over at my less-than-thrilling office job and decided to start a blog. It was the height of the blogging era, early 2000s, and I was twenty-three, aimless, and bored. I named it Acquired Taste, which is only slightly less horrifying than my first AOL instant messenger screen name (summerdreams19), and there I wrote short stories about wayward girls coupled with flimsy essays on feminism. As you do.


At its peak, I had about twenty-five dedicated readers, but there were also the times my site would randomly show up in someone’s search results and thus began my first encounters with Strangers on the Internet. The first time I received a negative comment, I was at work eating lunch at my desk. It appeared under a story I’d written about a girl who realizes her friend has just died. The comment was from a faceless avatar named Brian and his message was simple: SHOW YOUR TITS OR GET OFF THE INTERNET.


It was upsetting, but also, really Brian? This is my turf! I hit delete. Over the next thirteen years of writing online, these sorts of comments and messages slowly increased while my reaction remained the same. What? No. Block. Delete. It wasn’t until last year, when my first book was coming out and my inbox was flooded, that I started to examine some of these messages a little more closely.


One day I was reading one from a woman who did not agree with my feelings on police accountability when her words stuck out to me in a new form. On a whim, I took a screenshot of her message, blotted out some lines with the pen tool, and hit post.


The response to that poem juxtaposed with the original message was unexpected. Apparently, there are a lot of people at odds with Strangers on the Internet. Even more who are at odds with people they actually know.


It wasn’t long after that first piece that I began to see poems everywhere. On billboards, in junk mail flyers, on the kids’ vocabulary worksheets. And, of course, on the screen in front of me.


Over the past year, I have collected some of the best and worst exchanges from my corner of the internet and transformed them into erasure poems. It’s not something I ever intended to do, sitting here poring over messages I would have otherwise deleted, though it begs the question–what art isn’t a little accidental?


Some have asked if this experience has been the ultimate revenge. I will admit that at times this was a cathartic exercise, purging one canon in exchange for another. Other times, though, it was abundantly sad.


I have no doubt much will be written someday about our consumption of social media—what it gave to us and what it took away. For now, all I have is my own experience. And what I hope is a bit of light between the lines.


• • •


The messages, comment threads, spam, and remarks you see in this book are real for better or worse. I did not fabricate them, nor did I incite them by specifically asking for feedback on any post, essay, or book.


The subject titles, however, are all mine.


Names that are blocked out have been redacted for privacy and safety purposes. All positive messages have been shared with full permission by the author.


Finally, it is worth mentioning that I am not the first or last woman to receive unkind messages online. As a cisgendered white woman—I am merely the tip of an iceberg that launches straight down into a deep and ugly sea. My hope is that by sharing these pieces we continue to hold on to the truths that sustain us, and when we do encounter the inevitable noise—we tune our ears to hear the song.
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Re: Women in the White House


Good morning, Kate. I have seen your posts on hoping for female leadership in the next white house and I’m concerned that gender is now your only criteria. I’m not against women in leadership positions, however just ANY woman? We need to look for women who represent our American values. Women who love both God and this country. Women who respect the traditional family structure as a wife and mother while working to keep it safe. Women who will commit to pray for those suffering from poverty and illness instead of just talking about them. Women who respect limits and boundaries in their fields without always having to be the “know it all.” The persecution women claim today is mostly fantasy. Men want what is best for women. More importantly God wants what’s best for women which is why he will have a hand in this next election. Who better to lead us than God’s own chosen one. I wish you the best as we move into the coming days.
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Re: Why Americans Respect Conservative Women from Steve Bannon to the New York Times



There are some unintended consequences of the women’s liberation movement. That, in fact, the women that would lead this country would be pro-family, they would have husbands, they would love their children. They wouldn’t be a bunch of dykes that came from the Seven Sisters schools up in New England. That drives the left insane, and that’s why they hate these women.
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Re: When Chad Is a Dad


I think it’s funny how much you hate men and then go ahead and have this husband like he doesn’t apply.


Not buying your book, but if I was, I would get it for my daughters to show them how NOT to be.


Even though you’ll never see this, it’s worth sharing not all women think like you or believe men are inherently “against women.”


They might even say they appreciate men (can’t fathom this? Maybe read a book outside your “what kind of woman” bubble)


Sincerely, a man who believes his daughters can be both independent and polite.
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