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On the morning of July 20th, 2020, Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cor-
tez was accosted by a colleague as she walked up the steps to the Capitol. Un-
deterred by the presence of reporters, Congressman Yoho called her “a fuck-
ing bitch.” The next day, after he offered a non-apology on the House floor, 
the congresswoman published a statement on social media, and then gave a 
nine-minute speech condemning his behavior. 
 I followed the news from my home in California, approximately 
twenty-six hundred miles away from the incident. I was sitting at a wood table 
in my living room, sunlight slowly filtering through the overgrown garden 
outside my window. My coffee grew cold as I scrolled through articles on 
my laptop.  As I watched the congresswoman’s remarks, a shiver of rage ran 
through my body. But it wasn’t anger at Congressman Yoho--I was irritated at 
the congresswoman. Why is she making such a big deal out of this? I thought 
to myself. He only called her a fucking bitch.  Does that really warrant a press 
release, a speech?
 By the time I had completed that thought, I was already ashamed of 
myself. I felt curious about my response, as if something had been knocked 
loose, a bit of internalized misogyny, that I could now pick up and examine.  
How often had I pretended that everything was fine, that I was in on the joke, 
that I was one of the guys, that it didn’t hurt my feelings when I brought up a 
point in a discussion, and was ignored or attacked with a vitriol that can only 
be explained by sexism? I liked to pretend that I wasn’t hurt when male friends 
stood by silently, the argument exposing a fissure that will always separate 
my experience from them. I wanted to hide that pain, and the congresswoman 
was acknowledging it. So I hated her, just for a moment, for exposing it, for 
making me feel like a wounded animal hiding a limp.  
 Bathed in dim green light, I watched the unruly poppies press against 
my window, and listened to Congresswoman Ocasio-Cortez admit that she was 
hesitant to talk about the incident. She had been urged to by her colleagues, 
who told the congresswoman that she needed to make a statement about the 
event, in order to tell young girls that Rep. Yoho’s behavior wasn’t acceptable.  
I smiled at this—it echoed my therapist, who continually connected my own 
experience to my feminist leanings, encouraging me to treat myself as if I was 
my own best friend. Each week, my therapist always seems to ask why, if I 
believe women have a right to be treated fairly, to be loved and accepted, do I 
reject the idea that I too deserve those things?  It’s a funny trick, to learn that I 
have value by treating myself as if I am another. A reversal of the golden rule. 

 The colleagues the congresswoman referenced were almost certain-
ly the group known as “The Squad,” four freshman progressives, all women of 
color, who frequently refer to each other as friends, sisters, family. The Squad 
found their power by binding together to create change, uplifting each other’s 
voices.  After watching Congresswoman Ocasio-Cortez’s speech, I forward-
ed it to my own friends. I thought of the images and sound, computer code 
transmitted wirelessly all morning to phones and laptops, from one friend to 
another, spreading outward from the floor of the Capitol.  
 A few days later, after her speech went viral, Congresswoman Oc-
asio-Cortez shared a photo of her notes online. It wasn’t anything special—a 
spread of bullet points in a grid-lined notebook. Nevertheless, it was fascinat-
ing to see the material, the marks on paper that were spun into nine minutes 
that spellbound a significant portion of the country. I was also excited to see 
that the notes were written on paper, not typed into her phone. I have trouble 
using modern technology to write, or think. I feel anachronistic, and a small 
need to defend myself when this is brought up. I have nothing against com-
puters, but I need paper and a pencil.  Early drafts take place mostly on legal 
pads, which I type up and pepper with Post-its of different sizes and colors. 
Sometimes I have Post-its on top of Post-its, until the paper is weighed down 
with so many sticky notes it resembles the slope behind my childhood home, 
the one where neighborhood kids would gather on snow days.  
 My editing style might be a little comical, but it works for me, and I 
am too superstitious to try to change it. Besides, I cherish the thrill of pleasure 
every time I grab for a stack of Post-its; they were banned from my childhood 
home. My mom thought my request for them was a sign I was being influ-
enced by the materialism of godless America.1  
 A few years ago, the Huntington Library had a show of Octavia But-
ler’s papers, and I was ecstatic to see a resemblance between our drafts, how 
they resemble color-blocked collages more than orderly writing.  I was late 
to the club of Butler fandom—one friend told me she embarrassed herself at 
a party by recognizing Butler’s handwriting on a stranger’s tattooed arm, and 
started gushing about the author to someone who clearly didn’t want to talk to 
her.  Another friend, Ariane Vielmetter, had already begun a painting—a still-
life of a cactus on a wood table, a page of Butler’s writing pinned to the wall 
behind it. 

1* This paragraph took three yellow Post-its to write. 
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 When I was a child, I liked to play ‘writer.’ According to my mother, 
when I was a toddler, I carefully filled up notebooks with scrawls that approx-
imated letters. I only remember later, when I was eight or nine, and wrote at a 
desk while wearing my ‘writer’s scarf’- navy wool with red and white stripes- 
a gift from my grandma after her trip to visit friends in Yemen.  
 Although I was always writing in my journal, I didn’t start writing 
seriously until graduate school. I had to write for an assignment, and didn’t 
know how to begin until I remembered the story of John Grisham, and how he 
started writing his first novel—scribbling the first chapter on a legal pad before 
throwing it away. Later, his wife fished it out from the trash.  
 I don’t remember how old I was when I first read John Grisham’s 
novels. I know I was too young to fully understand the definition of rape, 
which was used often as a catalyst to motivate the actions of the male char-
acters. I had heard that it was something to do with bodies, and “worse than 
death,” according to an elder in the Unification Church, the cult I was being 
raised in.  
 I often wonder why my parents, who so carefully policed my cloth-
ing, activities, and friends, didn’t particularly care about what I read. Books 
seemed to be safe territory, just like the black-and-white movies I was oc-
casionally allowed to borrow from our library. My parents didn’t bat an eye 
while I made my way through John Grisham’s legal thrillers, or Tom Clancy’s 
military escapades.  
 I was only ten or so, but by then I had made my way through most 
series geared toward children—Saddle Club, Sweet Valley High, abridged 
classics, Little House on the Prairie, presidential biographies, Babysitters 
Club, Hardy Boys, and Nancy Drew, my favorite. I only met one other child 
with the same taste in books as me—we were introduced at a summer camp 
for Blessed Children, or children born into the Unification Church. We were 
told we’d be friends, but we understood that only one of us could be John 
Grisham’s biggest fan, which lead to a rapid-fire pop quiz between two frizzy-
haired girls wearing oversized camp t-shirts in the middle of a dirt road, the 
adults and other kids losing interest and drifting away.
 I usually only had my brother’s reading habits to compare myself to, 
but he was struggling with dyslexia, and four years younger than me. When 
he was little, I took out picture books from the library to read aloud to him—I 
loved having any excuse to pore over illustrations. But our tastes in chapter 
books were quite different—he gravitated towards science-fiction and fantasy, 

which I saw as tedious and boring. I was already a snob, turning my nose 
up at the hundreds of cheap science-fiction novels at the library, their bright 
covers with teal women wearing go-go boots, the orange earth and a green 
sky. I didn’t like spending time mapping out new worlds, I wanted books that 
explained the one I lived in.  
 As a child, I was painfully aware that adults had years of accrued 
knowledge that they spun into an intricate web of rules that threatened to 
ensnare me. What made it more difficult was that all the adults—my pub-
lic-school teachers, my parents—wanted something different from me, and at 
times, they were at odds. To be able to survive, I needed to understand as much 
as possible about the world. I knew I would get these lessons from books. And 
so I read quickly, without pausing to look up words, hoping that later I would 
understand what I had missed. 
 My reading habits were praised by adults—I won every summer 
reading contest in my town—but I was confused as to why they found it note-
worthy. Because I knew what I was—an addict. I couldn’t eat, sleep, bathe, 
walk, or do my chores without reading. Reading was a bodily desire that I 
couldn’t help, an escape from angry parents and a life that was quickly becom-
ing overwhelming. Reading provided a brief respite, but more importantly, it 
also provided information- a road map to my own reality.  
  
When I look back at my reading habits, I realize that it is not entirely true 
that I didn’t read fantasy or science-fiction. I spied the “The Chronicles of 
Narnia” on my mom’s bedside table, and in one of her more ingenious par-
enting moves, she told me that I wouldn’t like the books because they were 
“too grown up.” I started reading them as soon as she left the room. I also read 
Madeline L’Engle’s series “A Wrinkle in Time.” Later on, I filched my broth-
er’s copy of “The Golden Notebook,” and then begrudgingly agreed with him 
that Harry Potter was worthy of its popularity. The stories I liked best were 
about children who were whisked away from their normal life into a world of 
magic and talking animals.  
 I was still wary of the genre as a whole. The first book that terrified 
me was Lois Lowry’s “The Giver,” about a boy trapped in a utopian society 
that killed its young. Later on, it was Margaret Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s 
Tale.” Both novels frightened me more than any story of war or murder.  Most 
people found those particular works of fiction to be scary, although it seems 
like they were not as terrified as I was, when, at barely fifteen, I read “The 
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Handmaid’s Tale” as an assignment. I had reached the age where my Church 
elders could marry me off to a stranger.   
 In addition to fear, I felt a flash of anger reading those texts, at these 
authors who scared me. The stories were about places so far away, in alternate 
universes or timelines, but by telling a story of a community so different from 
my own, they pointed to realities in my own life that I desperately did not want 
to face.  I still cannot read Atwood.  I read Butler before Trump’s election, and 
I might again, after he’s no longer in office.  But this current time feels too 
similar to my childhood, so I have retreated to Agatha Christie and Jane Austen.

/// 
I don’t remember learning the English alphabet—I was very young, around 
age three, when I did. I learned out of envy, because my best friend knew how 
to write and I hated to be left out. I do remember learning the Korean alphabet. 
I bought a book called “How to Learn Korean in 40 Minutes,” which for any 
other alphabet would be a joke, but after half an hour, I put the book down and 
began sounding out all the signs on the bus home from Seoul. This was possi-
ble because the Korean alphabet was created specifically by the government to 
expand literacy. Before their own alphabet was developed in the early fifteenth 
century, Korea relied on Chinese logograms, which took years of study to be 
fully literate. King Sejong commissioned his advisors to invent an alphabet; 
they constructed symbols based on how the tongue moves to make the corre-
sponding sounds. The resulting 24 characters are easily grouped into syllables, 
which makes Korean almost completely phonetic. It is worth noticing that 
Korea has a higher literacy rate than the United States.
 Korea’s neighbor to the east, Japan, has kana, a written language 
that was devised by women who were not always allowed to learn kanji, the 
logograms used by the courts. That seems more typical- the powerful guarding 
knowledge, starting with its most basic form, the alphabet. Gatekeepers every-
where.  
 It is fascinating to me that such a simple act—scribbling lines in a 
composition book—has such a history of violence. For it wasn’t so long ago 
that learning the alphabet was illegal, punishable by death, for a sizable portion 
of the American population. And for others, who weren’t enslaved, there were 
obstacles of money or sex. My great-grandmother was forced to drop out of 
school, because her parents thought it wasn’t a worthy expense to pay for a girl’s 
education.   

Over the past few months, there have been thousands of protests about police 
brutality and institutional racism. One popular poster I see says “Silence = Vi-
olence,” or “White Silence is Violence.”  The signs are imploring white people 
to raise their voices to support and amplify the Black community, to use their 
privilege and resources to dismantle systems of oppression. But I also think 
of white people silencing others as an act of violence.   think about the artist 
Carl Andre, who almost certainly killed his wife, the Cuban-American per-
formance artist Ana Mendieta. He threw her out of a window in the middle of 
an argument—neighbors heard two angry voices, then jarring quiet.  He was 
arrested, but Carl Andre’s friend, Lawrence Weiner, and his gallerist, Paula 
Cooper, bailed him out of jail. Their complicity did not harm their careers in 
any way, while Mendieta’s haunting photographs have languished in near ob-
scurity for decades. Ana Mendieta was mentioned once by a professor during 
my time at CalArts, and then only in reference to her being Andre’s wife.  
 Recently, Congresswoman Ocasio-Cortez confirmed that she has re-
ceived thousands of death threats since taking office two years ago. The FBI 
uncovered a plot to assassinate her, as well as other female politicians. The 
threats and harassing messages extend to her family, friends, and staff. Idle 
remarks, like Representative Yoho’s, can be so easily dismissed—the sticks 
and stones that would never break any bones. In our arguments, male friends 
claim that my reaction to those words is an example of “cancel culture.” Per-
haps their privilege makes it harder to see just how porous the relationship is 
between word and action.  
 Looking out my window, I remember another, a view of a parking 
structure where I could sometimes gaze at my car while I talked to my thera-
pist. She told me that the action that alarms social workers the most is when an 
abuser places their hands around their partner’s neck. It is seen as a sign of es-
calating violence that often leads to murder. We stumbled on this conversation 
when I mentioned that to this day, cannot let anyone touch my neck. I feel that 
constriction in my neck—the panic of my breath leaving my body—when I 
think of times when I am encouraged to stay silent in the midst of sexist banter, 
to accept my role as meek, subservient.  

///
But when I was most restricted in my speech, I still found gaps to express 
myself, no matter how silent I appeared. As Blessed Children, my brother and 
I were required to spend hours quietly attending Church services, speeches, 
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and ceremonies. Inspired by the story of Ann Sullivan and Helen Keller, my 
brother and I created a system of writing on each other’s hands. We used this 
technique to plot our escape. Bathroom? we’d write. Meet at the car? Hungry!
 We created space for ourselves, room to breathe and maneuver. I 
think of all the people that have done that, from the Squad, to their prede-
cessors in Obama’s White House, the women who deliberately repeated each 
other’s suggestions in meetings. The women in Japan, the quilters on the Un-
derground Railroad, old ladies in Belgium during World War II who stitched 
code in their knitted caps and scarves. As much as their stories terrified me, I 
see that was the work of writers like Octavia Butler and Margaret Atwood. To 
create space to see, to provide a mirror that only clarifies in its distortions.  



Claire
Nereim

THE FORK IN THE SALAD 
CHAPTER TWO

Endless Summer
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A confession 

I feel the sting of rejection, even though I know I’m not supposed to, every 
time M (3 and a half years old) calmly states a preference for my partner. The 
first months of social isolation have coincided with a phase featuring frequent 
requests for Papa—to play pretend, to prepare snacks, for bath and bedtime. It 
feels very bad, like it always does, to even momentarily be the second choice 
of your dearest love.

I am totally sure this dynamic is related to my own anxiety about contagion, 
which is itself contagious. I am generally more anxious than my partner and 
am more likely to be reading the very bad news, insisting we wash hands again 
after touching whatever pebbles and sticks and plastic trash M has collected 
on our walks.

Augustine and the nature of time

In Book Eleven of Confessions, Augustine interrogates the nature of time, 
a problem plaguing the endless Spring of Eden, where I, myself, have been 
psychically dwelling. 

Written in the context of a Christian god and creation myth, Confessions is a 
conversion memoir and a proselytic pamphlet. The text itself is almost episto-
lary, written directly to God.

Augustine’s investigation of time is composed of questions about its edges—
first, what was before time, and what is the nature of what might exist outside 
of it? Like nesting dolls these questions beg more questions, eventually (in-
evitably) about space and matter. If there was nothing prior to the creation of 
all material, what substance was used to fashion the planet? Was there time 
without matter? Matter without time?

“Nor had You any material in Your hand when You were making heaven and 
earth: for where should You have got what You had not yet made to use as ma-
terial? What exists, save because You exist? You spoke and heaven and earth 
were created; in Your word You created them.”
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The word

Speech is, Augustine admits, also material in time. Breath is shaped by our vo-
cal cords and our mouths, and we know there was nothing to breathe because 
Augustine’s God hadn’t yet created air, a material concern.

“But how did You speak?” 
“That voice sounded and ceased to sound, had a beginning and an end”

The problem of time persists. Augustine, after exhausting these efforts, comes 
up with a provisional solution to the problem of beginnings—he proposes that 
before time and matter, there was perhaps infinity, and in this infinity lived 
something called the word, which is not exactly speech. It’s tempting to imag-
ine Augustine as a stoned teenager in this chapter, with profound questions 
and confusing answers.

Objects and subjects passing through time are, he decides, essentially leaving 
impressions on God, who is always outside time and incorporates, or records, 
everything that happened previously and everything that will ever happen. 
God’s body is a sort of celestial data matrix, and maybe that matrix is also 
language. I’m not sure I understand this but I do find it worth considering.

It’s interesting to me that the power of language is so overwhelming and mys-
terious that it is used as proof of divinity.

M is for Mama

M wakes several times from nightmares about a “ghost that wants to bite my 
butt,” which is obviously the virus. Nursery school is closed. We began isolat-
ing around a month after his third birthday.

I am thinking a lot about contamination, and also the climate crisis, and also 
both.

M, my primary companion through this period, is thinking a lot about the pas-
sage of time, and wants to read and re-read books about the circle of seasons 
and the movements of planets. 

Winter is snowy in the season books, and summer features warm outdoor 
evenings, but these books are vintage, from my own childhood. The USDA 
hardiness zones are shifting north, and M’s sweet annual circle is melting like 
a Dali clock, like the polar icecaps. It’s not funny at all. 

I would like to learn more about the seventy-two micro seasons the tradi-
tional kaiseki chef observes. I imagine dividing the year less evenly, even 
spontaneously. Sometimes a season is an evening, sometimes a season is six or 
twelve or eighteen months of social distancing. This, I know, is not as simple 
as paying attention to the ripening figs on my own tree.

Everything that M remembers he refers to as having happened “yesterday.” 
For various reasons, we have to talk about death again and again. I find myself 
repeating that we mostly experience time as moving in one directional wave, 
and that nobody who dies will visit us on Earth again, which I’m not sure 
either of us understand.

I am trying to sustain overwhelming cognitive dissonance.

Heartbreak disease

When M was around 18 months, walking and speaking in single and double 
words, I began researching edible flowers. 

I was learning about delicate flowers—pansies, nasturtiums and cucumber 
blossoms. Some of my favorites (foxgloves) are poisonous, while others (vio-
lets) are spicy or sweet and common in cookbooks.

I wanted to see pictures of people with flowers in their mouths. There is a 
manga motif, Hanahaki (from the Japanese for “flower” and “sick”), in which 
lost love or lack of love is symptomized as flowering coughs. 
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This is sort of the opposite of what I was looking for, but is also, in visual rep-
resentations, very similar. To convey what’s happening, the flowers have to be 
touching or at least very near the lips.Hanahaki appears with somewhat varied 
symptoms—a person afflicted might cough up, spit up or even vomit flowers, 
petals, and sometimes leaves.

There’s a family of fairy tales, mostly traced to “Frau Holle,” in which a fam-
ily has two daughters, one of whom falls into a well or otherwise enters an 
alternative world. She encounters an old woman—a disguised fairy or magic 
crone—who begs for help. A drink of water, help with the harvest, baking 
the bread, cleaning and cleaning. The daughter complies sweetly. When she 
returns home, she has been blessed in various ways. 

Her parents desire these blessing for their other daughter, whom we now un-
derstand to be the favored one. They ask this daughter to jump down into the 
well, and she does encounter the Frau… but of course she is lazy, or unkind, 
or selfish, and does not comply. She comes back instead with a shocking curse. 

It’s the nature of the blessing in some versions that I find interesting. A com-
mon variation involves a shower of gold coins, which seems unpleasant 
enough, but in some versions, flowers and gems emerge from the obedient 
daughter’s mouth when she speaks. Again, this is sort of the opposite of Ha-
nahaki but also very similar.

These fairy tales propose a moral—that housekeeping and generosity are fem-
inine virtues, but there is an equivocal subtext.

It’s painful to be disfavored, and it seems likely that the “good” daughter’s 
original disfavor is exactly what makes her eager to please. Desperate for ap-
proval, she does everything asked of her. Her reward cuts both ways—and 
here is my real question: do the flowers bloom in her lungs, her vocal cords, or 
in her mouth? Is it difficult to breathe? 

On the other hand, if the blessing means that her speech is charmed and lovely, 
is she ever permitted expressions of anger or frustration? While taking care of 
a small child, it’s very hard to talk at all about cruelty, disease and death, even 
when necessary.

Tick tock says the clock

I have drawn a tenuous link between caretaking or housekeeping and unrequit-
ed love, and I can imagine that the less favored daughter from “Frau Holle” 
suffers Hanahaki. Even after giving so much of herself up, she is still the 
second choice. 

I am not trying to equate my toddler’s temporary disfavor with parental re-
jection. The parent-child relationship is always asymmetrical, but at best, it 
is the parent who is left behind and the child who turns away. If I’m very 
lucky, I will have chive blossoms or an artichoke heart in my mouth when 
this happens.

Flowers are part of the reproductive system of many plants and I want to make 
this meaningful, but so are fruits. Their symbolic heft is really related to their 
ephemeral nature and not their sexual function.

The spring garden

In 2013, I picked nasturtiums from the field at the Eames House in Pacific 
Palisades to propagate in my own garden, but was unsuccessful. I mean, the 
picking went smoothly, but the propagation didn’t work.

That same spring I found a postcard reproduction of Botticelli’s Primavera 
which I have since photocopied and kept pinned to several studio walls. The 
painting is a tableau, eight adult bodies arranged in an orange grove. Near the 
center is Venus and to her right is Flora, a serene goddess wearing a crown and 
dress made entirely of flowers and leaves. She is scattering petals from the 
folds of her skirt. To Flora’s right, running towards her, grabbing her, really, is 
Chloris, a nymph. Chloris is fleeing from Zephyr, the wind—the final figure, 
half hidden in the trees and groping her with one blue hand. 

Primavera lives in Florence at the Uffizi. I have never seen it in person, but 
it is famously a sort of botanical catalog, featuring representations of almost 
200 identified flowering plants, 500 plants total. It’s considered allegorically 
enigmatic, but not for lack of explanatory effort. 
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Zephyr will, according to Ovid’s Book of Days, capture Chloris, rape and 
marry her. Somewhere along this rocky journey she will become the goddess 
Flora—and so there is an unusual right-to-left narrative timeline in the paint-
ing. Chloris is trying to escape her fate by running in the wrong direction. She 
is tumbling, as I suppose we all do, forward through time.

Botticelli has painted Chloris, whose face and torso I have enlarged with the 
library photocopier, wearing a transparent dress. A silky stream of flowers and 
leaves is emerging from the corner of her mouth. Is she speaking flowers? Is 
she vomiting? Is she grieving?



Care Package. 2020. 


	Care Package Cover Edited.pdf
	Care Package FULL Pdf.pdf�
	CarePackage_KBedits-spreads.pdf
	Esther Zine Full.pdf
	CarePackage_KBedits-spreads.pdf


