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Family Food

Kayla Sparks

My first teaching job was not just teaching English. It was teaching 
11th Grade English and AP English Language and Composition. 
Fantastic, right? Sure, except I was a nontraditional teacher 
returning to the field after years of bartending my way to some 
degree of self-discovery. My high school lacked an AP curriculum 
when I graduated, and the latest rhetorical turn had not yet taken 
hold at my undergraduate alma mater during my matriculation, so 
the word ‘language’ as it pertained to anything other than naming 
languages, English, Spanish, Greek, or Hindi, escaped me.

I spent most of that first summer, and all of my first year at Waldron 
High School trying to teach myself applicable rhetoric, rhetorical 
analysis, and the art of persuasion. The study of rhetoric and the 
practice of rhetorical analysis rounded out my English education. 
It filled a number of gaps in my holistic understanding of analysis, 
and I began rhetorically analyzing commercials, t-shirts, and ball 
caps. My skills progressed from there and I realized rhetoric is 
ubiquitous. Soon, I found myself discussing the rhetoric of camera 
angles and wardrobes, of the bright, sometimes garish, colors of 
Chicano art, and, most recently, of food. Since adding rhetoric as a 
filter for my experiences, it’s undeniable that food, prepared for an 
audience, is anything other than rhetorical. As rhetoric, rhetorical 
devices, and the persuasive beauty of my world revealed itself, I 
understood why I was naturally gifted.

I had been unwittingly trained my entire life.

   * * *

“How was it?” Mom asked from the dining room.

The truth? It’s hard to tell. God don’t say that. The truth isn’t hard to tell; 
it’s hard to know. Interpreting every minute detail of an interaction 
with my mother or her mother is an exercise fit for a corporate 
attorney. Every diction choice, every slip in tone, every squinting 
or widening of the eye, every thing could mean something. Or 
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nothing. Really, the whole thing is exhausting.

“It was good.” One would think telling my mom about baking 
chocolate pie with my grandma would be relaxed, but my reply 
ran with unconvincing nonchalance despite being nonchalant. Crap 
she’ll hear that and think it means something, but it doesn’t. Shit, I must 
be just as exhausting to talk to as they are. These interactions are the 
minefields of my life.

   * * * 

“Are you on your way? I started the crust; it really needs to sit.” When 
I talked to Gran on Saturday to set up the cooking lesson she said, 
“Just come on whenever you’re ready. Bring two cups of milk.” 
She didn’t specify a time. She didn’t mention that starting with a 
homemade crust meant it needed to sit before we could roll it out. 
She didn’t mention that the crust needed to completely cool after 
it was baked, but before we poured the pie filling in. She didn’t 
mention that she wasn’t going to church that Sunday. 

So, when my Facebook Messenger alerted me on Sunday morning 
at 10am, I wasn’t expecting Gran. I definitely wasn’t expecting “Are 
you on your way?” Do you see what she did there? Five words. 
Five. They were all she needed to imply: you guessed wrong, we 
will not be starting when you get here we will be starting whenever 
I want whether you are here or not; also, leave now since I know 
you haven’t. I wanted to ask if I got bonus points for being awake, 
but that would have hung a lantern on her passive-aggressive 
question, and well, lantern hanging and telling Gran when she acts 
like her mother are unforgiveable sins. 

Speaking of Maw Maw, I suppose she cooked, but her rhetorical 
legacy is in her silences rather than her food. Gran sometimes 
engages in Maw Maw’s tactics, but in food, Gran found a readily 
available, easily manipulated rhetorical situation in every dish she 
created. With Gran as the speaker and the diner as the audience, 
any rhetorical purpose Gran could imagine could be effected with 
ingredients, cooking times, beauty, and taste. But Gran, as a master 
of culinary rhetoric and an inheritor of silent subversion, could also 
communicate a purpose by withholding food. Her own version of 
what her family deemed The Maw Maw Treatment. See, the problem 
with culinary rhetoric is that it requires a face-to-face meeting, and 
those can’t always be arranged, and it is in these times when Gran 
wields her mother’s weapon of choice. The Maw Maw Treatment is 
a technique of not really speaking to someone all while speaking to 
her. In a family steeped in meaning and meaningfulness, glib, short, 
surface conversation is worse than actual silence. Maw Maw would 
utilize this particular tactic to show disfavor, and my grandmother 
would, in frustration, tell her children, “You better tell me if I ever 
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act like that!” 

So, Mom did.

   * * *

“What are they all whispering and laughing about?” Gran asked 
Mom. The boys had all gone outside to smoke, and Gran’s hands 
and eyes never left the dishwater as she asked.

Trying to laugh it off, Mom said, “You were acting just like Maw 
Maw and they wanted to know which one of us was going to tell 
you.”

“I was NOT!” Gran spun towards my mom slinging soapsuds and 
water in an arc across the counter when she did. Mom had tried 
to make the truth sound funny, but Gran can’t laugh at herself. 
Unfortunately, she also couldn’t separate my mom as the messenger 
from the message. The rest of the day she was acerbic with Mom, 
but the boys escaped unscathed despite their instigating laughter. 
To this day, Mom is adamant that Gran was lying when she told 
them to tell her when she acted like her Mother.

   * * *

When Gran employs the Maw Maw Treatment the duration of the 
instituted punishment is apparently determined by some kind of 
complicated algorithm that accounts for the severity of the inciting 
incident, the length of time that elapses between face-to-face 
meetings, the degree to which Gran is pleased or displeased with 
any one of her other four children at the time, and any and all acts 
of redemption performed by the defendant. A way of addressing a 
particularly heinous exigence, the silence would often have to be 
delivered over the phone. My mother would often wonder how the 
hell one called someone to tell them you aren’t speaking to them. I 
still don’t have an answer, but I was always pretty confused by the 
whole thing. It’s easy to see why Gran would choose to use food 
when time, and a strategically placed meal, would allow.

   * * *

Rhetoric is a tricky thing, at least the study of it is. Every four-
year-old worth her salt can spin a sentence in her favor when 
the need arises, but recognizing rhetoric when wielded by others 
is exponentially more difficult. I spend a great deal of my time 
with sixteen and seventeen-year-olds, and while they often think 
everything is about them, they struggle to see that rhetoric could 
be purposefully directed at them. Maybe the study of rhetoric, the 
recognition of rhetoric, the analysis of rhetoric are all more adult 
pursuits, and maybe that’s why I was an adult before I noticed 



Textual Overtures 3.1 | October 2015 26

Gran’s culinary rhetoric.

Growing up I was always aware of the Maw Maw Treatment, but I 
thought it was the only way Gran communicated disfavor. Part of 
that was because my grandmother hosted most of our family get-
togethers when I was young and therefore cooked for an army so 
specific dishes weren’t noticeable except to their intended audience. 
At one such family dinner, held at Mom and Dad’s because of the 
sheer number of people that would be attending, Gran was in 
charge of dessert. She asked what Mom and Dad wanted her to 
make and Mom asked for fudge. Now, before you decide you know 
what fudge is, let me tell you about Gran’s fudge. It is a sugar fudge 
that one can only get to set in just the right mixture of temperature 
and humidity. It is not even remotely creamy, but rather, melts or 
disintegrates in the mouth quite like sugar, except it tastes like 
chocolate. Gran’s is the only fudge of this kind I’ve ever seen, and 
the whole family loves it, but Mom more than most. It should be 
noted here that Mom hates peanut butter, and thus, rarely likes the 
creamier fudges because they are often made with peanut butter. 

Anyway, Mom asked for fudge. Gran said she would make it. 
On the day, Gran showed up with creamy fudge. She opened the 
container as we all looked on with salivating anticipation, and she 
said “sorry” when we all groaned in disappointment at the creamy 
fudge. Mom, more of a diplomat than she’ll give herself credit for, 
asked if the fudge was made with marshmallow cream.

Gran looked at her and said, “No, with peanut butter.” She paused 
a beat before exclaiming, “Oh you don’t like peanut butter do 
you? Well, you said you wanted fudge, and I just didn’t feel like 
fighting the other kind today, so I made this.” Mom just said it was 
okay, and went back to mashing potatoes with gusto. Rhetorical 
situation: Speaker=Gran, Audience=Mom, Purpose=to illustrate 
that just because Mom was “hosting” the dinner didn’t mean she 
was in control. That meal was the first time I remember having an 
extended family meal that wasn’t at Gran’s house. As the family 
got older, larger, and more spread out, we gradually moved most 
of the dinners to Mom’s house, and Gran played out this rhetorical 
situation again and again. There was a lull about four years ago 
when the men of the family rededicated their lives to deer hunting, 
because Gran was again manning the Cook Tent at Camp Wagner 
and felt in control again. A couple of years ago though, Pa died and 
took the Cook Tent and Gran’s last culinary bully pulpit with him.

But she always brings dessert.

After all, desserts are the key to any good culinary-based rhetoric. 
I blame culture. We’re just people who like desserts, but culture 
dictates that all good causes deserve dessert for celebration. For a 
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dessert family, cultural acceptance of the dessert reward necessitates 
that we step up our game and have dessert when we’re mad, sad, 
glad, bored, stressed, busy, or because it’s a day that ends in “y.” 
This provides ample opportunity to fold disdain, disappointment, 
pride, or pleasure into every meringue.

   * * *

“We made chocolate pie.” The nonchalance is still genuine, but I 
manage to sound less fake the more I talk. Mom’s still looking at me 
as I fill my glass with ice from the freezer door, so I scramble to add 
to my brief description. “We had fun, and the pie turned out really 
well. I think I asked her too many questions about it.”

“Did she answer them?”

“Yeah, as best she could.”

“Maybe it was better because you are her granddaughter and not 
her daughter. I don’t know how many times I’ve gone down there 
and asked her to show me how she makes things. She always gets 
pissy and says, ‘I don’t know; I just do it. I can’t tell you how I do 
it.’”

I don’t know what mom is doing while she says this. Looking Mom 
in the face now would be the equivalent of challenging the pack 
alpha. Eyes averted and hands busy, I pour my glass of water and 
sit at her table for our standing Saturday, ‘Wedding Planning and 
Doing’ appointment. These meetings have been going surprisingly 
smoothly because we turn our regularly scheduled get-togethers it 
into Us vs. The Wedding Vendors, and we both desperately need to 
win. See, my wedding, like our lives, needs to reflect a certain ease 
of spirit, without looking cheap, but it also has to require little effort 
from us without being exorbitant. Rarely do we ask for much.

When John and I discovered that the Oklahoma Aquarium would 
host our wedding, set everything up, and clean everything when we 
were done, we knew it was the perfect choice for the wedding. As 
the location of our first major outing as a couple, the Aquarium was 
sentimental enough, unique enough, and reasonably priced enough 
to work for everyone. Bonus, because of specific rules about food 
they were required to abide by because of the fish, the caterer was 
assigned to us. For the reception, I would be the speaker-by-proxy, 
guests would be the audience, and the purpose—in a statement 
containing an infinitive verb that would make my students proud—
would be to encourage people to fellowship and engage, but to 
quickly move to other activities like dancing, photo-boothing, and 
drinking. Gourmet sliders, spinach dip, chicken kebobs, and a fruit 
tray were the answer. My mother, in a show of just how much she 
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has moved away from Gran’s need to control a menu, had no desire 
to cook, cater, find a caterer, or have anything to do with the food 
other than writing the check. In fact, Mom’s financial ability to pay 
people to handle the event was a purposeful gesture in liberation 
from her mother’s life. 

   * * *

I think the reason I was nervous about telling my mom about 
cooking with Gran is because we have a tumultuous history. 
We have tried to work together in the past, and been marginally 
successful in home do-it-yourself projects, but largely unsuccessful 
professionally. At one point we were both working oil and gas in 
north Texas, and I was driving from the job to our hotel. We had 
been together far too long, and the job was oppressively stressful. 
I knew Mom had an opinion of where, and how, I should park the 
car, and I picked a fight with her about it before she said anything 
by stating, “I’m just going to park at the side of the building.” There 
was a parking spot available close to the front of the hotel, but it 
was tight, and I was driving Mom’s car, so I opted not to try to park 
there.

She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t judgmental; she just asked, “Why 
don’t you park there?”

I stopped the car and gesticulated violently while saying, “Just tell 
me where you would like me to park! I know you know what you 
think I should do, so why don’t you just go ahead and tell me, so I 
don’t have to try to guess!” I picked up the argument in the middle. 
I had decided she would be mad, so I made her mad.

Contention is part of my birthright, and I’m far from the only 
Wagner Woman prone to escalation.

My mother once gave me the curse. She said her mom had given 
it to her, and I could give it to my daughter if I had one. We were 
standing in her kitchen, in front of the sink and my mother said, “I 
hope you have a daughter just like you some day.” Come to think 
of it, it doesn’t sound all that ominous. I’m not sure what I did to 
provoke the curse, which also detracts from the ominousness of the 
statement, but I will never forget her face, or how her voice ground 
through a throat tight with anger to roll out through lips that barely 
moved. I will never forget feeling bad for what I had done, and 
scared to death of ever having kids.

The curse sounds like it is cursing me. That I should suffer for what I 
had put my mother through. And, on a level, it is. However, I think, 
now, the curse is in raising a strong, smart, opinionated woman in 
the culture where my mother and grandmother grew up. Yes, it’s 
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Scott County, but I think it is a great deal of the traditional, rural 
south. Mom describes people, no, men, like that: “He’s so, Scott 
County.” What she means is that he’s a member of the patriarchy, 
and he feels entitled to a wife who cooks and cleans for him, and 
who follows instructions. I don’t know how it happens, if they are 
groomed that way, or if male dominance is in the water. I know 
women who ask their husbands for permission to do things, to 
buy things, to make decisions. I understand the value of marital 
communication, but one party asking the other party for permission 
is so far from healthy and equal communication that it is laughable.

At lunch one day, my father’s father said to me, “Why aren’t you 
at home making lunch? I don’t think I would marry a woman that 
wouldn’t make me lunch.”

I looked at him across the ubiquitously complementary chips 
and salsa, and attempted to sound amused when I said, “Funny, I 
wouldn’t marry a man that couldn’t make himself lunch.” Papaw 
just looked at me. He was shocked that I didn’t see the need to run 
home to make lunch, and that I had confronted him about it. My 
grandfather, at this point, had known me for thirty-one years, but I 
guess he thought marriage negated every one of those years I had 
lived, every degree I had earned, every independent choice I had 
made before. There is some insight into my father here: the man 
raised by his father, who chose my mother as his teammate, and 
helped raise me, but that is a different essay.

The difficulty here is that I like to cook, and I happen to really 
like sandwiches, especially sandwiches for lunch, but the two 
have become too symbolic. If I cook for my husband, I’m being 
a good wife. Rather than risk creating some idea of myself as a 
quintessential “wife” I almost never cook. I had to do that. I had 
to move away from some weird idea that my worth was measured 
in my ability to feed and care for others. My grandmother would 
never have thought to separate herself from her worth as a wife and 
mother, instead, she measures everyone else’s worth in her cooking, 
in her relationships, in her interactions. My mom did think to break 
away, to be other. Unfortunately, it wasn’t until after she was deeply 
entrenched in her life. She went to college for a semester after high 
school. She had fun, and she dreamed big. Then, she let my father 
talk her into leaving college and returning home. A few years, an 
almost “for good” sized break up, and a wedding later she became 
his wife and, very quickly thereafter, my mother.

I was always aware that her sense of responsibility to my brother 
and me was the glue that held their marriage together. Growing 
up, my mother insisted on two things: see something of the world, 
and never give up “me” for a man. In hindsight I get it. Mom was 
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afraid she had given up her chance to be other than a wife, but her 
sense of responsibility, and—truth be told—her love for Dad kept 
her from running away from it. I have two distinct memories of my 
mother crying when I was rather young. Once, when she wanted 
me to take a nap and I wouldn’t. I looked at her and noticed black 
streaks running down her face and asked why her tears were black. 
She said, “When you have children your tears will turn black, too.” 
There are multiple possible meanings here, but the four or five-
year-old that I was thought I had given her black tears. I had done 
that to her. 

Another time, sitting in our living room in the early 90s, I watched 
those same black tears run down my mother’s face, but I was older 
and knew they weren’t for me. She was watching the music video 
to Reba McEntire’s “Is There Life Out There.” She cried while Reba 
sang wistfully to the window above her kitchen sink, as she sang 
the words my mother wanted to scream everyday. But, she couldn’t 
bring herself to verbalize that she didn’t want more just for me, 
she wanted more for herself. Looking back, I learned two things 
watching my mom cry: 1) non-waterproof eyeliner and existential 
crises are not friends, and 2) my mother was a person, a person in 
a hellish liminal state between love and claustrophobia. Between 
feeding her family and feeding her soul.

Most of the unhappiness in my mother’s and grandmother’s lives 
has been a result of the constraints of their culture, of pushing 
and pulling against boundaries, traditions, and glass ceilings, and 
the curse is in watching another cog in the wheel grow up. The 
curse is in having to encourage certain aspects in their daughters 
while tempering others, because they were all too aware of what 
society thought of them and how society treated them. My mom 
did not really want me to suffer; she wanted me to understand 
the possibilities she gave up for me, the possibilities she feels her 
society took from her, and what I would be asked to give up if I 
chose to live a life similar to theirs.

Fortunately, Mom got far enough away that I am less burdened by 
the curse at thirty-two than I was at fifteen when she first flung it 
at me. I am still deciding if my lack of desire for children is a result 
of that curse, but I’m certain my lack of desire to cook regularly is 
a result of it.

   * * *

“I think I’m going to make that Mexican casserole you had with 
Gran last weekend. She keeps talking about how good it is,” Mom 
tells me.

“It was pretty good. It has refried beans in it, and you know how 
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I feel about beans. But I could eat it so it must have been pretty 
good.” Was it good? I mean I ate it, and liked it well enough. It had beans 
and tomatoes, so I definitely didn’t love it.

“Well, I told your brother to go get hamburger meat on his way 
back from getting his hair cut. Whenever that will be. I’m going to 
try to make it for lunch and see how good it is.” She sounds like 
she doubts how good the casserole is. She keeps talking about it 
desperately, almost begging someone to say, “I don’t really want 
that” or “It’s actually not that great.” But Gran says it’s wonderful 
and easy. 

“Though I don’t know when your brother is ever going to get here 
so we can make it.”

Cort shows up eventually, though the casserole is now for dinner 
rather than lunch. Mom’s mood has grown more sour with each 
passing hour that Cort does not come home, and by the time he 
arrives she…. Well, who can blame her? He has spent so much time 
in and out of jail, in and out of drug induced states of existence. 
Cort isn’t a criminal. He would never steal from anyone, hold 
anyone at gunpoint, rape, or murder anyone. Nope, he’s the worst 
kind of family member: the kind that doesn’t like any of the rest 
of us more than he hates himself. He’s been out of jail for almost 
two and a half years now. He’s kept the same job for more than a 
year. He rarely misses work, he makes more money than me, and 
his benefits are incomparable. Cort’s one of those always-lands-on-
his-feet, come-out-smelling-like-a-rose kinds of people. Irritatingly, 
sunshine often shoots straight from his ass. We know he isn’t clean 
and sober, but he seems to be managing it this time. Still, it’s hard to 
blame Mom for getting all antsy when he disappears for hours. He 
would disappear like this when he wasn’t in control.

Despite being unreliable, Cort has always benefitted from Gran’s 
culinary rhetoric. He gets way more dessert than the rest of us. 
After he first came back from jail, while the rest of us were all trying 
to figure out how accountable to hold him, how to talk to him, 
how to have him in our lives again, Gran was making him Four 
Layer Delights. Those are his favorite. Simple as they are, Gran’s 
combination of those sweet layers is the perfect mix of textures. 
Balanced and controlled, the Four Layer Delight is everything 
Cortland wasn’t. And every time he was going to be at a meal, and 
sometimes just because, Gran would make one for him. In a way 
I get it. He got out of jail, and each week managed not to go back. 
That’s a dessert worthy achievement, but I think it was more than 
that. 

Cort isn’t the only one of us with a problem, but some of us work 
out our control issues in more socially acceptable forms. Most of us 
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smoke, or have smoked. I literally need food to function, not just 
because my body needs food, but because my psychology needs 
something, and I was blessed with food rather than illegal drugs. 
I have an uncle who overdosed and killed himself, another who 
couldn’t be found while we were waiting for Pa to die, because 
he and his girlfriend were robbing a house so they could buy 
drugs. I also have a cousin who became involved with criminals 
and drug dealers, and disappeared. Well, he disappeared for about 
four months. After four months a poor unsuspecting first grader 
found his skull while she waited for the school bus one morning 
in October. So see, when compared to all of that, the grandson who 
went to prison, served as a GED tutor, and appears to have his life 
together is a cut above the rest. In some way, I think his redemption 
is somehow the family’s redemption, so let him eat cake.

Mom doesn’t agree.

She loves Cort, sometimes she likes him, but he reminds her of her 
brothers too much for her to like him all the time. She gets mad that 
Cort gets more dessert than the rest of us, but I think it’s because 
she misunderstands the specific rhetorical situation. Mom, who 
watched her brothers get a similar preferential treatment growing 
up, sees the purpose of the desserts as Gran encouraging Cort to feel 
loved. She sees the Four Layer Delight as an ineffective rhetorical 
device that inadvertently reinforces Cort’s bad behaviors rather 
than calling him to action for new ones. Mom’s interpretation 
validates what he has done; Gran’s sees the desserts as proverbial 
carrots. Neither is a great approach to addiction, but it’s the best 
we’ve got.

   * * *

“It isn’t very good. I definitely don’t think it’s the best Mexican 
casserole I’ve ever had. Is this what hers was like?” Mom says from 
the living room.

I tried the casserole. “I don’t think it has enough chips, and I don’t 
remember there being this many beans,” I call down to the living 
room. Mom yells back that she followed the recipe and all Gran 
told her was to follow the recipe. “Well, I’m pretty sure Gran used 
Doritos or tortilla chips instead of Fritos,” I tried.

“What? She said CORN CHIPS! Fritos are corn chips!”

I decided not to press that tortilla chips and Doritos are also 
made of corn and nomenclature could be at the heart of the 
misunderstanding. After all, I’m the granddaughter. My desserts 
always let me know how much Gran loves me. I’m predisposed not 
to want Gran to have tried to sabotage Mom’s recipe. I don’t want 
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Gran to be capable of that kind of overt sabotage.

Mom, though, with each word, sounds more and more suspicious 
and accusatory. She is ready to believe that Gran would misrepresent 
what she did to the original casserole recipe just so Mom’s attempt 
would not be successful. I’m not so sure. I do believe that Gran 
doesn’t always realize when she modifies a recipe. She does it 
effortlessly and without much thought. She might have sabotaged 
the casserole, but I can’t believe it was intentional. Mom gives 
away the entire pan—to me. She then declares she will never make 
that recipe again and will follow the recipe Cort has for Mexican 
casserole. I have no idea why he has a recipe for Mexican casserole, 
but in this twilight zone of reality, my addict brother not only 
keeps a job, but plans meals and cooks around where his crew 
will be working and what amenities the hotel room will have. He 
apparently makes Mexican casserole regularly and carries it with 
him to eat during the week. Mom is certain his recipe will be better. 
She needs his recipe to be better. She needs to control the menu in 
her home.

   * * *

“Ok, now, take that beater and start beating the egg whites until 
they’re stiff. Then we’ll add in a couple of tablespoons of sugar. 
Some people put cornmeal, but I don’t like that so we’ll just put 
sugar.” Gran is giving directions from the old bar stool that sits in 
the corner by the microwave. The stool has been there almost as 
long as I can remember.

I’m beating the egg whites and it dawns on me that all of the old 
practices of presentation in cooking were purposeful. The meringue 
is a mountain of pretty white perfection, but it also keeps the pie 
from drying out. It’s then that I start to think about how functional 
became attractive. In a way, pie meringue parallels the study of 
rhetoric. Plato focused on function, discourse, and logic while the 
Sophists valued the art of rhetoric. The Sophists understood that 
the way a thing is said is as important as the thing that is said. 
The speaker has complete control over the beauty, intelligibility, 
medium of her message, and rarely is a message impaired by being 
beautiful. Such is the pie meringue. Whether it’s Italian, Swiss, or 
simply whipped cream, is the sole whim of the cook, but the choice 
can affect the balance, flavor, and ultimately the reception of the 
pie. Realizing that Gran is more Sophist than Plato, I look at her 
over my arm holding the hand beater and say, “Seriously, before 
there was electricity, who the hell said, ‘I think I’ll beat the shit out 
of some egg whites and see what happens?” 

Gran laughs, “I don’t know, but I’m damn glad we have electricity!” 
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   * * *

Looking now at the remains of the Mexican casserole that my mom 
really did not want to like, I realize that the rhetoric isn’t just in the 
food, it’s in the soul. When Gran wants food to be good, it is. The 
opposite is also true. Mom didn’t want the casserole to be good, 
so it wasn’t. She didn’t care if we liked the casserole. Actually, she 
didn’t want us like it, so she wouldn’t have to make it again. Gran 
wants people to like her food, sometimes, so sometimes it’s good.

   * * *

We finally got the meringue on top of a chocolate pie that isn’t picture 
perfect, because the filling is far from the dark brown perfection 
of most chocolate pies. Why? Because Gran says, “Desserts aren’t 
supposed to be bitter. Why would I want to eat bitter pie?” So she 
backs the amount of cocoa off and makes a milk chocolate pie rather 
than a dark chocolate pie. Because of her method, I don’t think she 
would use the chocolate pie as a piece of rhetoric. For a staple, she 
could alter its taste to affect meaning, but I think the Chocolate Pie 
transcends such pettiness. If Gran wants someone to know she is 
not pleased with them, she won’t make chocolate pie, because she 
refuses to bastardize it. It’s Holy Pie.

After we get the pie out of the oven, I stand there and look at it for a 
while. It’s beautiful, but I’m not sure how it will taste. After all, half 
of it is me. I am not sure it would set. The me variable could have 
messed up everything. But I want it to be good, and Gran wants it 
to be good, so it is.

   * * *

The rhetoric is still in the language, it’s still in the tone, it’s still in 
the body language, but the food, the food may say more about the 
cook than the audience. Just like this essay says more about me 
than either of the dominant women in my life. I want them to know 
that I see it. That I know they want more from me. That I can hang 
lanterns and still love them in the light. 

After all, they each helped to make me. 

I am the culmination of years of working against each other, and for 
each other, of quietly fighting against the traditional role of women, 
and of fighting to make their families work. Thankfully, when they 
helped to make me, they both really wanted me to be good.
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