The real deal with ‘one meal’
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Beverly, Mass. I know that in many marvelous and important ways preparing only one dinner each night is ideal. It doesn’t cater to picky eaters, promotes healthy eating, teaches contentment and nutrition and has the added bonus of expanding a child’s palate while guaranteeing they’ll win a Nobel Prize later in life.  Also, making two versions of each meal, one for our two girls and one for my husband and me, was getting on my nerves. I had to simplify.

Bored by all things poultry, I decided to prepare a simple skirt steak. It was perfect for slicing into itty-bitty, ketchup-covered bites. It felt like a good plan. And while I had a niggling memory of being forced to eat steak as a child, I naturally suppressed it and carried on. 

“I’m serving steak tonight. I’ll cut it up into teeny pieces, and we’ll all eat the same thing,” I announced to my husband.

“Good,” he said, perhaps not quite grasping the mental gymnastics I’d gone through to arrive at this meal.

“Good,” I echoed firmly. “Dinner’s ready,” I trilled.

For some reason that evening our youngest daughter did not wear clothes to dinner. I’m not saying that’s normal — it’s not. But for reasons unclear to me, she’d lost track of her clothes and, really, what was a naked 3-year old in the grand scheme of the “one meal” mission? I let it go.

I said, “Girls, tonight we are all eating the same thing!”

Our 6-year-old shrugged and began inhaling her food. 

Our 3-year-old stared at the plate.  “What is this,” she asked. “Is this a chicken nugget?”

“Yes, yes it is. It’s just called steak instead,” I answered. 

We all ate. Well, except our 3-year-old. She took her first bite of steak and fell into a black hole of endless chewing. My childhood memory surged back. I could see myself sitting in my 1970’s orange and yellow kitchen. Chewing steak.  

My parents, not normally rigid in their parenting approach, insisted that I eat the steak. Then they abandoned me and left me there . . . to chew.  

I began to wonder if perhaps my mother had decided that night, decades ago, that she was going to only serve “one meal.”  

We all finished dinner while our 3-year-old kept chewing. My husband cleared the plates, except hers.  

“Um Sweetie,” I whispered to my husband. “When I was a child I had to eat steak and I couldn’t swallow it and . . .”

“She’ll swallow it. She can do it,” said my husband, suddenly very on board with the “one meal” concept.

“How about this,” he said to our daughter. “Spit out the piece you are chewing and Daddy will cut it into smaller pieces that will be easier to swallow.”

Well. That was gross, and unexpected.  

I watched as my normally squeamish husband cut a piece of spit-out, pulverized steak into four smaller slimy, bits. I had a feeling things were going downhill . . .downhill from handling pre-chewed food, if such a thing was possible.

Our daughter, who lives in her own personal sunbeam, was cool with plopping the already chewed, but freshly cut, steak back in her mouth. She resumed chewing and smiled brightly at my husband swinging her naked legs as she chewed in an exaggerated fashion to show she was happy to comply.  

“No, no, stop chewing. It’s all cut up now, just swallow,” my husband said.  

I snorted. It was not going to happen. Lo’ those many years ago, after I sat for over an hour, I grimly tried to swallow and promptly gagged. My mother finally came in and handed me a napkin with which to dispose of the doomed steak.  

Our daughter also finally tried to swallow. She also instantly gagged. But she took it one step further and reflexively jammed her finger down her throat, which led to a singular effect.  My husband swung her up by one arm, in an arc of nakedness, and stood her on the kitchen counter.  

“Do not throw up!  But if you do, do it in the sink,” he said.

Those, Regular Reader, are words to live by.

And that is how, in my effort to have “one meal,” what I got instead was an unclad 3-year-old jumping about on the kitchen counter, dry heaving and shaking her suntanned little behind in her own gagging cloud of cheery oblivion with a defeated husband and a giggling 6-year-old.    

We learned no lessons in contentment, we certainly did not feel things had simplified, and the picky eater won the day hands down. We’re still waiting on the Nobel Prize.
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