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INDIAN RIVER INSIGHTS

Senior Resource Association’s Meals on Wheels program provides meals to hundreds of people each week.

Time to Get Our
Mise en Place

ENDING HUNGER AND FOOD INSECURITY REQUIRES MORE FROM ALL OF US

BY JEFFREY R. PICKERING

he first meal
I Iprepared
for my wife,

Stephanie, was on Febru-
ary 14, 2009. At the time,
Iwas awidowed father of
twoyoung children living
in Evanston, Illinois, and
shewasasmart, attrac-
tive “city chick” livingin
ahigh-riseapartmentin
downtown Chicago. We
hadrecently started dat-
ingand Iwanted to make
aspecial Valentine’s Day
dinner for the two of us.

From our conversa-
tions, I knew Stephanie
had agourmet chef’s
kitchen that she rarely
used. Ialso knewshe had
abeautiful view of the
Wrigley Building, the
Chicago River, and Lake
Michigan from her dining
room. It would be roman-
ticbut not over-the-top,
as big-city date nights can
sometimes go.

The menu for the
night was simple, elegant,
and nothinglike the “kid

food” Iwas accustomed
to preparing. Ithad been
awhile sinceI had cooked
an adult meal for someone
else, soIopted for some-
thingeasy thatrequired
little preparation. Mixed
greens with goat cheese,
sliced beets, and crushed
pistachios to start.
Primesteaksinapan
with butter and herbs,
roasted red peppers, and
sautéed mushrooms for
the main course. My own
signature “Pick’s New
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“There are several local charitable organizations working to

alleviate hunger in our community. . . .”

Orleans-style” bread
pudding with caramel
sauce for dessert. All to
be paired with abottle of
Merry Edwards Pinot Noir
from Sonoma County,
California.

Runningalittlelate
due to traffic, I opted for
the first parking spot I
found instead of circling.
Itwasabrisk two-block
walk, and myears and
cheeks were stinging
by the timeIreached
herbuilding. Stephanie
greeted mewith apeckon
the cheek, and I asked for
acup of hot coffee.

“No coffee, butIcan
make youacup ofhottea,”
shesaid. “Livingalone,

with stores and restau-
rants so close by, Iactually
don’tkeep much here.”

Ipassed onthehottea
and followed her toward
thekitchen. She watched
quizzically asIwashed
my hands, unpacked, and
organized theingredients
and cooking utensils for
the evening’s meal—fol-
lowing the wise culinary
practice of mise en place.

“Inthewords of
celebrity chef Anthony
Bourdain, mise en place
isthereligion of all good
line cooks,” I'told her
by way of explanation.
“Unfortunately, I forgot
thebutter.”

AsIturned toopen

therefrigerator, I caught
aglimpse of Stephanie
shuffling toward the front
doorwith slipperson as
shesaid, “Headed to the
bodegain thelobby. Be
rightback!”

Iwas confused. I
opened the refrigerator
door and suddenly every-
thingwasilluminated.
The entire contents of her
refrigerator consisted of
five or sixitems—and that
countincluded the small
box of baking soda! It
was such a stark contrast
to my own kid-friendly
refrigerator backhome
thatIwasindisbelief.

Nobutter. No eggs.
Nostring cheese. No

chocolate milk. No apple
juice. Nowayward Lego or
doll part. AsIwondered
exactlywhatundomesti-
cated planetI hadlanded
on, Stephanie returned
from the lobby grocery
store.
“Ididn’tknowifyou
needed salted or unsalted
butter,” she shouted from
the entryway, “soIgot
both, alongwith some
candles for the table.”
Weraised a glass,
toasted each other, and
enjoyedamealanda
conversation about our
future thatstill stands
outasone of the best
dining experiences of my
life. Beyond physical sus-

The Mobile Mercado, a “grocery store on wheels,”
brings healthy foods into low-income areas.
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tenance, the shared meal
nourished my soul.

Ithasbeen morethan
adozenyears since that
meal, and almosthalfa
century thatIhavelived
without ever experi-
encing somethingthat
approximately one out
of every eight Americans
faces every day—food
insecurity.

While hunger refers
toapersonal, physical
sensation of discomfort,
food insecurity refersto a
lack of available finan-
cial resources for food
atthe household level.
The U.S. Department of
Agriculture definesitasa

lack of consistent access
to enough food foran
active, healthylife. Itis
estimated thatin 2020,
over 38 million people,
including almost 12 mil-
lion children, were food
insecure. In Indian River
County, those numbers
are approximately 20,000
people who are food inse-
cure, including more than
3,000 children.

For perspective, 3,000
children equals the total
number of babies born
to Indian River County
mothers during thelast
twoyears. Three thousand
children equals the total
number of students who

Treasure Coast Food Bank serves 41 million meals each year to
residents of Indian River, Martin, Okeechobee, and St. Lucie
counties.

graduated from Vero Beach
and Sebastian River high
schoolsin 2021 and 2022.

One of the most sig-
nificantindicators of food
insecurity and whether
residents canaccess
healthy food in Indian
River Countyis distance.
Proximity to stores that
sell fresh fruits and vege-
tables makes adifference.

Accordingto the
USDA, in 2020 more than
53 percent of Indian
River County residents
lived more than amile
away from stores selling
fresh produce. While this
problem may not seem
challenging for residents
with reliable transporta-
tion, it presents a barrier
for those who do not own
avehicle, and the problem
isworse for seniors.

There are several
local charitable orga-
nizations working to
alleviate hunger in our
community by addressing
food insecurity among
our most vulnerable
residents. Each organiza-
tion has demonstrated a
trackrecord of operating
proven programs that
deliver results year after
year. More importantly,
these effortsare making
it possible for more people
to experience the joy of
sharing meals, nourish-
ingsouls aswell as bodies.

InJanuary 2020,
United Against Poverty
opened anew UP Center
to house community
programsincludingits

Member Share Grocery
Program. Each day, this
cooperative grocery store
gives more than 1,000
Indian River County fam-
ilieswho live at or below
200 percent of the federal
poverty level access to
affordable, nutritious
food. For example, two
parents who work full-
time jobs earning $12.50
perhour canshop atthe
UP Center for theingre-
dients to make healthy
meals for themselves and
their two children. Mise
enplace for everyone.

The Treasure Coast
Food Bank, a St. Lucie
County-based organiza-
tion, expandeditsreach to
serve Indian River County
families by puttinga
“Mobile Mercado” on the
roadin 2020. Thiswas
made possible, in part,
withagrant of $100,000
from Indian River Com-
munity Foundation. Each
week, this fully outfit-
ted “grocery store on
wheels” makes stopsin 12
low-income areas of our
community to distribute
healthy food to residents
who donotlive neara
grocery store or market.

Foryears, Senior
Resource Association has
helped alleviate hunger
and reduce food inse-
curity by providing free
transportation through
its GoLine public tran-
sit system, which now
includes a stop at the UP
Center. The organization
hasalso provided years of
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines

[food insecurity| as a lack of consistent access

to enough food for an active, healthy life.

service specifically to our
community’s senior pop-
ulation through its Meals
on Wheels program. Five
days aweek, hundreds
oflow-income seniors,
many of whom live alone,
receive hot, nutritious
meals delivered to their
doors by SRA volunteers.
Beyond nourishment,
these visits give seniors
asense of security while
also providing them with

adaily wellness check.

The Food Pantry of
Indian River County,
Our Father’s Table, and
Shining Light Garden
Foundation are all
working to ensure that no
member of our commu-
nity goes hungry. They
are making more shared
meals possible.

In the comingyear,
Iwill turn 50 yearsold.
While the world is full of

uncertainty, one thingI
know for sureis that my
year will be filled with
many shared meals,
celebrating my mile-
stone birthday or simply
celebrating my wife,
family, friends, clients,
and colleagues. Thereis
virtually no chance thatI
will go hungry or feel the
anxiety and stress of food
insecurity. I know this is
not the case, however, for

too many of our neigh-
borswholive herein one
of the wealthiest counties
in Florida, in therichest
country in the world.

Yes, there are many
good people and charities
working to solve this
problem. However, they
need much more financial
support and volunteer
help from me andyou.

Itis time we get our
mise en place. &

United Against Poverty’s Member Share Grocery Program enables residents to shop for the products their families need.

REPRINTED WITH
PERMISSION

© VERO BEACH
MAGAZINE

5



