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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my loving husband, Bryon, with whom I’m excited to share a lifetime of love, laughter, and delicious meals.
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Introduction
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I’m not just from the South, as in born and raised—I’m about as country as can be. And I’m proud of it. So imagine me, a twenty-something-year-old lil’ country girl, leaving the simple Southern comfort of my childhood for the whirligig hustle-bustle—and cold—of the New York–New Jersey area. It wasn’t because I didn’t cherish my Geechee roots. Growing up near Wadmalaw Island, South Carolina, is not only the foundation of my professional cooking life as Delicious Miss Brown: It has shaped me culturally and spiritually. But like any young person, I reached a point where I felt like it was time for me to fly the nest and make my way in the world.

I don’t regret my bold move. From my small New Jersey apartment, the bright lights of the big city were sure looking pretty. But I do recall plenty an evening when I had but a can of Libby’s corn in the cupboard—that I was beyond grateful for, I might add. It just meant I’d need to get extra creative that night. Mind you, this was around 2013, when the average inflation rate was about 1.5 percent. (Now it’s closer to 2.5 percent.) Still, the struggle was real. I didn’t have the expertise or life experience to know that the US economy is cyclical. But what I did know served me well. I’m here to tell you, cousins: Trouble won’t last always. I’ve lived that truth.

So I would gather up some coins, head to the store, and figure out what I could come up with. Because you know a country girl like me is gonna make a good meal. And guess what? I always ended up surprising myself. The thrill of my ingenuity was almost as filling as my dinner. For example, I might happen upon a “manager’s special” that wasn’t advertised in the circular, or maybe I’d find some slightly bruised produce that was marked down. That’s when I’d skip home and dance into my cozy kitchen; cue up a get-right tune, like Mary J. Blige’s “Just Fine” (“No time for mopin’ around; are you kidding? . . . ’cause I’m winning”); and get cooking. Chop up some green pepper, throw in the neck bone I scored on sale, make a little pan gravy, put it all over a bed of rice. And BAM! (Only God’s plan would have me quoting Emeril Lagasse years before even dreaming of a cooking career!) For around $10, I had myself a deliciously healthy and gorgeous meal, layered with flavor and brimming with vibrant color and fresh seasoning.

I was still in college when the iconic song “Empire State of Mind” came out. I can’t say the song was a conscious influence, but on some level I think Alicia Keys’s words hit like a clarion call to my restless young soul. And once I finished my undergraduate studies, I decided to set out for that “concrete jungle where dreams are made of.” I was going to put my psychology degree to work and change the world—and you couldn’t tell me otherwise. From childhood, I was that kid whose heart bled for the underdog. Maybe it had something to do with growing up in the church. More than likely my empathy was bred from traditional Gullah communal culture. With a tender soul paired with formal studies, I’d help save all the people, including myself.

Looking back, the bold move to relocate to the big city pretty much lived up to the hype in my head. City life scratched that itch for adventure and novelty. The culture. The diversity. The hustle. The excitement. I wasn’t smack-dab in the center of things—after all, your baby girl had baby funds—but on the outskirts, which gave me a familiar sense of the provincial lifestyle I was accustomed to. I settled into an apartment about thirteen miles from Manhattan in Bayonne, New Jersey—a largely working-class city with a rich industrial history, especially in shipbuilding and manufacturing. Bayonne sits along the Hudson River and has a stunning waterfront view of the Manhattan skyline. Each day I traveled, on public transportation of course, about five or six miles to Saint Peter’s University, where I was enrolled in a competitive master’s degree program.

If you’re anything like me, a hardcore music lover—sometimes lyrics hit with such force that you literally feel them in your bones. Alicia Keys told no lies. Trust and believe, cousins. Just trust and believe. Everything in and around New York truly feels kind of magical. And the go-getter energy starts to pulse through your body. Coming from the sleepy, cozy pace of the South, I found that all the hustle-bustle really set my soul on fire. I loved it!

But you know ya girl will always keep it real. I might tell you a joke, but I’ll never tell you a lie. In spite of the big lights that inspire. and even though no other place could ever compare, on the flip side of the limelight and the city that never sleeps? Baybeee—life was HARD!

I mean after all, I wasn’t a famous singer like Alicia Keys. Yes, I did come for school, but Lord knows I had not graduated to the high life. I was, you know, regular—a working-class girl from Charleston, South Carolina. A proud do-gooder, a social worker, determined to right the wrongs for vulnerable populations. Grad school, the long-held dream of a kid raised on the ideals of educational excellence, was expensive. Rent and utilities for my teaspoon-size apartment in Bayonne swallowed a heaping helping of my monthly income. And as a twenty-something fun-seeker, I wanted to “get through this thing called life” (dearly beloved) with some measure of joy—my spirit intact.

That meant I had to adjust my dreams to my new reality—quick, fast, and in a hurry. The joy of my big-city adventure didn’t fade, but my old-school upbringing emerged in stark relief. All of the lessons my mother and grandmother had poured into me over the years suddenly began to have meaning and very practical resonance. They weren’t just words, they were mantras:


	•If you wanna act grown, be grown.

	•The Lord will make a way out of no way.

	•He will never give you more than you can bear.

	•Don’t be penny-wise and pound-foolish.

	•You got McDonald’s money?



Instinctively, I knew how to buck up—and with a swiftness. You hear me? It was the very first time that I was flat-out on my own. And adulting was definitely testing my mettle. Mom was nearly a thousand miles away, as was my grandmother and the rest of my tribe. I did make fast friends. The people in my new life as a transplant were lovely, something I think a lot of folks get wrong about big-city life. But there were no aunties, no play sisters and such who’d known me since I was knee-high to a grasshopper. I had to pull up my big-girl panties and figure out how to make ends meet.

Fortunately, you can take the girl out of the Gullah Sea Islands. But you cannot—will not—take the Gullah Sea Islands out of the girl. I never lost sight of the simple Gullah Geechee values I was brought up with. Even with meager resources—at one especially rough point I went from my friend’s sofa, to my other friend’s sofa, to my other-other friend’s sofa—I managed to not only survive but thrive in the shadow of Lady Liberty.

Some of my biggest opportunities were born out of those challenging years. My creativity was on fire. And I built strong and lasting relationships that would change the trajectory of my entire life.

Instead of whining and crying about what wasn’t working for me at that time, I maximized all the good things that were coming my way. And you know what I came to realize? I had it going on! Even if no one could see it but me. I was very proud of the life I was building for myself, and it felt good to create my own idea of success. Some nights I might stop at a Redbox kiosk outside my local ShopRite grocery store to rent a movie. But, of course, splurges didn’t happen regularly. My studies were just as enriching as I dreamed they would be. And although the salary was low, I soon had a job working with school-age kids at the kind of nonprofit community organization where I knew I could make a difference.

My resources were slim—in fact, in some ways, slimmer than ever. The job was stressful. So in addition to not having much money, I had very little time and energy. My working-girl era called for a new level of creativity when it came to my expenses. And I considered it a personal challenge to find new and inventive ways to pare down costs, including learning how to eat well and spend less. What can I say, some folks had Angry Birds or Tetris, but my game was figuring out how to make the most of all God blessed me with.

If you’ve been with me a while on this Food Network journey, then you know my story as well as my glory. You know that it was precisely those hard times that led to my career success at the Food Network. Back in the day, life as a TV chef had never even entered my mind. I wasn’t thinking about cooking as anything more than a way to eat. I believe I was born with a servant’s heart. And the only goal I had when I left South Carolina was furthering my education and helping as many folks as possible. As far as I was concerned, I’d already found career success. Children’s social services unlocked a long-held passion, and I considered it a privilege to be working for Big Brothers Big Sisters. Here I was, only twenty-five years old, and in my mind I was winning! Yep, I had a small apartment. And yes, my job was very stressful some days. See, I soon learned that as much as I wanted to help people and as hard as I’d studied to address societal issues, there were some problems—no, make that lots of problems—lil’ ole Kardea could not solve simply with her hard-earned degree and heart of service.

On those days, when the pressure of lifting people up got me down, I’d find solace in my kitchen. Not intentionally—I can’t even say I knew that’s what I was doing. It was instinctive, I suppose. Cousins, I really can’t explain it. All I can tell you is that the way some people might retreat to a bubble bath or their favorite watering hole, I would find myself at the stove with some Jill Scott, Anita Baker, or whoever the mood called for playing in the background—just whipping and sautéing to my heart’s content. And my boyfriend at the time—bless his heart—took note of my joy. He saw that cooking seemed to set my soul on fire. And what’s so funny is that I really didn’t think there was anything remarkable happening at all. I mean, working through recipes and playing with flavors was a simple pleasure. Sure, it felt good to create delicious meals and have this special person in my life eat the food and praise my skills. But I didn’t see what he saw: a person truly in her happy place, a zone where I spent time alone in a get-right—almost spiritual—headspace. And totally unbeknownst to me, he captured me on film stirring up a pot of I-don’t-even-know-what and sent the video to the Food Network for a guest spot on a new show. Out of the hundreds, if not thousands, of videos submitted, guess whose tape the producers chose? Can you even believe it? No broadcast experience. No professional chef experience. No restaurant experience. No on-air-of-any-kind experience. How could something so random change my entire life?

If you grew up in the church the way I did, I know you’ve sat through many a sermon where the pastor takes his time to break down the principles of God’s will and His grace. And here I was living it. I’m not going to start preaching up in here, at least not right this minute. But cousins, I get goose bumps when I think about how the Lord had been all the while ordering my steps. Because, as many of us know, we don’t serve a random God, right? All of those years, He was preparing me. And I didn’t have a clue.

I was raised to believe His word. God’s timing is not our timing. His ways are not our ways. What seemed from the outside like a “suddenly . . .” plot twist in a book had been part of the story all along. And baby, once I had my Ephesians “foretaste” moment, ya girl never looked back. But don’t get it twisted. I’m not saying the rest came easy. It took four and a half years from that first surprise call from the Food Network to get to Delicious Miss Brown.

And I am a living witness to the power of destiny. Whether you have a burning dream inside your soul or if you’re not yet quite sure of your purpose in life, trust the process and follow your heart. Because God is the master author of “suddenly.” Trust me when I tell you that there is something unique in all of us—and it’s waiting to be tapped.

Your something may not be my something. But what I absolutely know for sure is that no talent, no experience, no passion we have inside of us is wasted—no matter how long it may take to be revealed to the outside world. Don’t give up, cousins!

Some people are born knowing their purpose. And they spend their entire lives building toward it brick by brick. Most of us don’t have it like that. We simply keep putting one foot in front of the other—doing what we feel is the right thing or pursuing a piece of our purpose in the way that we know best. Although I knew I wanted to help people to change folks in some way, it took God’s redirection for me to begin to see how He meant for me to accomplish that.

Cousins, I surely don’t know what the future holds, but I know who holds the future. This positivity doesn’t come from a know-it-all place or self-help guru kinds of formulas—I highly doubt there are any ten steps, or whatever, that lead to the life of your dreams. Nope. I just have faith. I know firsthand—in fact, I am a living witness—that your purpose will be revealed. And I hope that, whether you enjoy cooking or you just like eating, my story somehow feeds you. I promise you, I am no more extraordinary than you are.

Sometimes, especially the way our culture is set up to worship material things as social media drowns us in images of “success” and baller lifestyles, we can forget what’s really real. And we forget that things take time.

Now ask yourself—and this is the really important part—what are you doing while you wait? I certainly do love God. He is faithful. But if there’s one thing you need to understand, it’s that He will make you wait. God’s timing is, well—it’s different from ours. Some of the practices I established over the years, I think, helped prepare me. You can try them too. Before I share them, though, I want to make something very clear: There are many God-fearing people who say, while you wait you should “just pray without ceasing.” And while I believe 1,000 percent in the power of prayer, I also know that period can be a difficult time. And it’s not always easy to be patient.

I can be an anxious girlie myself, and I’m pretty sure I’m not the only one. So I want you to know I see you. No matter where you are in your faith walk—and maybe you don’t even have a faith walk, or even a faith crawl—waiting is not idling; there’s a lot we can all do in that meantime and in-between time. Here’s my take: Work hard to get your life right, your mind right, and your spirit right. We all know that saying: “If you stay ready, you won’t need to get ready.” There’s a lot of truth in that.

Let me tell you, on my own journey, once I got a nibble of cooking on a show and saw what a life as a TV chef might look like, no one could tell me I wasn’t ready right then and there. That’s how badly I wanted it. But things didn’t go down like that. And in hindsight, I’m very grateful. I needed to learn so much about the business side of television and the technical aspects of cooking. And if I hadn’t been forced to learn those things, I don’t think I’d have found success. I definitely wouldn’t have been as confident in my ability to carry a show.

So whether you want to level up at work and land a big promotion, or succeed in your business or personal life, use that period of time that you’re waiting to get prepared. Be superproductive so you’re ready for your blessings. Of course, everything is not for everybody. Just remember there is nothing too small, too corny, or too “out there” if it helps you stay the course, de-stress, and keep the faith. And honestly, I could talk all day about some of the things in my toolbox that have helped me, and continue to help me, stay even-keeled. Some are really simple.


	•Vision board. I am a firm believer in visualization. And I put together some pretty elaborate vision boards to set my intentions and literally see where I want to go. There are books and kits you can get at craft stores like Michaels. Or you can go digital with tools like Canva. They have a template for every kind of board you can think of.

	•Write it down. Pro tip: You don’t need to be Toni Morrison to sit down and journal. Just put something down on paper. Maybe you don’t have the business plan just yet. The details might be sketchy right now. It’s okay. I journaled my goals, ideas, and passions every day, even though I didn’t have a concrete plan.

	•Be still. I realize you may be giving me the screw face right now. And yes, I know you see me out here ripping and running half the time. But I do find time to decompress. It’s important, as old Southern folks say, to “go somewhere and sit down” for lots of reasons. We need to shut out the noise of social media, friends, work, family—and step back to try to get a high-level view of the big picture. Otherwise, the small stuff will bury you.

	•Look back at it. Okay, now before you go there, let me explain: This is about reflection. Take some time occasionally to appreciate how far you’ve come. Seriously, I get that we all want the dream to happen yesterday. But that’s not realistic. If we’re going to stay fired up, we have to celebrate ourselves along the way. Say it out loud: “I may not be where I want to be, but thank God I am not where I was.”

	•Let the music play. Our jams have power, and from the time I was a little girl in church feeling the spirit move during worship, I’ve known the power of song. Get into it, if you haven’t already, to lift your spirits and shift your heart. I mix gospel, R & B, hip-hop—whatever I need to speak to me. If you’re feeling discouraged, there are few better remedies than Norman Hutchins’s “God’s Got a Blessing (with My Name on It!)” or the Clark Sisters, in my opinion.

	•Use your words. Cousins, we must speak life over our hopes. Affirm yourself, please. Personally, I lean into the word of God. This is one of my favorites: “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning.” If you don’t know scripture, you can swap any positive affirmations that suit you: “I got this” or “I am enough.”

	•Show up. This is your life, cousins. You owe it to yourself to be as present as possible. We all have those days when we want to hide under the covers. And I’m not going to lie—every once in a while, if that’s the break you need, then you need to take it because rest is a big part of what it takes to show up as your best, authentic self. I believe rest can also help us remember who we are. That way you can get up, dust yourself off, and step out into your boldness.



We each have something that is uniquely ours to share with the world. Some of us need a little while to discover that something. And that was me. I knew I was proud of my Geechee heritage—and our food being the cornerstone of that culture—but as a young person I didn’t fully appreciate just how special and rich our traditions were. Believe it or not, it wasn’t until college that I learned that not everyone cooked fresh food on the regular. My dorm mates were nuking everything you could think of, and I was amazed when I first got to campus. Seriously, I thought it was the wildest thing.

My storied heritage was so ingrained in me, it was like the air I breathed. Second nature. I knew it was a good thing, but I didn’t know it was special-special—if that makes sense. Us Gullah Geechee folks are the descendants of those enslaved people who were brought to America from western and southwestern Africa, including Sierra Leone, Senegal, and Angola. We were amazing farmers—lima beans, okra, and tomatoes—who worked the coastal plantations along South Carolina and Georgia. Gullah Geechee people lived off the land, incorporating oysters, turtles













	•He supplies our every need.

	•You’re stronger than you know.

	•Make do with what you have.
















	•More than half of Americans (54 percent) say they are not proficient in the kitchen.

	•54 percent cite lack of time as their biggest barrier to becoming a better cook.

	•49 percent cite a lack of motivation (laziness).

	•34 percent say they have limited kitchen resources.





	•Nearly half (48 percent) follow food influencers on social media.

	•Roughly three-quarters watch cooking videos.

	•And 73 percent say their parents were good cooks.
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