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With Love and Gratitude
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If it wasn’t for the people who helped me turn what was once only a vision dancing around in my head into a reality, Supper with Love would not exist, and for them I’m forever grateful. So, before we dig in and eat . . . with love and gratitude.

Alex—From our first slow dance in high school to now. Look at how far we’ve come. My love, none of this would have been possible without your love, support, patience, and endless encouragement. The last couple of years were centered around this book and it was a tremendous sacrifice, with so many late nights, early mornings, and long days and weekends, but even still you pushed me to strive for more. Thank you . . . thank you . . . thank you! Infinite LOVE, always.

My Supper with Michelle Family—This book has been a long time coming. You all are what have made this journey amazing. YOU are my people. YOU are my village. Thank you for visiting the blog and sharing with me . . . all the dishes that you’ve made your own. For sending me emails or DMs, and stopping me randomly on the street. I’ve truly enjoyed engaging with and getting to know so many of you over the years, and I look forward to seeing this book in all of your hands and all of the dishes that you will create, so be sure to tag me and share them with me!

Michelle—Girl, whew! I can’t even write this without crying. Pass me a tissue! Haha! My sister from my other mother, thank you for always being so supportive and honest, for always telling me all of the things I needed to hear and the things that I didn’t want to hear, but needed to. Love you girl and you, too, Monique, Jada, Jason, and Joey!

Sharon—Thank you for being a second “mother” to me and a friend. For welcoming me into your family. And for supporting me and being a cheerleader for Supper with Michelle. Love you!

Abdeslam—Thank you for being Mom’s everything and for loving her and making her incredibly happy. Love you!

My Family—Andrea, Nicole, Yvonne (and all of my nieces and nephews), Uncle Bebe and Auntie Gayle, all of my cousins and the rest of the Braxton crew. I hope that I’ve made you proud. To the entire Conley and Anderson family (Stephanie, Anthony, Sean, Melissa, Damon, Monaiy, Damarion) . . . love y’all!

My Extended Family and Friends—Brenda (DaiQuann, BriAun, Robierra), Kelly and the Lipscomb family, the Cain family, Terra, Gudrun, Deborah and Rene, Jamila, Angelique, Nakita (Jalin), Malin, Karen, Toni, Shannon, Beth and Curtis, Luladae . . . love y’all!

My Neighbors—Barbara, Cynthia, Lester, Benita, Leroy, Chuck, Kia, Deborah, and Tony. Thank you for always being willing to take any container of food (and there were a lot!) that I sent your way and for providing me with your thoughts and feedback on all of the recipes I was testing.

Destin—Thank you for always being willing to try any and every dish I put before you with an open mind and open heart.

Yolanda and Zana—Yolanda! THANK YOU! Aside from Alex and myself, I think you’re the only other person who tasted almost every recipe in the book! Our conversations about each and your feedback was invaluable and I appreciate you so much. You and Zana have such an incredible way with words and in describing everything that you see and taste. It just meant so much and I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Zana! Thank you for being another set of eyes for me when my brain was almost completely fried.

Leigh—Thank you for being such a dope literary agent and for sometimes holding my hand when I didn’t know what the heck I was doing . . . and for having my back from start to finish with this project. Your knowledge and experience are indispensable and any author would truly be lucky to have you as their agent.

My Team at Harper Design—Soyolmaa Lkhagvadorj, thank you for loving and believing in my project from the very beginning. Jenna Lefkowitz, I appreciate everything you did to help bring this project together and for being my liaison through it all. Lynne Yeamans, thank you for being my go-to person and for fielding my one million questions during all of our Zoom meetings. Marta Schooler, thank you for ensuring the early stages of this book went seamlessly. Tricia Levi, thank you for your meticulous edits, for pushing me to dig deep, and for asking all the important questions. Dori Carlson and Stacey Fischkelta, thank you for making the copyediting stage painless.

My Team at Harvest—Deb Brody, Stephanie Fletcher, and everyone else behind the scenes at Harvest. You all picked up the baton near the end of this project and kept this baby rolling without missing a beat. Jacqueline Quirk, thank you for being my go-to person, fielding all of my questions, making ALL of the things happen, and for all of your feedback.

Laura Palese—Thank you for your patience and for beautifully bringing my vision to life and making me incredibly proud to hold this book in my hands.

My Photography Dream Team—Y’all did the damn thing! What a trip, starting with us driving across the country from Atlanta, Georgia, to Berkeley, California! Words truly can’t express how grateful I am to you all for helping bring my recipes to life. Erin Scott you are AMAZING! I can’t thank you enough for pulling off all ten days of shooting. So many moving pieces, but you did it! Thank you for being patient with me and for going beyond to make me oh so happy and proud of the work we accomplished together. Lillian Kang, thank you for all of the crispy and crunchy bits, for your attention to detail, and your desire for perfection, including those baby basil leaves, all the drips, drizzles, and crumbs, and for nailing Mom’s soup, which brought me to tears. Paige Arnett, I know I got on your nerves, but thanks for adding your love into each of these recipes and for letting me peek into your pots and get in your way in the kitchen! You rocked it! Tamer Abu-Dayyeh, thanks for lending a hand on my lifestyle day and our last day of shooting! Shawn Burke, you made me feel so at ease and made me look so natural. I wish you lived closer! Allison Fellion, Girlfriend! That was a lot of food you had to buy . . . so thank you.

Inspirational Chefs, Authors, Creators, and Writers in the Food and Blogging Community—Adrianna Guevara Adarme, Alanna Taylor-Tobin, Alexandra Stafford, Ali Maffucci, Allison Day, Amisha Gurbani, Amy Chaplin, Anela Malik, Asha Shivakumar, Ashlea Carver, Ashley Marti, Bryant Terry, Carina Wolff, Chitra Agrawal, Colu Henry, Dale Gray, Danielle Kartes, Deb Abbott, Deborah Balint, Diala Canelo, Diane Morrisey, Dimity Jones, Emilie Raffa, Emma Morris, Erika Council, Erin Alderson, Gayle Mcleod, Grace Elkus, Heidi Swanson, Jamie Vespa, Jeanine Donofrio, Jenné Claiborne, Jeri Mobley, Jerrelle Guy, Jessica Jones, Jessica Merchant, Jill Fergus, Jocelyn Delk Adams, Joy Wilson, Julia Turshen, Justine Doiron, Kayla Stewart, Klancy Miller, Kris Warman, Kristina Cho, Laura Miner, Laura Wright, Leigh Ann Chatagnier, Liren Baker, Marisa Moore, Michelle Arbus, Natasha Bull, Rebecca Firth, Rosalynn Daniels, Sara Forte, Sarah Britton, Shakayla Scott, Shanika Graham-White, Shauna Sever, Sheil Shukla, Shelly Westerhausen Worcel, Shira McDermott, Sonia Wong, Sonja Overhiser, Sophie MacKenzie, Tabitha Brown, Teri Turner, Traci York, Vallery Lomas, Virginia Willis, and Wendy Lopez, you all have helped or inspired me in some way over the years. Some through conversations, advice, or kind words, or for just being the beautiful and inspiring people that you are.

My Recipe Testers—Y’all showed up and showed out! I appreciate you all so much for working these recipes into your already busy lives. For providing so much valuable feedback on each and every recipe. You made me consider so many things I had not thought of and I’m grateful. Thank you Abby Stephenson, Amy Miller, Ann Vander Hijde, Annie Diamond, April Dembraski, Aynsley Morris, Barbara Fogel, Beverly Tidwell, Callie Rose, Carrie Chestnut, Carrie Johnson, Christine Ederer, Clare Langan, Courtney Spiegl, Crystal Ryu, Danita Day, Earth Johnson, Ellie VandenBerg, Emily Walsh, Erica Eliason, Erin Wagner, Jackie Kallberg, Jenna Dworkin, Jennifer Kennedy, Jennifer Speier, Jessica B. Harris, Johanna Dishongh, Julie Chappell, Katie Peterson, Katie Robinson, Kelli Foster, Kim Silva, Kricia Morris, Lisa Salko, Margaret French, Michelle Rogers, Neva Sypniewski, Renee Harris, Samantha Spiesman, Sara Verk, Shanna Bennett, Soula Pefkaros, Tesia Geyer, and Tina Albrecht.

Contributing Brands—A special thank you to Zwilling J. A. Henckels (Meredith Bradford, you’re the best and I love my cookware and small appliances!), New York Shuk (Leetal Arazi, I love your harissa!), and Pearls (I love your olives!).

For Those of You who bought this book, were gifted this book, or checked it out from your local library . . . thank you. And to those who I may not have personally thanked, blame it on all of these silver strands on top of my head . . . and not my heart. Much love!




A Journey of Food, Love, and Life

When my agent first approached me in 2021 and asked if I ever thought about writing a cookbook, I knew that I wanted to do it but there was one major factor that pushed me to agree. You see . . . when I was growing up, when I turned on the TV, no one looked like me on any of the cooking shows. And when I visited my local bookstore or library, there were only a small handful of Black people whose names, and sometimes images, graced the covers of cookbooks. It wasn’t until adulthood that I started to see slow progress. Regardless, I felt it important to create the kind of book that I wished to see more of on book shelves across the world. And share a piece of my journey in hopes that it might inspire other people—home cooks, chefs, food bloggers, creatives, writers—to keep doing what they love and possibly find an avenue to share their stories as well. Our voices are all so beautifully unique and they deserve an opportunity and platform to be shared and heard.

As a first-time cookbook author, I had absolutely no idea what I was doing when I began writing Supper with Love in 2021. Like many of you, I’m just someone who truly loves to cook for the people I love or for anyone who needs a warm meal. However, I didn’t realize how extremely difficult it would be to write this book. Not difficult in the sense that it was laborious. I mean, don’t get me wrong, it was a labor of love. What I mean to say is that it was difficult emotionally. Writing this book was incredibly introspective, and because of that, I am certainly not the same woman now that I was going into it. It took a lot of courage to open up and to be in a slightly vulnerable state. This book evolved into something far more than just the recipes that fill it. It became part of my legacy—and a time capsule, if you will. As I developed and cooked each of these recipes, the sights, the tastes, and the smells evoked many forgotten memories, both joyous and sad, and elicited a few tears as well. The wonderful thing about food is not just its ability to fuel and nourish our bodies but its ability to bring us together—just as it has done with you and me.

When I was growing up, I think my mom would have preferred going out to dinner every night rather than cooking it. Although she enjoyed cooking—sometimes on the weekends, for special occasions, or during the holidays—she didn’t enjoy doing it daily. She and my father divorced when I was really young, and she was just starting off in her career. Money was extremely tight, and she spent many nights working late hours, coming home completely exhausted. But all of her hard work eventually paid off, and she bought our first house. It was a small house in a close-knit neighborhood in Decatur, Georgia, just outside of Atlanta. And having a strong sense of community was always important to Mom, along with having neighbors that she knew and could depend on.

I was too young to comprehend it at the time, but I now understand part of the reason my journey with food began at such an early age. It was a necessity for me to be able to function in the kitchen. Mom was a single parent who had to work long hours, and she needed me to be more independent and start helping out around the house. When I turned seven, Mom slowly began to show me little things in the kitchen. I recall pulling my little yellow chair up to the stove to stand on as she showed me how to adjust the flame on our old gas range.

That was all it took to fuel my love for cooking. After that, I started to feel like Julia Child (who we would watch a lot during that time), and I was eager for her to show me more.

The meals I made when I was young weren’t always home-cooked, per se. They were simple things like frozen TV dinners, pot pies, Stouffer’s meals, Campbell’s soups, and many other foods that came from a can or box (and were often eaten on a TV tray in front of the TV). Gradually I ventured into other things like baked potatoes, salads, sandwiches, and brinners (breakfasts for dinner). As I got older, my level of confidence grew in the kitchen and I started cooking more meals from scratch. I got inspiration from things I learned from Mom, as well as from the pages of her spiral-bound cookbooks and recipes cut out of newspapers and magazines. And from time to time, I would pick a recipe to cook and surprise her with or I’d find one that we could cook together during the weekend.

As Mom continued to navigate through her career, her job required that she travel more. This ignited her passion for eating out. She was always excited to try new restaurants, telling me how important she thought it was to expose me to different cuisines and cultures. She didn’t realize then that she would be the catalyst for jump-starting my appetite, curiosity, and love for exploring and experimenting with new foods and flavors.

When I went off to college, like a lot of students living on campus, the majority of my meals came from the school cafeteria or local restaurants. But in 1991, my journey with food took a slight turn after I attended a lecture by the rapper KRS-One. I don’t remember exactly what he said that day, but it made a big impression on me: By the end of that lecture, I had decided to stop eating pork.

The look on Mom’s face when I told her was something less than to be desired. She asked: “What do you mean you don’t eat pork anymore?” and then asked, “How in the world are we going to make collard greens without ham hocks?” That was a challenging time! But I understood that this was a change that had an impact on both of us. She had valid questions and I explained to her that this was my own (very) small way of reducing my carbon footprint. It took a little while, but Mom slowly began to be more supportive of my lifestyle change.

Eventually, I lost my desire to eat meat. In 2005 I stopped eating beef and shortly after that I stopped eating poultry. By 2007 I had transitioned to a vegetarian lifestyle, which was not too difficult because I really love vegetables. However, I had not anticipated missing seafood, and I struggled with that for a while. So, I listened to my body and ultimately decided that I would continue to eat a plant-forward diet, but I would eat seafood whenever the mood hit me. I was mainly vegetarian (and ate eggs and some dairy products) and ate seafood occasionally, which most would consider a pescatarian lifestyle.

As I evolved (and let’s be honest, that’s a never-ending process), other aspects of my life changed as well. I was single at the time and actively working on creating a better space for wellness and self-care in my life. I became more mindful of the people I was surrounded by. I made sure to get the proper amount of sleep, and I maintained a good work-life balance. I started exercising on a regular basis. I traveled more and explored various cities on my bucket list. I went back to school to pursue a degree in graphic design (which reignited my love for photography), and basically focused on things that brought me joy. Which ultimately opened me up to being more receptive to other good things that were to come.

In 2011, I reconnected with Alex (my high school sweetheart), who was living in Louisiana. And let me backtrack briefly: When I met Alex in high school, he was unlike anyone I had ever met. He was so confident and charismatic, even at that age. Alex and I were so young then and things got serious for a while, but life took us in other directions and we eventually went our separate ways. So, it was many years later that our paths aligned again and we decided to meet up for a weekend getaway. Well, that trip changed our lives forever. Shortly after, he joined me in Atlanta, and we’ve been together ever since.

Alex didn’t cook a lot, and I’m certain that it’s because I may have taken over the kitchen. (Smile.) But, there were often times when Alex would compare certain dishes I made to those of his grandmother. Or he’d say, “Grandma made the best” this or that. Fortunately, years before, I had an opportunity to spend a little time with his grandmother. And even though we weren’t actually related, Grandma always made me feel as though we were. That time with her was extremely precious and comforting, because I didn’t have the chance to do that with my grandparents . . . they had all passed.

I recall Grandma getting up early each morning to begin cooking meals for the family. Breakfast, lunch, dinner, or supper (as she would often call it). It was so inspiring to watch her maneuver her way around the kitchen with ease. Everything Grandma cooked was from scratch and she never used a recipe. She cooked by look, smell, and taste, adding a little bit of this and a little bit of that as she went along. And when you tasted her food (goodness!), it was as though you could literally taste the love that she had put in there. I definitely believe there’s truth to the saying, “the secret ingredient is love.” Grandma inspired me to want to put love into my food. And I cherished the times we spent talking and sitting at her kitchen table, cutting up collard greens or snapping green beans. Those moments with her taught me about giving through food, love, and pride for your family, and for that, I was grateful.

[image: image]

Alex and I moved to the outskirts of Atlanta in 2013. We immediately fell in love with the neighborhood we moved to, which was another close-knit community (Win-win!) with amazing neighbors. In our community, everyone knows everybody, and we all look out for one another and do for one another as though we were family. It is very similar to the neighborhood where I grew up.

My affinity for cooking grew as we began to settle in. I loved cooking, especially for Alex and for our family, close friends, and neighbors. We ate good (as we often say) and shared many memorable times together. Contrary to when I was younger, cooking became less of a necessity or chore and more of an act of love. I began sharing photographs of the dishes that I would make on Facebook and Instagram. And I was a little surprised when people started asking for the recipes. It never really occurred to me that anyone would actually want my recipes. So, after much encouragement from friends and family, I started my blog in 2014 in an effort to share some of my recipes with my friends and family. And as a small homage to Grandma, I named my blog Supper with Michelle.

Unlike some food bloggers, I worked a full-time job in human resources during the day and devoted time at night and on the weekends to developing and testing recipes and sharing them on my blog and on various social media platforms. Slowly my community began to grow to the point where I started to feel as though I was making a small difference in other people’s lives. More than a million people
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