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Introduction

I AM NOT SURE WHERE YOU ARE IN YOUR ENTREPRENEURIAL journey. You may already be working toward a higher goal—something bigger than yourself that enriches not only your life but the lives of the people to your left and right—and are seeking extra guidance. Perhaps you have felt stirrings that there is something more meaningful than simply turning a profit or amassing followers, and you are searching for purpose, for that full-body yes feeling that signals you are on the right path. Maybe you are at a crossroads where you must make a big decision about your business and are unsure of which direction to take. Or you might feel stuck or unsettled, like the matrix is off somehow. Some of you might even be feeling defeated, having experienced one too many rejections; maybe you’re thinking entrepreneurial success isn’t meant for you. Perhaps you are burned out and are considering an exit strategy. I have been at each of these precipices and have eventually found my footing, oftentimes after a slip—and sometimes because of it.

Wherever you find yourself—ideation phase, start-up, scaling, pivoting—I want you to trust this: The right community works. When the right community is baked in at every stage of your business building, you cannot go off the rails. As an entrepreneur, you are in a position to shift your village and world. Not just your world but the world. How you do business, from the smallest transaction to the big-picture moves, lays down a blueprint that can either set you and your business up for sustainable, healthy, communal success or lead you down a different road, one that replicates the inequitable systems that prize personal wealth over giving those on the margins the opportunity to thrive. You are modeling how to exist in the world.

AS A CHILD, my favorite place to be during summer break was huddled underneath my grandmother’s sewing machine, peeking out as her customers put in their orders for school uniforms, work uniforms, and choir robes. My grandmother’s tiny town of Marks, Mississippi, sat on the edge of the Mississippi Delta. It was the starting point of the 1968 Mule Train, a campaign of poverty awareness, and the birthplace of the Blues Highway (Highway 61), a live-music blues crawl that follows the route Black people took to Chicago during the Great Migration. Though rich with a beautiful culture and people, Marks lies in the most economically distressed corner of the most economically distressed state, home to one of the highest Black populations in the United States. There was very little in the way of work prospects, which were mostly limited to cotton field labor. So my grandmother decided to become a seamstress to bring in money for herself and her family.

Above the humming of the sewing machine with its rhythmic whir, I heard her greet her customers by name. I remember Mr. Hank, a friendly plumber, who needed a new work uniform. Mrs. Grimes and Mrs. Burnett, teachers sorting out their school-year wardrobe, came in for skirts, slacks, and dresses to be taken in or let out. I listened as they caught up on neighborhood news and soothed one another when that news was bad. My grandmother—Bobbi Jean to her friends and Mrs. Bobbi to everyone else—was warm with all her clients and also extremely focused and hardworking, priding herself on exemplary work. I watched her foot pump the pedal of the machine and shift the fabric as she guided it precisely under the needle as it moved up and down. I was fascinated by the process, but mostly I stayed near her because I loved her. I felt protected sitting at her feet, surrounded by her brightly colored sewing tools—her yellow tape measure, the red tomato-shaped pincushion with the colorful pins, her silver thimble. I felt a part of something larger, safe, and welcoming.

I watched as her business grew in tandem with her community; I saw how her gifts benefited her customers and how her customers supported her business. My grandmother began creating more complicated patterns as her skills blossomed and her community members’ lives unfolded, requiring new outfits to mark new milestones—bridal gowns for weddings and suits and dresses for graduations and special church events. It felt like a tight-knit village, one where folks had each other’s backs, materially, economically, and emotionally.

Looking back, I can see that my grandmother and her business planted early seeds in my mind about the power of community and how it intersects with purpose, a calling that uses a person’s gifts for the betterment of the village. Within a town where opportunities were limited, she had found a way to embrace her gifts and the talents handed down by her late mother, who also sewed, in order to serve her community and rely on them at the same time. I didn’t know it then, but her work would inspire my own entrepreneurial journey, one that would culminate in the Village Market, the company I founded to create economic parity for Black entrepreneurs in Atlanta and beyond.

Community as a construct wasn’t on my radar until the early 2000s, when I attended the National Black Arts Festival in Atlanta at Underground Atlanta, an outdoor mall and entertainment district that I had been advised was a cultural experience. I’d made the trip from Mississippi (where I was teaching) to explore graduate school options, and what I saw took my breath away. There were Black painters, Black sculptors, Black designers, all sharing space while simultaneously showcasing the diversity of what it meant to be Black. I’d never seen anything like it. I’d enjoyed thriving marketplaces before—browsing the wares, hearing the artisans and customers laughing, connecting to my fellow humans in a way I could never feel in a suburban mall. But suddenly I was struck by the fact that I had little to no identity in those places. As much as I’d felt welcomed in other places, I never had that feeling of being home. But here I saw myself, my family, my village. A whisper was telling me that Atlanta, the home of many civil rights icons and Black pioneers, was where I needed to be. I didn’t recognize it then, but I was feeling the glimmer of what would become one of my purposes.

I moved to Atlanta in 2011. In Mississippi, I’d been an English teacher for nearly half a decade, which I loved, but I was thrilled to move to a city with such a vibrant and rich Black history. Soon after my arrival, I became an evaluation and research specialist with the Georgia Department of Education (GADOE), training teachers and superintendents in social and emotional learning and improving after-school programs. When I wasn’t on any site visits, I’d pack up my computer and head to either Drip or Urban Grind, local coffee shops where I could work. As soon as I had set up my laptop, I’d say good morning to whoever was sitting near me and, as a sometimes extrovert, I’d really mean it, which made them say good morning back and really mean it too. Before long, I was making friends, learning about their lives and what they were hoping to achieve.

Over time I became friendly with Urban Grind’s owner, Cassandra, an entrepreneur who’d intentionally created a community in her neighborhood through her business. I also got to know many patrons from the coffee shops that I frequented. Among them were a talented and eclectic part-time DJ, a soulful baker trying to open his own shop, and a determined guy starting an insurance company without a brick-and-mortar space, who savvily suggested “meeting for coffee” with potential customers. I was inspired by the level of creativity and drive of these ambitious entrepreneurs who were chasing their passions. As a curious person, I started asking questions: Why is this something you do only on the side? How do you target customers? I pressed on with some big-goal questions, my giant imagination dreaming for them. From my DJ friend, I wanted to know how people got contracts with hotels and how DJ parties were managed for big events. More often than not, my new friends didn’t have all the answers. They were still figuring these things out themselves.

At the same time, I began to understand more about the racial disparities in the local small-business economy. The researcher in me was curious about whether the challenges of my coffee-shop community were part of a larger pattern. What I discovered was disheartening: Only 4 percent of Black businesses survive the start-up phase, and Black businesses in Atlanta have an average value of only $58,000—eleven times less than white-owned businesses. What was at the root of this huge gap in a city that is deemed the Black mecca? Many things, as it turns out: difficulty establishing business credit and securing business loans, not having enough capital to launch and expand, not being able to set up shop in locations with pedestrian traffic, to name just a few. Many of these deficits, I discovered, were tied to decades of a widening racial wealth gap, a chasm that has made it nearly impossible for Black households everywhere (not just in Atlanta) to build generational wealth—those assets like homes and investments that are passed along to children and grandchildren. Compared to white households, whose wealth has been growing over decades, Black households’ wealth has dropped. White households hold more than ten times the wealth of Black households. My new friends, most of whom were Black, were all facing the same economic struggles, no matter their industry, and were trying to make it independently within a system that wasn’t set up for their success. They were making a go of it, with fantastic products, services, and passion, but they lacked support and resources.

An idea began to take root in my head, one stoked by the beautiful art and artists I had seen years earlier at the National Black Arts Festival and fueled by one of the truest things about me: I was a teacher. Atlanta’s Black entrepreneurial community needed someone who could connect those who needed answers with those who had the answers. That stirring I’d felt years earlier returned and was urging me to gather the people in my little village, folks who were already living in alignment with their purpose and those who were on the road to figuring themselves out.

I envisioned a speaker series where successful Black entrepreneurs would share their stories to educate and lift up this community that was becoming so important to me. With the support of Cassandra, it came together. In January of 2016, the first It Takes a Village Speaker Series was held at Urban Grind, one of the oldest Black woman–owned coffee shops in Atlanta. In the spirit of a village, everyone in attendance had two obligations: First, each person was required to support Cassandra by purchasing at least two things from the coffee shop; and second, everyone had to promise to share what they learned at the event with someone in their community. The speakers were simply required to tell the truth, to share their lived experience—the successes and the stumbles—and help perpetuate success in the Black entrepreneur community.

The first event had seventy-six people. By the second one, there was a line outside the door. I followed up with six more events. At each gathering, I marveled as I watched people engaging in spirited conversation and swapping tips and phone numbers. And Cassandra saw a spike in sales—especially important because a popular chain coffee shop had just opened a couple doors down.

I was thrilled. But I was also experiencing a growing frustration. The more I witnessed the talent and passion of my village of entrepreneurs, the more I began to notice the lack of Black presence in the festivals and markets I attended around Atlanta. There was clearly a whole pocket of talented entrepreneurs who didn’t get the invite, and their products were just as nice as any of the sellers in front of me. Black entrepreneurs needed a spotlight, a way to connect with potential customers to expand their reach and grow their sales.

Fresh off my high from the speaker event, I thought: What if I built it? As a naturally creative person, I had always allowed myself to dream about what could exist. Since I was young, I conjured up loving and amazing futures for myself and my family, trusting that some version of my dreams would materialize. As a young adult, I envisioned all sorts of projects and felt driven to bring them to life. Now, faced with an obvious community need and a growing sense of purpose to help fulfill it, I let my imagination unfurl. It would be a market filled with Black entrepreneurs, a place of bustling productivity, joy, and diversity that would lift up everyone in the Black community. I jotted down some ideas and diagrams on a piece of paper to help shape it, as I’ve found there is power in writing things down. I allowed my vision to expand: There would also be a business incubator to accelerate promising Black entrepreneurs and a vibrant space where patrons could meet and support these incredible business owners. It would be a place where solopreneurs could build their confidence and find the material and social resources to go after their dreams, to build businesses with a collective mindset. If they faltered, they would have a net to catch them and a village to raise them back up again. They would all be succeeding together, sharing the wins, learning from the stumbles, and being in relationship with one another in ways that prioritized collaboration, not competition. The Village Market began to form in my mind. I mulled over the idea for a few short months. It kept tugging at me until it was undeniable. By the time the fourth speaker series came around, my idea was crystallized, as certain as anything surrounding me in the real world. That evening, I tested the waters, posing a question to the room: “Who here could be ready in six weeks to introduce their products and services to a lot of customers?” Multiple hands shot up. I had my answer.

I had zero experience in the entrepreneurial space. I had never booked an event space. I didn’t know how I was supposed to find parking lot attendants. I had no understanding of permits or sponsors. All I knew was that I was envisioning what was needed, that this was the way toward something better for the Black community, that I was the person who was going to do it, and that I would find and meet the people who would help me get there. I got to work, leaning on my tribe of friends for support. I did what I was trained to do: research and learn and connect. I worked my connections and reached out to those whom I hoped would have answers. I read everything I could get my hands on. By day, I was an educator; by night and on weekends, I became a blossoming entrepreneur myself, intent on creating the ultimate gathering place for exceptional Black entrepreneurs. What I did not do was strive to build this completely on my own. I had never bought into the myth of self-made. Nor was it a goal of mine. I knew that in order to build this village, I’d want and need the support of “my village.”

The first Village Market took place in April 2016 at the Defoor Center, an event space in the upper west side of Atlanta. Our tagline: We Gather, We Circulate, We Celebrate. It was everything I envisioned and more, and it was the essence of a village—entrepreneurs, many of them from the speaker series, supporting one another; patrons excited to shop; and everyone joyously engaging in the experience. It was important to me that the event, while evocative of a marketplace, not be confused with a casual flea market—I made sure it felt elegant and curated, an evening event with tables covered with black linen. Our focus that night was to spend locally, to circulate money in the community. I wanted people to understand that we were all in that room to do something. This wasn’t just a cool event for selfies. I had studied group economics and cooperatives in college, ways of running businesses that center the collective and intentionally keep money flowing within that community. Nearly 50 percent of each purchase at local independent businesses is recirculated locally, compared to less than 14 percent of purchases at chain stores. Local, intentional, group economics has been responsible for the survival of communities, especially Black communities, throughout history, from O. W. Gurley’s Black Wall Street in the early 1900s, a model of community determination and economic resilience and power, to similar communities in Durham, North Carolina; Wilmington, Delaware; and Mound Bayou, Mississippi. I wanted the Village Market to be a continuation of that work, a nod to those who came before us, an ancestral pull that would keep us going.

And it was. Everything about that night—the collaboration, the intentionality, the joy, and the economic impact—felt like divine alignment. This was what I was supposed to be doing.

What started out as a desire to help my friends create successful businesses—to spend money in the community, to make the support tangible and spread the love—burst into something bigger. Several things, actually. Over the next four years, my team and I curated dozens of marketplaces—focusing on the inclusion of kid-preneurs, holistic products, and plant-based foods—to introduce excellent Black businesses into the ecosystem, strengthening the entire community. I pulled in sponsors and created merchandise to fuel our “Support Is a Verb” campaign, an initiative meant to emphasize action—the doing—as the engine for community prosperity. During the pandemic, I pivoted and opened the Village Retail, a brick-and-mortar shopping space at the Ponce City Market, which boasts the second-highest foot traffic in the city. Yes, I was gutsy enough (some would say crazy!) to open up a physical store during the pandemic. But I believed so profoundly in human connection and community—something we were all desperately lacking during those endless socially distanced years with interminable Zooms and a reliance on social media—that I knew it would not only work but that it would thrive. To ensure it was sustainable for the long haul, I borrowed ideas from group economics, collectively pooling resources to accomplish together what would be difficult (or impossible) to achieve alone. I intentionally took steps away from capitalism, which I believe furthers inequities and isolation, and instead wove inclusive values and equitable economic practices into my model. In 2020, I founded my nonprofit, Our Village United, as a way to deepen the mission of the business, offering grants, technical assistance, small-business development programming open to the public, and a business incubator to mentor fledgling Black entrepreneurs. We have since developed partnerships with Target, Mastercard, Walmart, the Rockefeller Foundation, the W. K. Kellogg Foundation, and celebrity foundations, like the Jordan Brand, to elevate promising Black entrepreneurs.

None of this was easy. Any entrepreneur who has built anything worthwhile knows this. Many days, I experienced multiple nos, including blatant dismissals and even a harsh “Black-focused ventures are a trend that won’t last.” To state the obvious, the capitalist systems in this country that work well for the wealthy and connected and white do not always benefit people of color or those without family wealth. It was designed this way—banking, real estate, commerce in this country were mostly built by white men for white men, a game created by them to be played by them. I’ve always known this on some level, but it wasn’t until I began to build my business from the ground up that I realized how contaminated the roots of our nation’s systems are. Black and Hispanic women in our country get just 0.43 percent of the venture capital money—less than half a percent—whereas white men get 93 percent. Those dismal numbers reflect who is making decisions about which businesses get funding: Only 1 percent of venture capitalists are Black (again, mostly men—just 0.03 percent are Black women). In moments of my own doubt and challenges, I’ve had to retreat and meditate, pray and trust that the winding path was all connected to my purpose. I intentionally tap into a mindset of abundance, one that assures there is enough for us all and that rejects the idea of scarcity and hopelessness. Most of all, I trust that my people will show up when I need them to, that my community will light the way. I’m a very optimistic person, and my purpose in creating the Village Market, the Village Retail, and Our Village United is to change these dismal statistics by constructing a system that works for us because it is for us.

Today, the Village Market is a thriving umbrella organization dedicated to advancing Black-owned businesses. In all its iterations, we have showcased more than 1,400 Black businesses from thirty-eight states and two countries (Canada and the Bahamas), growing the community to embrace far-flung villagers from all over the country. We’ve generated more than $8 million for Black entrepreneurs across the country. My enterprises have also shifted the way we show up for one another. Employees and the business owners we support embrace a purpose-driven, community-first approach, one that respects individual roles and contributions but never at the expense of the collective. Doing business with an understanding that no one is self-made, that our playground for risk is safer and more prosperous when we carry one another, and that we are one another’s salvation, has revealed itself to me as the way forward.

And I am not done building out the vision. There is much more to accomplish.

THE VILLAGE IS an entrepreneur’s most precious resource. The collective, where each person within that community sees the value of the mission and of one another, is the most sustainable business model for the Black community and for any community, for that matter. The village blueprint is the surest way to live a purpose-fueled life and to achieve your wildest entrepreneurial dreams. It is the antidote to the widening racial wealth gap—for every $100 of white wealth, Black households hold just $15—and positions the next generation for success. When we share space and lift one another up, the collective shine is so much brighter than what we can achieve alone—and it allows everyone else to prosper as well.

While I firmly believe this is the most prosperous way to success for village-minded entrepreneurs, I understand that it comes with some misgivings. You may be concerned about whether you’ll be able to survive, purchase a home or your first commercial real estate property, or give your children a life beyond what you experienced. You may be thinking, “If I bring in community, will it limit how far I can go?” I want to reassure you that both prosperity and community are possible. They are interconnected. I am an example of that. And we have many historical examples of how togetherness delivers us into shared abundance. The truth is that no one—and I mean no one—is self-made. This does not mean that hard work and determination and talent do not count, but the idea that anyone in our society has achieved wealth and success on their own is a myth, and a dangerous one at that. When we mythologize entertainers or unicorn entrepreneurs (people or businesses who seemingly skyrocket to epic success overnight) as self-made, we erase the narratives of the people who contributed to that person’s rise, whether that assistance was emotional, financial, or structural. Building the stage is as important as standing on it. We live in a society that values individualism, but if we don’t intentionally build connections and treat those relationships as our compass, we devalue our most cherished resource: one another.

Witnessing the hardships of Black and Brown people—environmental disasters, discriminatory economic and health-care policies, and the rescinding of affirmative action, to name a few—I am increasingly convinced that local support is a necessity: No one will step in to save you except for yourself, your neighbors, and your community. The solution to so many of our challenges comes down to a community-focused model. This is true for all Americans but particularly for Black Americans. Since Black people’s forced arrival in the country, we have been subjected to inequities and inequalities meant to shatter our hope and aspirations. George Floyd’s murder in 2020 was a tipping point: For nine minutes, the world watched his spirit seep from his body, his death causing one of the longest acts of protest and resistance that this country has ever experienced. Though Black people are resilient—we have the brilliance and mental and spiritual fortitude to persevere in spite of what we’ve been subjected to—we cannot do this effectively, or at all, separated and isolated from one another. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the late Senator John Lewis spoke frequently of the return to “the beloved community.” The only way Black people in our country have been able to thrive is by coming together in mutual support. Gathering and sourcing from our beloved community is how we can find the resources and trust to create the economic mobility and generational wealth that have been denied us for far too long. Beloved community catches us when we fall. It allows us to fall forward, not down, then pours into us the love and reserves we need to get back up. It heals us as we rise, for we are sharing the burdens along with the benefits.

When entrepreneurs build with the village model, success is achieved on all measures for both the community and the individuals who make up that community. The villagers in my orbit—in my business and nonprofit and in the entrepreneurs we touch through our work—are not intimidated by the success and talents of others but instead are motivated by them. They are actively giving and asking for help, engaging in real, tangible support. They are changing their relationship with money, understanding their own value and the importance of operating at their best. They embrace the fact that shared resources and information and support lead to abundance for everyone.

Leaders of these growing businesses are harnessing each person’s unique role in service of the village mission and prioritizing the health of the relationships, which rests on the health of the individuals within the ecosystem. For this reason, everyone in the Village Market, the Village Retail, and Our Village United is learning to balance hard work with self-care. Instead of pushing too hard until we burn out or adopting toxic grind traits, we are embracing holistic modalities of self-care. By self-care, I am not referring to a luxurious spa vacation in Bali or lounging in pricey, pastel athleisure wear—that is the commercialization of self-care. Instead, I am talking about self-care that is accessible to everyone anywhere: taking breaks for deep breathing or a walk or complete stillness, going inward to meditate or just exist in your body, or connecting with your source and finding your version of rest and recharge (and no judgment if you have racked up miles going to Bali). You cannot build a well-functioning community—let alone be an optimal leader—if there is not intentional space and resources dedicated to the emotional, mental, and physical wellness of the individuals who are doing the work of a shared mission.

I came to these truths incrementally, over time. I believe that our life tasks and assignments, the breadcrumbs that point us toward our bigger purpose, are delivered in digestible doses so that we can savor the learnings and the lessons. Community is built in small rooms with intentional people, and it grows, gradually.

Being together in a healthy, loving village is important for all of us, no matter our race, religion, or gender, for it enables us to see the full humanity in one another and to act and lead with empathy. It is likely that we all have been in rooms where we’ve been dismissed or unfairly targeted. There have been moments where our humanity has been antagonized and our light dimmed. This is the opposite of a well community and a sign you are not where you are meant to be, that you are not with the people who are aligned with your purpose or values. It is a discomfort so strong that it will propel you to move on, to seek or even build your own well village. To state the obvious—because it still needs stating—Black people must be seen as fully human, because when we interact with police, judges, doctors, business owners, and others in power, our survival and outcomes depend on it. Structural racism places shackles on progress. While Black communities have developed a powerful resiliency in response to centuries of oppression, we owe it to ourselves and future generations to intentionally channel our energy into actions that fuel our collective mobility, to plug into the power source—the village—to supercharge progress. We gain everything by standing and unifying together. We gain everything by seeing one another. All communities can benefit from a village approach, but for the Black community, time is urgent, and that time is now. We must figure out what togetherness looks like as we build.

I wrote this book to support the beloved community of entrepreneurs that exists beyond the walls and spreadsheets and incubators of the Village Market. I am sharing my successes and failures to shine a light for those of you who have a desire to build differently and are in a position to affect change, to live and work together with purpose to change the world. This book is a rallying cry—your community needs you and the world needs you. This book is also for those of you who are unsure and untested, who want to try but are scared of failing. I’ve got you. Your village has got you.

I’ve designed this book’s chapters as a journey, one that begins with a deep understanding that we are one another’s harvest and that concludes at a juncture where you have all the tools and assurance you’ll need to build differently, collectively, prosperously. In between, I’ll challenge you to reflect on your mindset and your self-work and to explore your unique gifts and innate purpose in your business and community. I share ways to identify a dream team of value-aligned villagers and to create an environment that pours into the people at the heart of your mission. You’ll be inspired to build with a mindset of shared prosperity and with equitable systems that prioritize the community without sacrificing profits. My great hope is that reading this will be an emotional and spiritual experience that leads to action and that empowers you to approach your work life and community building with an open mind and, more importantly, an open heart focused on collective upward mobility. It is the heart and intentional actions that can guide and drive change to advance and propel the community. But everything starts with the self. This book will drive you to become your best self so that you can show up fully in community.


. . . we are each other’s

harvest:

we are each other’s

business:

we are each other’s

magnitude and bond.

—GWENDOLYN BROOKS, “PAUL ROBESON,” 1970
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The Myth of Self-Made

“SELF-MADE” IS A MYTH.

Being self-made means that a person has achieved success or financial independence solely through their own efforts, often starting from humble beginnings and working hard to overcome obstacles and achieve one’s goals rather than inheriting wealth or receiving significant help from others. It’s a concept as American as blue jeans or football, the idea that with just hard work and motivation you can build anything on your own. We hear it as a through line in rap music; we see it in the glamorization of “unicorn” entrepreneurs and underdog stories fashioned by Hollywood.

But it’s not real. The reality is that everyone receives some form of help, and that support comes in many forms—financial, emotional, mentorship, social. Of all the successful entrepreneurs I know and have read about, self-made isn’t an accurate description for any of them. Everyone, no matter how seemingly independent and no matter how brilliant and hardworking, is a product of their village in some way. Success is built on community and collective efforts, but the myth of going it alone has saturated our culture. Which is why when someone describes me as self-made, I kindly redirect them: “Thank you, but I’m village-made.”

To believe a person is self-made is not only fiction, it’s harmful. When we subscribe to the idea that an individual can achieve wealth and success all on their own, we set up a false expectation for what is possible and what is endeavor-worthy. If we buy into the myth that the solo journey is somehow more honorable or achievable than a collaborative effort, we may end up shouldering unnecessary burdens and limiting our growth. We may be reluctant to ask for help—or we may outright reject it. If we do accept assistance, we may feel ashamed. A self-made mindset actually keeps people laboring alone and, in doing so, feeds burnout. We think that doing it on our own is what we have to do or that it’s valiant. Believing a person succeeds solely on their individual merits also ignores the systemic barriers and inequalities that exist in society, the economic, racial, and gender-based disparities that push some people down while lifting others up. Expecting the individual to do it all excuses us from having to work toward creating a more equitable and just society.

When the idea of the Village Market grabbed me by the soul in 2016—when I stepped into my purpose of building a community-oriented business to elevate Black entrepreneurs in Atlanta, a city where Black businesses earn eleven times less than white-owned businesses—I understood that its success would necessitate gathering the village, working hard, and asking for and accepting help. By creating an event where the community was showing up and investing financially in the small businesses who were part of the village, and grounding it in the theme of “collaboration over competition,” I knew that businesses would be more intrinsically motivated to reach a shared mission and that we’d keep money circulating locally. I felt certain that the people who would help bring my vision to fruition were close by and that with the community’s support we’d all rise together. I’d seen the power and warmth of community since I was a child, watching my grandmother’s sewing business flourish. As I began to envision the Village Market, I remembered the embraces, the laughter, and the safety of that time, and I knew that in order to actualize my vision, I had to build the village in such a way. I had to embrace a village mindset.

The very first thing I did, even before drawing up a business plan, was to lean on my group of friends. I excitedly shared with them my vision of the Village Market: a bustling and joyous and profitable quarterly marketplace filled with exceptional Black entrepreneurs who risked and stumbled and succeeded together. My little but mighty tribe jumped on board with my vision and immediately supported me by saying—and meaning—that whatever I needed, they’d be there, whether it was to work the door at the event, spread the word, or offer their skills as a DJ or marketer or numbers cruncher. Within my immediate family, I confided first in my older sister for moral support. Yolanda allows excitement to slowly simmer before she emotes. She listens and reflects, so I can rely on her response being authentic and measured and always with my best interests at heart. “Whatever you need, Sean [her son] and I are there,” she told me. From that point on, I felt confident moving forward because I knew that if I fumbled, they would all be there to pick me up, to cheerlead and offer solutions. I do believe that to create something great you need intrinsic motivation, dedication, and drive as well as a commitment to learn and perfect, which I had in spades; but I also believe that encouragement from others provides fuel for your drive. Emotional support, while not as flashy as getting the big check, is an investment in you, one that can have an enormous impact.

Relying on others was the most viable option for success and it was a necessity. At the time, I was still working for the Georgia Department of Education (GADOE) as an evaluator for after-school programs in the state, so I couldn’t devote as much time as I wanted to launch my business. I also had zero experience in the entrepreneurial space, so I reached out to those whom I hoped would have answers—people who had followed their vision and leaned on their villages to make it happen—trusting that they would offer their experience and wisdom to pave my path. A good friend with a successful insurance business shared with me that it would be important to start thinking about my mission statement right away so I could easily communicate my goals to others
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