
Boss 
Ladies 
of 
CLE 



boss (noun) 
ˈbäs  | ˈbȯs
// a person who exercises control or authority

lady (noun, often attributive)
la•dy | ˈlā-dē  
// WOMAN, FEMALE —often used in a courteous reference

—Merriam-Webster 
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Create a vision. 
Start now. What do you have to lose? 
Sometimes the path you’re on is going the wrong way.
You’re never too old or too young to make a change.
You may not know exactly what you’re doing, but you 
can learn. 
Don’t use location as an excuse not to get started. 
Working in Cleveland offers advantages like 
affordability, community, a central location, and the 
chance to be renowned. 
Linking your personal idea of success with helping 
others will help you exponentially. 
There will be sacrifices—relationships, time, a steady 
paycheck, mental health, sleep, and more. 
If you wait for perfection, it’ll never happen. 
The journey to Boss Ladydom is not going to be easy, 
fast, or glamorous. You will make mistakes and be 
misunderstood. Work, then work some more,  
and be persistent.  

Boss 
Lady 

manifesto 
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Introduction
Over the past year, I’ve had the joy and privilege of interviewing 
twenty women working in different industries who are making it right 
here in Cleveland. They’re running businesses that have become 
the pulse of their neighborhoods. They’re transforming local policy 
and striving to create more equitable communities. Their idealism 
is shifting conversations and laying the foundation for a sustainable 
future. They’ll make you laugh and believe that anything is possible. 
They’re leaders and innovators. They’re the embodiment of Boss 
Ladies. 

These twenty women are also graciously candid. Their stories would 
not be complete without revealing the staggering lows, ongoing 
challenges, and frustrating barriers they have faced—and continue 
to face—while pursuing the work they love. Many success stories fail 
to show that women have endured sleepless nights, sacrificed time 
with loved ones, struggled financially, experienced discrimination, 
and battled emotional hardships to build their careers. We are 
fortunate that these twenty incredible women courageously 
opened up about their experiences to help us make sense of and 
guide us through our own journeys. 

To me, a Boss Lady is someone who boldly chooses her own 
direction, often asking, “Why not me? Why not be the first, the few, 
or even the only person to do what I’m doing? Why not take a 
risk? Why not dream big in pursuit of a better world?” And, for the 
purposes of this book, “Why not here, in Cleveland?”

This book was created with three primary goals in mind: 

1. Allow the voices of diverse women to be heard and celebrated
In every interview, there seemed to be a few common themes: 
Cleveland is amazing but it’s also a boy’s club, it’s segregated, 
and it can do a lot more to better serve its residents. While the 
voices of twenty women are a far cry from providing complete 
and unbiased representation of Cleveland’s population, 
there is still much to learn and achieve by championing their 
perspectives. In the pages to follow, you’ll hear from them about 
the grit it takes to be a Boss Lady, their unique challenges, and 
their visions for a better Cleveland. 

 
2. Craft an authentic, attainable portrait of success and 
hardworking women in Cleveland
There seems to be a troubling, unspoken narrative that people 
from Cleveland need to move to another city to realize their 

dreams or achieve some canned version of success. But the 
reality is that anyone can do anything in Cleveland. These 
women prove that you don’t need to move to L.A. to work in the 
music business, New York to be a fashion designer, or Washington, 
D.C., to make a difference. 

3. Provide a real-life resource for local women to turn to for 
inspiration and advice 
Each woman in this book is a reflection of what is possible. They 
offer practical advice to anyone looking to pursue a similar path 
and provide insight into what the peaks and valleys on that path 
might look like. Taken together, their stories paint a clear picture 
that you can accomplish whatever you’re striving to achieve 
right here in Cleveland. 

The photos of the women in this book are meant to be 
spontaneous, fun, and real. There was no advance location 
planning, no fancy camera, no studio lighting, and no makeup 
artists. The women were photographed wearing everyday clothes 
in their natural working environment, so that they all look like 
their authentic, beautiful selves. Most shots were captured on my 
Android phone. I believe this makes the project more genuine, and 
embodies the endearing, scrappy spirit of Cleveland.  

I hope you’re delighted by these stories. I hope it brings a smile to 
your face—like it did to mine—to learn that James Beard Award-
nominated chef Jill Vedaa did not go to culinary school. I hope 
these stories radicalize you. I hope you’re shocked to learn that 
Mary Verdi-Fletcher is still fighting for people with disabilities to have 
the opportunity to earn a degree in dance, or just enroll in a dance 
class. I hope you identify with these stories. I hope you can relate 
to the mothers grappling with the expectation to “do it all” or the 
women who have had to reinvent themselves over and over again. 
I hope you can find a perspective that’s different from your own in 
these pages and learn from it.

More than anything, I hope you’re inspired to go full steam ahead 
in building your own Boss Lady dreams, whether that’s starting a 
business, running for office, making art, saving lives, raising a family, 
or something else. And I hope you realize you can do it here in 
Cleveland.

With gratitude, 

Maggie 
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Valerie  
Mayen  
From the cutthroat set of Project Runway to a studio of 
her own in Gordon Square, Valerie Mayen is using her 
corner of the world to make an impact on the fashion 
industry. As the owner and founder of Yellowcake, 
Valerie designs high-quality, functional clothing that’s 
made in America and can serve as closet staples for 
years to come. This artist-turned-businesswoman is on a 
mission to provide sustainable, ethical wardrobe options 
while lifting her community up along the way. 

Owner and founder 
of Yellowcake

Valerie in her Gordon Square studio
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The beginning
When I was little, I didn’t want to be anything in particular other 
than Rainbow Bright or Jem and the Holograms, which were ’80s 
cartoons. In a realistic world, I thought maybe I would want to be a 
singer or artist. 

My dad is a home builder, and he’s also an immigrant. We were 
this very unconventional Latin American family living in a well-
to-do neighborhood in Texas only because my father built us a 
house there and we could afford it as his business grew. But we still 
couldn’t afford certain things that the other kids had. My parents 
would buy us clothes at thrift stores, or we’d shop at a store called 
Weiner’s. All the girls I went to school with had the name-brand stuff 
of the time, so it was very obvious that my clothes were different. 
When I got into junior high, grunge was popular, and my mom 
started letting me do stuff to my clothes—I could rip, cut, sew, or 
paint on them in different ways. I got really good at taking my 

crappy clothes and making them look more like me. Altering my 
clothes really helped me gain confidence and do things I had 
never done before, like audition for the choir and then become 
choir president. It seems silly and frivolous, but fashion really helped 
me do that. 

I ultimately got my degree from the Cleveland Institute of Art in 
illustration and graphic design. While doing a stint in L.A., I took a 
fashion class at Otis College of Art and Design, which taught me 
a lot about fashion illustration. After graduation, I was bartending 
at a restaurant, and a woman I waited on took a chance on me 
and asked me to make her a dress. I called up a friend who could 
sew, and together we created a garment that we put a lot of 
time into. The client took advantage of us—she didn’t pay us and 
took the dress anyway. After that moment, I decided to learn how 
to do everything myself, including how to write a contract, price 
garments properly, and ask for payment.
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I took three classes at Virginia Marti College (now The North Coast 
College) on how to make a shirt, a skirt, and a dress. I couldn’t 
afford to finish the program, so I bought a bunch of books and 
taught myself the rest, learning through necessity. My art degree 
wasn’t really giving me the life I wanted—I was nannying, waiting 
tables, and working retail—so I figured why not try to pursue 
fashion? I practiced and practiced some more, then started 
putting a few dresses on Etsy. 

The Manolo Blahnik of outerwear 
At one point I read a book by Manolo Blahnik. His mentor told him 
to find one thing he loved and do it really well. He decided on 
shoes, and the rest is history. When I moved to Cleveland, I couldn’t 
find a coat that was functional, looked good, and kept me warm. 
I also noticed that consumer trends indicated women can’t justify 
spending a lot of money on something they only wear once. 
Outerwear is a utility product—it has more value—which justifies a 
higher price point. So I decided to make the best, most functional, 
stylish, appropriate, and versatile coat I could and become the 
Manolo Blahnik of outerwear. That’s how we started gaining 
momentum. 

I credit Project Runway for some opportunities in my life that I 
probably wouldn’t have had otherwise. I had only been in business 
for a year and a half and had only been sewing for two years when 
I received an email from Project Runway’s casting department 
encouraging me to apply for a spot. It was a crazy whirlwind 
when I was on (Season 8). After I went on the show, I did paid 
speaking engagements, which enabled me to grow the business 
a bit. Then several community development corporations emailed 
me about doing a pop-up shop to bring something fresh to their 
neighborhoods. We finally ended up in Gordon Square and had 

I decided to make the best, most 
functional, stylish, appropriate, and 
versatile coat I could and become the 

Manolo Blahnik of outerwear.
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a storefront for almost five years. We hosted an annual fashion 
show, Hullabaloo, which benefited local nonprofit organizations 
and brought the community together for a creative, celebratory 
event. Eventually, Hullabaloo grew to such large proportions that I 
couldn’t manage both the storefront and the event with a child, so 
we later scaled back. 

Mission
For far too long, women and children have been marginalized 
and taken advantage of by the fashion industry. Yellowcake is not 
going to profit and be successful on the backs and heartbreak of 
other people. We’re going to do it so the people we employ are 
also successful and well-paid.  

We try to educate our clients organically about the negative side 
of fast fashion in a way that doesn't make them feel guilty. It’s 
challenging because ignorance really is bliss, and the majority of 
what consumers see is the price tag. Even brands that claim to be 
sustainable are still employing women and children, marginalizing 
people groups, making T-shirts for pennies on the dollar, and selling 
them at alarming rates that are killing our planet and not really 
benefiting consumers. 

To mitigate this, we offer garments you can wear year-round 
and that will last longer than most of the clothes in your closet. 
We provide personal customer service and custom modifications 
that happen right here in our shop. We create staple pieces that 
won’t trend out. By making these promises to our clients, we’re 
hopeful that those positives help them understand how to slowly 
change the direction of how fashion works. We just want to help 
people learn about what’s going on, then let them make their own 
decisions about which businesses they support. We understand that 
you can’t buy American handmade everything.   

What is “success”?
From a business perspective, success means you’re profitable 
and growing. From a lifestyle perspective, success is when you 
can support a cause and champion those without voices. The 
challenge is marrying the two.  

I’ve sacrificed a lot of time and energy for this business. But those 
are the sacrifices we make now so that hopefully, in the next five 
years, we’ll be able to delegate more, meaning I could take a 
break or an actual vacation. It’s a lot like raising a child. Your 
business does become your baby—you raise it from the ground up. 

Yellowcake is not 
going to profit 

and be successful 
on the backs and 

heartbreak of 
other people. 
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can call in some of those favors from the favor bank you built and 
people will be more inclined to consult with you. But you can’t just 
go knock on people’s doors asking for freebies. 

Why Cleveland? 
I choose to do this work in Cleveland for several reasons. It’s a 
great city to start a business, raise a family, and live. It’s extremely 
affordable. There are a lot of opportunities for artists here that 
people probably don’t realize. It’s where we built our following—we 
have a lot of loyal clients who live and work here and continue to 
support us, even if they move away.
  
Being based in Cleveland also keeps us central to the biggest 
markets that support our brand. Many of our clients are based in 
Chicago, D.C., Boston, Baltimore, or New York, which means we 
don’t have to travel far to go to those regions for wholesale events 
and retail shows. I guess if we really wanted to, we could move 
everything to New York—but we’d have a fraction of the space at 
triple the cost. As much as I love being in New York, I also can’t wait 
to get back home after most visits. 

An ideal picture of Cleveland  
It would be easier to commute between different neighborhoods, 
and there would be more diversity between neighborhoods. 

I’ve gained a lot of fulfillment. It’s rewarding to be able to give 
people a newfound confidence through clothing. We have a 
transgender client who has been with us since 2011, and she felt 
like we were one of the first female boutiques that she could walk 
into, feel accepted by, and know there was a place for her there. 
We’ve been there for clients before they were pregnant, while they 
were pregnant, and after they were pregnant. One of our clients 
got engaged in one of our coats and married in one of our dresses. 
And the people we hire become like family. Because we’re 
succeeding, we can employ other seamstresses and help them 
succeed or even start their own businesses. 

People might assume we have a lot of money because we run 
ourselves as a higher-end quality brand. They also might mistakenly 
think we’re pricing our garments for the elite in an effort to get rich 
quick. But we’re not either of those things—we price our garments 
so we can pay people. American labor is not cheap. I’m barely 
paying myself a salary right now; my staff gets a bigger salary than 
I do. People ask, “Why is this so expensive? Is it made of gold?” 
No, it’s not made of gold, it’s just made in America. People want 
American jobs, but they don’t want to pay American job prices. 

Best piece of advice 
My advice for anyone interested in going down a similar path is 
to take your time and make a plan. Do all the boring and tedious 
things you don’t want to do. If you put in the hard work now, 
growing and scaling your business will be a lot easier. Think about 
what problem you’re solving. You don’t have to reinvent the wheel, 
but you do have to find something that will serve people’s needs. 
Also, offer your time and resources to your community or to other 
people in the business. Later, when you’re in need, maybe you 

From a business perspective, success means 
you’re profitable and growing. From a 

lifestyle perspective, success is when you can 
support a cause and champion those without 

voices. The challenge is marrying the two.  

•
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Margaret 
Bernstein
During Margaret Bernstein’s twenty-four years as an 
award-winning journalist, editor, and columnist at 
The Plain Dealer, she uncovered stories that highlight the 
hope in communities that are too often misrepresented 
in the media. Now, she’s the director of advocacy and 
community initiatives at WKYC. By building relationships 
with the people she reports on, mobilizing communities, 
and occasionally leveraging her superpower to put 
people on TV, Margaret has transcended the role of 
neutral observer and become an advocate for many 
causes, especially literacy.

Her efforts as a literacy advocate include expanding 
the presence of Little Free Libraries in Cleveland 
neighborhoods and promoting a culture of reading at 
home. She is the author of The Bond: Three Young Men 

Learn to Forgive and Reconnect with Their Fathers as well 
as two children’s books, All in a Dad’s Day and Donuts 

with Dad. 

Director of advocacy and 
community initiatives at WKYC, 
author, and literacy advocate 

Margaret in her home 
office in Shaker Heights
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The beginning
All I really knew was that I wasn’t good at math and I loved 
reading. I was the kid who would rather read a book than interact 
with other kids on the street. Looking at my natural talents, I knew 
journalism was probably going to be my best career path. 

I was born and raised in L.A., which is a hard place to leave; you 
sort of think no place is as good as where you’re from. It’s a hard 
place to break into journalism because it’s the number two market, 
so I applied to Gannett and other chains that were mining for 
talent and let them know I didn’t mind going to a smaller market. 
Gannett hired me for a job in Huntington, West Virginia. I knew 
nothing about the city I was moving to. I don’t think I was clear at 
the time that West Virginia was a separate state; I thought it was 
western Virginia until I did my homework. I spent three years in 
Huntington, working on deadlines and learning how to make my 
stories better every day. After that, I did what was really common 
in journalism, which is moving to a bigger paper every time you get 
a new job. I spent two years at a Tucson newspaper, then got a 
job as a reporter with The Plain Dealer and moved to Cleveland in 
1989. 

Advocacy journalism
When covering the minority community, it’s very easy for any 
medium to fall into the routine of covering crimes and athletes. You 
have to go the extra mile to show that there are many other stories 
that just need to be uncovered. If you don’t, you run the risk of just 
having criminal people of color on your news or in your paper. Poor 
news coverage of minorities is deadly because it creates a false 
sense that they’re all like this. I’m just trying to show that despite the 
odds—and I want to show those odds—we have people making it. 

There are probably two stories that most impacted my career, 
and one was covering the Imperial Avenue murders. There was 
a mass murderer, Anthony Sowell. People in his neighborhood 
had been complaining for a long time that they smelled things. 
There’s actually a sausage store that was close to his home that 
got blamed for this smell. A woman went to the police and said 
Anthony Sowell had tried to rape her, so they went to his home 
and found the bodies of eleven women he had raped, murdered, 
and buried. They were all black. Deeply embedded in this story 
is the fact that eleven women went missing and it wasn’t a huge 
uproar. The longest time one was gone was over two years. Families 
reported them missing, and nobody did anything. 

By my count, four of the victims had received almost no coverage, 
and nobody knew very much about them. To honor all eleven 
lives lost, I got permission to write the life story of each one. It took 
forever to collect the information because the families didn’t want 
to talk to the media. One woman said, “I turned on the news one 
day, and there was a dog missing on the news. I can’t even get 
you to cover my damn daughter.” 

It took forever to build those families’ trust. As I did, I looked for the 
hope. There wasn’t a lot. Poverty had battered the families really 
badly. One of the sons of the victims basically had to raise himself. 
I was so drawn in by his story. His mother was thirteen when she 
had him. She was an addict, so they went from family member to 
family member until finally he entered the foster system, which was 
actually his saving grace because he got a good foster family. I’ve 
stayed in touch and learned that he just got his MBA magna cum 

laude, started a business, and named it after his mom. Keeping in 
touch with him sparked the realization that as a journalist, you have 
to do more than write about people. You have to look at where the 
failings were and see if you can help solve them. I stepped out of 
the neutral-observer stage of my career while covering the Imperial 
Avenue murders and became more of an activist. 

Becoming a call-to-action columnist
Another story that greatly impacted my career started when I went 
to see the authors of The Pact, a New York Times best seller, speak 
while they were in town and I got a chance to interview them. The 

Pact is about three young black men who made a pact to stay 

As a journalist, you have to do more than write 
about people. You have to look at where the 

failings were and see if you can help solve them. 
I stepped out of the neutral-observer stage of 
my career while covering the Imperial Avenue 

murders and became more of an activist.
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in school and become doctors. The book talks about how they 
struggle but they make it. I could have written a daily story for The 

Plain Dealer, but I saw something when I was at their speech that 
made me want to take more time and dive deep into the story. 
There was a busload of boys from Cleveland Public Schools who 
sat in the front rows completely enwrapped by everything these 
doctors said. I asked for more time to write the story because I 
heard a voice in my head say, “Go see if any of those boys made 
a pact.” 

I called their school and found out that they had made a promise 
to stick together. I wrote the story from their perspective—how 
great it was to meet the doctors, the similar struggles they were 
facing, and how the book was like their bible. One kid actually had 
The Pact next to his Bible. His mom had passed away the previous 
year, and he said those two books were the only things getting him 
through. 

We also came up with the idea to ask readers to donate copies 
of The Pact for other kids in the Cleveland school system. We put 
that request on the front page of the paper along with the story 
and got a couple hundred donations of books. That inspired me 
to continue to do stories with calls-to-action. In my last two years 
at The Plain Dealer, I asked to be a Metro columnist. It took a lot 
of nerve on my part and definitely made me venture out of my 
comfort zone, but I knew I wanted to ask Cleveland to step up. 
The column, which ran twice a week, really became an exercise 
in what works and what doesn’t in terms of lifting people out of 
poverty. 

I sent the published article off to The Pact doctors because I 
wanted them to know the impact they were having. The doctors 
liked it so much, they asked me to write their second book. What 
would have happened if I hadn’t done my best on that story? 
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What if I had just gone back to work, typed the article, and turned 
it in? You have to do your best at all times. You don’t even know 
what the outcome could be. Because I followed my instincts, I got 
a book contract! 

I took seven months off to write The Bond, which is about how the 
three doctors all grew up without fathers and the void they thought 
it left in their lives. Newly enlightened from the book leave, I came 
back to The Plain Dealer and wrote a front-page spread for the 
Sunday Father’s Day paper about three Cleveland men who didn’t 
grow up with fathers but taught themselves how to be fathers. 
There are so many societal reasons we have dads who don’t know 
how to connect with their kids. I wanted to show that fatherlessness 
was a cycle, how hard it is to break, and that you need help. We 
had a very conservative editorial writer who wrote a column for 
the same paper titled “Absentee Dads, You Disgust Me.” When I 
looked at the finished paper, I realized it would have simply had 
that column in it if I hadn’t taken the time to go on this journey and 
show the different layers of fatherlessness. That one newspaper 
summed up what I felt I was able to bring to Cleveland through my 
work as a reporter. 

Literacy crusade 
I saw my first Little Free Library when I was at Miles Park School to 
do a story on the after-school program there. The students were 
excited about reading, telling each other, “I’m going to read this 
tonight, bring it back tomorrow, and get another one.” I’d never 
seen anything like it at all. I knew I needed to find out who put it 
there and do a story on it. 

After writing my first column on Little Free Library, readers sent in 
enough money to build fourteen more, and people wanted to 
know where to donate their books. From that response, I realized 
I was on to something. It was working on both sides—kids love 
it, and people want to support it. Somehow books soar over the 
barrier of racial tension; everybody wants a child to have a book in 
their hand. I wrote more columns about it. Every time I did, checks 
poured in and people would want to help.

Two years after that, The Plain Dealer announced it was going to 
lay off fifty people, and I was one of twenty-seven volunteers. I had 
already been getting very wound up about literacy. There are two 
things that any child who reads at grade level has in common, 
regardless of socioeconomic class: there are books in their home, 

and an adult is reading with them. All I want is for children who 
grow up in poverty to have that. I realized that a newspaper—a 
printed publication—is the worst place to be promoting literacy. 
The reason I left The Plain Dealer was to go on a literacy crusade 
that was not just about putting a book in a child’s hands. I was 
determined to go totally grassroots and figure out how I could 
transform behavior in households to create a reading culture. 

I planted at least twenty-five Little Free Libraries across Cleveland 
in my year off. Then I started writing storybooks for dads. I thought 
if I could write a book that a dad wants to read to a child or that 
a child begs their dad to read, I’ve created a reading-at-home 
moment that might strengthen the bond between that child and 
parent. One year after my layoff, I interviewed with Micki Byrnes 
at WKYC, and I told her, “If you love me, then you have to love my 
literacy crusade because there’s no way I can stop now. In fact, if I 
can use the television platform to promote literacy, I am so in.” 

My literacy projects in Cleveland have evolved to the point where 
they’re very neighborhood-based. I want neighborhoods to feel 
pride in the fact that they wrap their arms around their children 
and put them first. The Little Free Library founder, Todd Ball, and I 
devised an idea that if a neighborhood pledged to put on one 
family literacy event per month, it could earn the title of Little 
Free Library Neighborhood. Slavic Village became the first Little 
Free Library Neighborhood in 2017. Then came Hough, Central, 
Collinwood, and now I really do have a vision of taking it across 
the city. I’m always exploiting the fact that people want to be 
on television—that’s definitely the key to my success. I call it my 
superpower to throw at literacy: I can put people on television 

The reason I left The Plain Dealer was to go on a 
literacy crusade that was not just about putting a 

book in a child’s hands. I was determined to go totally 
grassroots and figure out how I could transform 

behavior in households to create a reading culture.
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and they’ll step up. When I started Slavic Village Reads, there was 
literally a line of other neighborhoods that were like, “We want to 
be on TV, too.” 

I used to put all my eggs in the mentoring basket. I was named 
National Big Sister of the Year in 2000, and my little sisters were both 
secretly pregnant when we got the award. One was twenty, and 
one was eighteen. I was acutely aware that as much as I poured 
into them, it was me versus the environment, and the environment 
won. I couldn’t insulate them enough. At that point, I realized that 
just having a mentor is not the answer. But reading is definitely the 
great equalizer. 

What is “success”?
Success means that in every neighborhood in Cleveland, there’s 
an awareness that children need to read twenty minutes a day 
and that parents are part of that change. A child reading in Slavic 
Village is not because of me—it’s because the neighborhood and 
the school both embrace the idea that reading is freedom. 

Getting to the good part
I’ve sacrificed my weekends, my personal time...I’m blessed to 
have a husband and kids who understand that we’re blessed, so 
we can make giving back the highest priority. Seeing people lifted 
up to a higher level just does it for me. I’m just getting to the good 
part. I honestly feel like I’m getting close to tumbling the snowball 
downhill. A lot of things are coming together, and a lot of people 
are deployed now in this literacy fight, so I just want to see what this 
looks like when it gets there. 

An ideal picture of Cleveland
Young people are listened to, they’re valued, they’re challenged, 
they’re actively mentored, and people of my generation 
understand that we have to do that. I think we have a lot of 
incredible building blocks in place, but there’s a long way to go. 
I’d like to see Cleveland strengthening itself neighborhood by 
neighborhood, and I see the beginning seeds of that, too. 

•
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Mary  
Verdi- 
Fletcher  
Mary Verdi-Fletcher is the founder and artistic director 
of Dancing Wheels, a nonprofit integrated dance school 
and dance company that performs internationally. 
As one of the first professional wheelchair dancers in 
the United States, Mary has pioneered techniques that 
serve as a model for other art institutions. Her efforts 
as an activist have transformed lives and helped pass 
significant pieces of legislation, including the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. 

Founder and 
artistic director of 
Dancing Wheels

Mary after a performance at Trinity Cathedral 
Episcopal Church in downtown Cleveland
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The beginning
When I was little I wanted to be a dancer—I always knew. My 
mother was a professional dancer and my father was a musician, 
so most of my bedtime stories were about her traveling throughout 
the country and how she met my father. It all sounded so romantic 
and fabulous, so I wanted to follow in her footsteps. But I was born 
with my disability, spina bifida, so there weren’t even any dance 
classes for me back then, and it seemed like a pipe dream at the 
time.

I didn’t know that society thought that I couldn’t be a dancer, so I 
just kept saying, “I want to be a dancer.” I used to walk with braces 
and crutches, and one of my braces would break all the time 
because I was doing little dances. Then I got a really strong brace, 
and it broke my leg instead—three times. After that, I started to use 
a wheelchair. It was a heavy medical model with armrests, which 
was a lot of metal to be lugging around. So, for many years I would 
just go to the ballet and watch dance competitions. 

Changing legislation and lives
When I was young, I was hired by the first independent living center 
in Ohio as a personal care assistant coordinator. I developed 
training manuals that were used at the state level on how to care 
for someone living in their home on a daily basis, and I trained 
disabled people on how to be an employer to the person who was 
giving them care. We were advocating for independent lifestyles 
for thousands of Ohioans with disabilities. 

The woman who led the independent living center was brilliant. She 
was a quadriplegic—paralyzed from the neck down. She would 
type on her computer using a mouth stick, and she wrote volumes 
that way. She was my idol. She took me under her wing because I 
think she felt I had the ability to speak out and wasn’t afraid. We’d 
give testimonies at Senate hearings in Columbus and Washington 
since we knew legislation had to change. The laws at that time 
would give tons of money to nursing home facilities, but we had to 
find dollars at the national and state levels that could help people 
with disabilities pay a caregiver so they could live in their own 
home. Giving testimonies was part of my job at that time, but I also 
had the passion to see that some people of utmost intelligence 
were stuck in nursing homes because they had cerebral palsy and 
couldn’t speak. Our efforts were a catalyst for statewide personal 
care assistance programs.

At the same time, mainline public transportation was not 
accessible. Cleveland had a door-to-door service, but that had 
a three-year waiting list, and it basically took you to the hospital 
or to doctor appointments. The Americans with Disabilities Act 
didn’t exist back in the early ’80s when I was an activist. There 
was legislation that instituted some accessibility, but it didn’t give 
you the right to move about your community like everyone else. 
We became very militant. We learned how to take actions of civil 
disobedience from a national training group called ADAPT. We 
went to public hearing after public hearing. After making one last 
plea for the transit authority to institute a plan to make the buses 
accessible, we had no choice but to take action. 

During the lunchtime rush hour, we rallied people to block bus 
traffic on a one-way street in Public Square. The people in 
wheelchairs went right in front of the bus and didn’t move while 
our nondisabled partners got on the bus and told the driver to 
shut off the engine and allow their passengers to leave because 
the bus wasn’t going anywhere. Then a second bus came, and 
we blocked that bus, too. The transit authority came out, and the 
media was everywhere. Back then, people with disabilities weren’t 
doing outrageous things or challenging norms, for the most part.

After fifteen minutes or so, the police came and tried to drag us 
off to jail, except they were going to put us in the hospital instead 
because the jails weren’t accessible. The paddy wagons were not 
accessible either, so they brought a door-to-door service bus to 
take us away. I said, “Oh, you can’t take us to work or to school, 
but you can take us to jail?” And they drove that thing away so 
fast! It was incredible. After three hours, the transit authority made a 
deal with us to develop a plan to make every bus accessible. And 
they did. 

Dancing through life 
While watching local dance competitions, I kept on the sidelines 
at first, until a young guy came up to me and said, “Would you like 
to dance?” We started to experiment and saw that there was so 
much possibility in terms of partnering, especially in the ballroom 
style, so we started practicing together.

Once I saw the great possibility, I hung out at the local dance 
clubs. I was the only person in a wheelchair. I ran into my best friend 
from grade school, and her husband was a great dancer, so we 
started partnering together just for fun and eventually signed up for 
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our first competition. I never told the competition organizers I was 
in a wheelchair—it didn’t occur to me. I recognize my disability, 
but I don’t lead with it. There were two thousand people in the 
audience of the dance competition, and we just busted out into 
our dance. For a smash ending, my partner came from across the 
floor and jumped up on my armrest and over my head. People 
went wild, we got a standing ovation, and we were chosen as 
alternate winners. That got covered by the media tremendously, 
and it spread like wildfire. People wanted to see more. 

My partner and I started Dancing Wheels in 1980 and got 
performance requests all over the country. That year, I worked full-
time at the independent living center and danced in seventy-two 
shows. For ten years, we were a for-profit dance company. Then I 
turned it nonprofit to do outreach and education, too. Cleveland 
Ballet bought the license, and I began to work with professionally 
trained ballet dancers, studied at the school of Cleveland Ballet, 
and learned a lot about translation movement and partnering. 
We established a school, and people with and without disabilities 
started taking classes together while we continued to tour at a 
more elevated level. 

Still fighting 
Building this company has its ups and downs. Dancers are transient, 
so I’m always trying to find dancers. Securing funding is highly 
competitive. We live in an economy that isn’t always quick to 
support the arts—there are other pressing issues, like hunger and 
homelessness. I thought at this juncture that managing the day-to-
day operations of the organization would get a little easier, but it 
hasn’t. The more people you have, the more people you have to 
manage. I have employees and volunteers, but I’m still the driving 
force behind everything. When you’re a founder, that’s what you 
do. There’s also huge joy. Seeing the awe on people’s faces when 
we perform is why we do what we do.

Seeing the awe on people’s faces when 
we perform is why we do what we do.



37 38

I think I have a pretty good balance of right and left brains. A lot 
of that comes from the fact that you have to navigate through 
problems every day when you have a disability. I work with 
some people who are linear thinkers. They work great as long as 
everything is working in a set way. But when there’s a bump in the 
road, they’re like, “What are we going to do?” I say, “Well, now we 
need to think differently.”

It’s stunning to me that so few people can go to a dance class in 
a wheelchair or with other disabilities. But being in a wheelchair 
seems to be the biggest separation for training. They can’t get 
a degree in dance. I don’t have a degree in dance. Teachers 
generally stay within the curriculum they’re handed by the 
university, which doesn’t include integrated dance. So we’re still 
fighting. We’re about to launch our certification program, which 
will enable integrated dance teachers to attain a level 1, 2, or 3 
certification using our process and our terminology. 

There’s such a cry for diversity, inclusion, and equity, but people 
don’t always think of disability in that—they think more of race and 
gender. I want people to see that it’s equally important to consider 
people in the disability world. To date, the disabled community is 
still the most discriminated-against group in America. So that cry 
for equality needs to pervasive. I was at a conference for diversity 
and inclusion, and Senator Brown was giving a keynote speech 
in which he mentioned women, people of color, and gender 
differences, but he never once mentioned disability. He got off 
the podium and I sort of sideswiped him and said, “Excuse me, 
Senator Brown, I want you to know that the issues that relate to 
people with disabilities are so similar to all of these other groups that 
you’re talking about, and you never once mentioned people with 
disabilities.” Maybe two weeks later he was talking about inclusion 
on TV, and he did mention people with disabilities.

What is “success”?
If you set out to accomplish something, whatever that is, and 
you achieve it the way you envisioned it, then you’re successful. I 
don’t know if I’ll ever achieve my own personal version of success, 
because I keep wanting more and dreaming bigger. 

I’m proud that I’m sixty-four years old and I can still dance. I had 
one kidney removed right out of high school, then the second 
one went bad twenty-five years ago, and I needed a transplant. I 
actually danced with no kidneys at one point; I was on dialysis. My 

I’m proud that I’m 
sixty-four years 

old and I can 
still dance...I 

actually danced 
with no kidneys 

at one point.
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husband found that we were a match in three out of the six areas, 
so he donated his kidney, and a month later I was up dancing 
again. He saved my life. 

Why Cleveland?
I never thought of living anywhere else and doing this. A lot of 
people in Cleveland are familiar with me and the work that I do. 
There’s really good support here for us. It’s my home. I’ve seen 
the progression of Cleveland over the years, and it’s transformed 
beyond what I ever thought it could be. 

Best piece of advice 
If I knew what it would take to do what I’m doing, I probably would 
have hesitated to dive into it. I work 24/7. But then again, if it’s your 
passion, your dream, your desire...you just need to know there’s 
going to be a heck of a lot of work going on behind it. You can’t 
be afraid of work. You can’t be afraid of speaking up. People will 
slam doors in your face—you can’t be afraid of being declined or 
people turning you down. 

You can’t be afraid of work. You can’t be 
afraid of speaking up. People will slam doors 

in your face—you can’t be afraid of being 
declined or people turning you down.

•
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Melody 
Stewart  
Melody Stewart believes in leaving things better than 
they were when she found them, including the justice 
system. After working for more than a decade in law 
academe and serving on Ohio’s Eighth District Court of 
Appeals for twelve years, she made history in 2018 as the 
first African American woman to be elected to the Ohio 
Supreme Court.

Ohio Supreme 
Court Justice
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The beginning
I don’t have any recollection of wanting to be or do anything in 
particular when I was a kid. I just did whatever I was supposed 
to be doing at the time. I knew I would go to college, but I had 
no clue what I was going to be when I grew up. I’m actually still 
working on that, truth be told. The only thing I loved and had 
an interest in at the time was music—I played classical piano 
and classical guitar—so that’s the only thing I wanted to study in 
college.

During my senior year at the Conservatory of Music at the University 
of Cincinnati, I got a ticket for going through a red light. I explained 
to the police officer that I didn’t go through the red light—I was in 
the intersection when the traffic signal was orange and either had 
to complete the turn or back my car up. She gave me the ticket 
anyway. I was frustrated by it, so I decided to challenge the ticket. 
At the time, my older sister, who’s a lawyer, was a prosecutor here 
in Cleveland, and she told me I didn’t have a prayer of winning. 
I drew up a rudimentary diagram and presented it at my court 
hearing, and the judge found me not guilty. When I left the room, 
a couple of police officers came up to me and said, “Great job. 
I guess you’re going to be a lawyer, huh?” I thought, No, are you 

kidding me? But that experience showed me that the justice system 
does work, so that probably was the first seed planted for where I 
am now. But I didn’t think about law school after that, because I 
was just thrilled to be done with college when I graduated.

Do I really want to be a lawyer?
After college, I worked at a health-care management company 
and the vice president of the company had started law school. 
He would come in, set his books down, and go to his office to 
work, and I would peruse his casebooks. Corporations, property—
everything I read seemed so interesting. I had worked for a year 
after college and was kind of intellectually bored. So I called my 
sister and said, “I’m thinking about law school. What do you think?” 
She was very quiet, then said, “I wouldn’t do it if I were you.” She 
said it was a lot of work, a lot of reading, and listed other reasons 
not to do it. I thanked her for her advice and I think I applied 
the next day—on a whim. The dean of admissions at Cleveland-
Marshall College of Law offered me a fellowship if I attended full-
time, based on my LSAT score and GPA. I still had undergraduate 
debt but ended up going full-time and working part-time. I think 
I spent all three years in law school and walked across the stage 

getting my degree thinking, Do I really want to go to law school? 

Do I really want to be a lawyer? But I knew the education and 
training I received would be invaluable, regardless of what I did 
with the degree. 

After law school, I got a job as an assistant law director for the City 
of Cleveland doing civil defense litigation. The law department 
gave me great hands-on experience immediately. Then I did 
similar work for the City of East Cleveland law department, briefly, 
because an assistant dean of student affairs position was created 
at Cleveland-Marshall School of Law, and I was encouraged to 
apply for it. After several years in that role, I accepted a visiting 
faculty position there and later at the University of Toledo. My 
mother had become ill with a neurological disorder, and I was her 
primary caregiver. The visiting faculty positions allowed me to have 
a more flexible schedule to care for her.
 

Making a run for it 
Logically, I did not expect to win my first race for the Court of 
Appeals. I didn’t know anything about running for office. It is a very 
political process, I was a political unknown, and I’m not a political 
person. I didn’t have any political clout, and I didn’t have any 
relatives who had ever been elected to office, so I had to create 
my own political presence.

One of my former judicial colleagues told me early on, “Politics is a 
game. You either play it or get it played on you.” He was absolutely 
right. I had to learn that whole process in order to be supported 
and try to get endorsed; that took me two unsuccessful runs, which 
were in 2000 and 2002. I loved being in law academe, so it wasn’t 
heartbreaking for me to lose either of those elections. Although 
I was politically a better candidate when I was elected in 2006, I 

I spent all three years in law school and 
walked across the stage getting my degree 

thinking, Do I really want to go to law 
school? Do I really want to be a lawyer? 
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think what really happened in that race was that no sitting judge 
who had more name recognition ran for the seat. The fact that no 
trial court judge ran in that Court of Appeals primary was luck.

While on the Court of Appeals, I was approached twice by the 
chair of the Ohio Democratic Party to run for the Ohio Supreme 
Court. But I wanted to do other things while on the appellate court 
and get a broader perspective of our judicial system first. After 
becoming more seasoned and gaining seniority on the Court of 
Appeals, I felt better suited to run. The third time I was approached, 
I agreed, but I knew absolutely nothing about running a statewide 
race. I raised less money than every other statewide candidate 
running for office that year. Because we didn’t have a lot of 
money, I knew we’d have to be creative.

When I made the decision to run, I looked at it as an opportunity 
to crisscross the state, meet people, and educate them about 
why judicial elections are important. My primary goal was to reach 
as many people as possible in the state, inform them about the 
judicial system, and share my ideas for improving it. I tried to get 
to all the eighty-seven other counties, but I only reached sixty-two. 
Had I not won the election, my goal of informing people still would 
have been fulfilled. My running still would have been worth it. Now 
I get the opportunity to put into motion those things that I talked 
about on the campaign trail. 

What is “success”?
Anything that helps a cause, an individual, or a community is 
success. Anything that I do individually or that we do as a court 
to make our legal profession, the judiciary, and the justice system 
better is success to me. The historical significance of being the first 
black woman elected to the Ohio Supreme Court is not lost on 
me at all. But if people can say, either while I’m on the Supreme 
Court or after I leave, that the judicial system got better during 
my tenure, then my work will have been successful. Being the first 
won’t mean as much for me individually if I’m also the last for quite 
some time, or if it doesn’t open the door for others to follow. Maybe 
my being elected will put in the minds of younger women of color 
that it’s a realistic possibility for them now. I am humbled by, and 
appreciate this place in our state’s history. But when I put on that 
robe, I know I’ve got a job to do just like my other six colleagues, 
and I have to work with them to get things done. We do things as a 
court. My being in the room can sometimes push the envelope and 
give a perspective that is different from theirs. I hope my service 
demonstrates that.   
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Balancing act
Running for and being newly elected to the Ohio Supreme Court, 
I’ve sacrificed sleep—lots of it. Getting enough rest remains a 
challenge. I was the flavor of the month for Black History Month, 
Women’s History Month, bar association events, law school 
commencements, various women’s organizations, NAACP 
banquets...not that I’m complaining at all, but I keep thinking I’m 
going to cover enough of the state that people will tire of me 
soon. What I’ve gained is the opportunity to meet people I likely 
otherwise would not have had the chance to meet, as well as the 
opportunity to make a meaningful difference in our community 
and our justice system.

People may think that, as a justice, I make decisions based on my 
personal thoughts and feelings about things. I don’t. I sometimes 
have to make judicial decisions that go against my personal beliefs 
and philosophies. It’s not as hard as one would think, because even 
though I have to decide something based on what the law says, I 
still have the power of the pen in writing either a dissenting opinion 
or a concurring opinion, which is an opinion that agrees with 
the outcome of what my colleagues decided but for a different 
reason.

I have the honor and privilege of being on the Supreme Court to 
conduct public service. It’s more than just a job and a paycheck 
for me. If I were a practicing lawyer, I would do my best to help 
every individual client I had. As an elected official, I work on behalf 
of the collective.

Best piece of advice 
My mother taught me when I was young to always leave a place 
better than it was when I got there. Every apartment I’ve ever lived 
in we’ve left cleaner than it was when we arrived. When I went 
to the Court of Appeals, I printed draft opinions doublesided. It 

Be aware that the 
path you’re going 

down now might not 
be the path that 

you’re supposed to 
go down. 

Even if it’s something simple, do something to leave 
a place better off than it was when you got there. It 
shows that you’re paying attention, you know what’s 

going on, and you’re invested in the operation. 
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saves the taxpayers a little bit of money, and it’s environmentally 
conscious. Even if it’s something that simple, do something to leave 
a place better off than it was when you got there. It shows that 
you’re paying attention, you know what’s going on, and you’re 
invested in the operation.

For anyone interested in pursuing a similar path, I say go full steam 
ahead. But realize that you might not know what that path is or 
what it will look like right now. You may not see where it turns or 
where it takes you. Sometimes there are redirections—often seen as 
rejections—and they happen for a reason, even though the reason 
may be unknown to you at the time. Be aware that the path you’re 
going down now might not be the path that you’re supposed to 
go down. Stay open to being redirected.

An ideal picture of Cleveland
My nirvana would have clean streets; well-kept properties, be 
they public or private; world-class schools; a friendly, inviting 
atmosphere; thriving entertainment and business communities; low 
crime rates; no hate crimes; and frequent championship sports 
teams. Notice I’m not greedy—I didn’t say championship teams all 
the time. Just frequently.

•
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After spending years making their mark on Cleveland’s 
restaurant scene, Jill Vedaa and Jessica Parkison 
teamed up to create Salt+, a Lakewood restaurant 
specializing in composed small plates, killer cocktails, 
and unique wines. Jill is a two-time James Beard 
Award–nominated chef, and Jessica is a leading 
general manager and sommelier. Together, they have 
popularized the concept of small plates in Cleveland 
while providing customers with a meaningful dining 
experience and gathering place. 

General manager,  
co-owner of Salt+

Chef, co-owner of Salt+

Jill (left) and Jessica (right) at Salt+ in Lakewood 
Photo by Alyse Nelson

Jill  
Vedaa   
&
Jessica 
Parkison 



53 54

The beginning
Jill:  
I did not dream of being a chef. I was going to be an artist. I took 
every single art class I could possibly take when I was in high school, 
and that’s what my focus was going to be at Cleveland State. 
Then I got a front of house job at a restaurant and kind of fell in love 
with it. I liked the pace, was getting paid really well, and only had 
to work three days a week. The people you meet working in the 
restaurant industry are characters—not only the people you work 
with, but also the people who walk through the door. It was fun to 
be around the energy of it. Eventually I worked my way into the 
kitchen because I wanted a steadier paycheck. 

Jessica: 
I knew I wanted to be a mom when I was a kid. 

Jill: 
She was highly successful [Jessica is a mother of six]. 

Jessica: 
In high school, I wanted to be a chef. Then I had a baby and 
started working in the front of the house instead. I had an aunt who 
had taken me to Napa—she was a wine buyer for a major grocery 
store. I spent quite a while out there with her, fell in love with wine, 
and started my sommelier training. When I started getting into 
that, I was given more responsibility at the restaurant where I was 
working. I had been there for a really long time, and when one of 
my bosses got sick, they just kind of said, “Here are the keys,” and I 
became a general manager.

Jill: 
We met at a bar that Jess was bartending at. I came in with 
one of my best friends and ordered a bottle of wine, and we all 
chitchatted for a little bit. We became Facebook friends, and I 
never spoke to her again until three years later. 

Do you want to open a restaurant?
Jessica: 
After so many years, I got really tired of making a lot of money for 
somebody else. I came home one day and said, “I either need to 
get out of this business or open my own place.” 

I had gotten an offer to go into business with a woman who 

wanted to open a wine bar, but it just wasn’t something I wanted 
to do. Because my dad was a chef, I always knew that really good 
restaurants survive with really good chefs. I had seen on Facebook 
that the restaurant Jill was working at had closed, so I got in touch 
with our mutual friend and asked for Jill’s phone number. Literally 
ten minutes later we were on the phone, and I said, “Hey, I don’t 
know if you remember me or not, but do you want to open a 
restaurant?” And she goes, “Shouldn’t we have lunch or something 
first?” And that was it. It took one lunch to come to the realization 
that this was something we could do. 

Jill:
When Rockefeller’s closed, I didn’t know what I was going to do 
because I had carte blanche there. I did all the menus, the wine 
list, beer list, cocktails, food, desserts—I did everything. I couldn’t 
imagine not having that freedom. But I had never in my life wanted 
to open a restaurant. I thought it would be a pain in the ass. I had 
worked at a lot of restaurants and didn’t want to be under the 
stress that I saw the owners were under.

But the only thing that made any sense to me was to open a 
restaurant. Jessica and I got along really well and had a very similar 
ideal of how we wanted the service, food, cocktail program, and 
wine program to be…

Jessica: 
And aesthetically—how we wanted things to look inside and 
outside the restaurant. I said, “Let’s just try to get a loan and see 
what happens.” And we got one. 

Jill: 
I didn’t have a lot of doubt. I knew that if we did something well, 
people would come back. It took some leaps because we had 

I said, “Hey, I don’t know if you remember 
me or not, but do you want to open a 

restaurant?” And she goes, “Shouldn’t we 
have lunch or something first?” 
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Restaurants are 
gathering places 
and second homes 
to a lot of people. 

If you don’t want to 
cook, we’re here. 

If you need a drink 
after a long day, 

we’re here.

 
Photo by Alyse Nelson
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never worked together, we didn’t know each other, and she had 
never eaten my food before opening day. So there were personal 
leaps, but it really didn’t stop me or give me a moment of “Don’t 
do this.”
 
Jessica: 
We both were like, “What’s the worst that could happen?” It fails. 
Okay. Is there a lot of money tied up in it? Sure. Time? Yes. Would 
your heart be broken? Of course. But life goes on. It’s not rocket 
science. It’s just food. It’s just drinks. We’re just trying to make 
people have a good time when they come out.

Challenges of cooking and serving in Cleveland
Jill: 
One thing that we both always agreed on from day one is that the 
customer is not always right. That’s not something that makes sense 
in this business. We had a very specific idea—an ethos of what we 
wanted this place to be. We don’t do substitutions because what 
Jessica puts in a drink or what I put on a plate is there for a reason, 
whether it’s texture or flavor. People want some sort of control over 
their experience. But we want to control their experience because 
we know how to do it better than they do. We’ve always had that 
mentality. There are no TVs in here, we don’t give out free Wifi—we 
just want people to come in and enjoy each other’s company and 
what’s being put in front of them. 

Jessica: 
My biggest challenge—and she could care less about stuff like 
this—is reviews. Yelp and TripAdvisor. I’ve gotten a lot better with it. 

Jill: 
We’ll do our damnedest to fix something, within reason. The people 
who don’t say anything, then go home and sit behind a computer 
writing pages and pages of what they thought was wrong with 
this place—I don’t care about those people because they’re not 
giving us an opportunity to remedy whatever happened. 

Jessica: 
It’s also such a boys’ club in this business. Jill has been a James 
Beard Award nominee two years in a row. That’s huge—it’s like 
being nominated for an Oscar. There was press about it, but not 
a lot. We have, in my opinion, one of the best bar programs in 
Cleveland, and it never gets recognized. For small businesses 
in general, it’s so hard to get your name out there without the 

I’ve been cooking 
in Cleveland for 

twenty-six years. 
Our success didn’t 

just come out of 
thin air. 
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finances that back it. Advertising costs a lot of money, and if you 
can’t spend $5,000 on a tiny ad, you can get overlooked.

Jill: 
Every single city is a boys’ club. I think there are a lot of young 
chefs in Cleveland who have literally zero idea how long either 
one of us has been in this business. I’ve been cooking in Cleveland 
for twenty-six years. Our success didn’t just come out of thin air. 
We’ve been working very hard to build relationships with people 
and build our reputation as chefs and managers. Anything that 
stems from that is well-earned. I was nineteen when I started. 
When I got nominated the first time for the James Beard Award 
with Karen Small (owner of the Flying Fig), some people said we 
only got it because we’re women. It was on the heels of the 
#MeToo movement. They would never say it to my face, but you 
hear it. I thought, Maybe. Maybe they needed to recognize some 

women...but I can’t in recent years remember anybody else from 
Cleveland—male or female—who was nominated.

Then I got it again. It’s awesome. If I continue to get nominated 
every single year and never even win, that’s great. I don’t go 
after stuff like that—it’s not what drives me. I do this because I like 
doing it, I want to make good food, I want to serve something that 
people enjoy, create an experience, and keep pushing myself to 
make better and better food. If I get recognized on some level for 
that, awesome.

Losing sleep, gaining confidence 
Jill: 
I’ve sacrificed my liver. And sleep. 

Jessica: 
So much sleep. 

Jill: 
It’s emotional. 

Jessica: 
It’s very emotional. And I feel like you’re not allowed to be 
emotional. You sacrifice a ton. Every single day, I sacrifice time 
with my family. Every. Single. Day. I’ve missed awards ceremonies, 
games, sleepovers. We’ve sacrificed relationships with people 
whom we had to let go because they looked at us as just being 

Photo by Alyse Nelson
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Jessica: 
Jill and I always say we have commitment issues. We can’t commit 
to one big plate—we have to get like fifty different things to try it all. 

Jill: 
Every single city in the United States and in Europe does it. Why 
can’t we? Why does Cleveland have to be twenty-five pounds of 
food on a plate for it to be a good meal? Small plates works, and 
it will continue to work because people are understanding it. Now 
different restaurants are calling themselves small plates or putting 
small plates on their menu, so it’s catching on. 

Jessica: 
Some of the greatest people I’ve met in my life come through 
here. I’ve gained amazing relationships, Jill being one. We make 
great partners because we stay out of each other’s lane. We don’t 
micromanage each other. We openly talk about a lot of stuff that 
happens. We openly apologize if we make mistakes. We ask each 

friends and not their bosses. It’s a lot. We don’t have the money to 
pay a general manager or an executive chef to be here 24/7; I’m 
the general manager, and Jill is the executive chef. I run the door, 
and she runs the kitchen on Friday and Saturday nights. That’s really 
surprising to some people and not very common in the restaurant 
industry, which is sad. 

Jill: 
People almost expect if you’re at all successful that you’re not 
there, which is really counterintuitive. How do you expect to run a 
restaurant and be successful if you’re not there? We do take time 
off, but if you’re not consistently at your restaurant, I don’t see how 
it could be successful long-term. 

We’ve gained a lot of confidence in what some people thought 
was a strange idea: to do small plates. 

Photo by Alyse Nelson
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us. To me, that’s success—giving people an experience. 

A lot of people think that as owners, we’re making a ton of money. 
I have a friend who doesn’t understand why I come to work so 
early. I have orders to do, I have to go to the bank, I have liquor 
to pick up, I have a meeting with a wine rep. Jill has nine hours of 
prep to do before we open. They fantasize that we’re just sitting at 
the bar drinking. I think that’s a huge misconception, not just for us 
but across the board. 

Jill: 
Some people don’t understand why something costs as much as it 
does. It should be mandatory in high school to work in a restaurant 
so everyone can understand how much work it takes to get one 
plate on your table. 

Jessica: 
What you bought out of a can at the grocery store, we got out of 
the ocean yesterday. 

How do restaurants shape the Cleveland community?
Jill: 
Restaurants are gathering places and second homes to a lot of 
people. We’re the reason you get out of your house. If you don’t 
want to cook, we’re here. If you need a drink after a long day, 
we’re here. We’re everything. We’re party planners, we’re the 
dinner dates, we’re the first dates.  

other questions. I’m a lot of hyperness, whereas Jill is not. Since 
opening this place, I’ve gained a level of calmness because she 
doesn’t feed into my hyperness. 

Every ten weeks, the entire restaurant menu changes. She tries all 
my cocktails, and I try all her food. We tell each other the truth and 
make adjustments. I also try really hard to do a wine list that pairs 
well with her food menu. 

Jill: 
It’s mutual respect for what we both do here. That’s it. We can 
get on each other’s nerves—there’s no such thing as a perfect 
relationship. But people are always shocked at how well we get 
along. 

What is “success”? 
Jill: 
Success is being able to pay your bills, your staff, and yourself. It’s 
being able to walk out of this restaurant nightly or daily and know 
that you did a good job. It’s being able to take days off and not 
stress out. Everybody here treats this place like it’s theirs, which is 
something that we’ve tried to instill from day one: it’s not about us, 
it’s about all of us. If we’re successful, you’re successful. 

Jessica:
I love it, love it, love it when guests come in here and are not really 
sure. ”Am I going to like this? This is weird. I don’t even know what 
this is—I have to Google everything.” And I can confidently tell 
them to just sit back, relax, enjoy their evening, and let their server 
handle it. Grown men have walked out of here in tears, thanking 

Success is being able to pay your bills, your 
staff, and yourself. It’s being able to walk out 
of this restaurant nightly or daily and know 
that you did a good job. It’s being able to take 

days off and not stress out. 

You can make a career out of working 
front of house, and there’s nothing to 

be ashamed of about it at all. There’s a 
huge stigma about that. 
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We saw everything 
there is to see in the 
restaurant industry. 
We brought with us 
the good stuff, and 
we know we’re not 

going to tolerate the 
bad stuff.
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Best piece of advice 
Jessica: 
You can make a career out of working front of house, and there’s 
nothing to be ashamed of about it at all. There’s a huge stigma 
about that. With back of house staff, just because you went to 
school doesn’t mean you can cook, and it doesn’t mean you 
deserve to make $100,000 a year.

Jill: 
I didn’t go to culinary school. I still don’t know how to cook. I 
think there was a huge swell of humans going to culinary school 
because they wanted to be famous chefs when the Food Network 
came out. But that’s not reality. People need to check their ego 
and just put their head down and work. Write shit down. Learn from 
the people around you. Ask questions. Try to move up. Be able 
to handle constructive criticism. If you’re a sensitive person, you 
shouldn’t work in this business. 

Jessica: 
I didn’t go to college. We grew up in the day when you put your 
head down, shut your mouth, and paid very close attention to 
the good, the bad, and the ugly. That’s one of the reasons we’re 
successful—we saw everything there is to see in the restaurant 
industry. We brought with us the good stuff, and we know we’re not 
going to tolerate the bad stuff. 

Why Cleveland? 
Jessica: 
I was born and raised here. My husband got transferred to Detroit, 
and I moved there for a very long two-and-a-half years. As soon as 
I could get back, I put our house on the market the next day and 
moved. It’s home. We love Lakewood. We love the community 
here. 
 
Jill: 
Cleveland is a cool spot. There are a lot of great things here—our 
museums, our beachfront, the growing restaurant scene, and the 
cost of living.

Jessica: 
The Metroparks and walking and biking and hiking. There’s no 
reason not to live here. 

•

An ideal picture of Cleveland
Jill: 
I would like to have winning sports teams. Not that I’m into sports at 
all, but it helps the economy by leaps and bounds. I would like to 
see more restaurants doing cooler shit and pushing the envelope 
instead of what they think people want. I would like to see more 
sunshine. 

Cleveland has progressed and regressed so many times in the 
twenty-six years I’ve been an adult here, with certain areas and 
gentrification. As many people who move in, other people who 
have been here for a long time get pushed out. It’s important to 
rejuvenate cities and try to thoughtfully bring people into them.
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Malaz  
Elgemiabby
Malaz Elgemiabby is an award-winning interdisciplinary 
designer who develops building plans that truly respond 
to people’s needs. Her landmark project in Cleveland is 
Ohio City’s Riverview Welcome Center. She worked with 
many community partners to transform a near-dormant 
community center into a meaningful gathering space for 
programming and events that will be integrated into the 
long-term vision for an Irishtown Bend park. In 2019, she 
was the designer in residence for Cleveland Foundation 
Creative Fusion and launched her own consultancy firm, 
ELMALAZ. 

Interdisciplinary designer and 
founding principal of ELMALAZ
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The beginning 
I always wanted to be a mother. Every time I was asked, “What 
do you want to be?” I would say, “A mother” and my father 
would say, “No, a doctor!” I accepted that I would be a doctor. 
Everyone kept calling me “Dr. Malaz” and saying I’d be the first 
female doctor in the family. When it came time for me to choose 
a college, I got a scholarship at the age of fifteen—a very early 
age—for medical school. As soon as I went there, I realized it was 
not what I wanted to do. 

Looking back, I realized I always wanted to be an architect when I 
was a kid—I was building little huts, converting old air-conditioning 
containers into a library, or creating other things. What initially 
inspired me to be an architect was the architect who designed 
our house. My mom is a single mother. She worked so hard to save 
money and build us a house, which is a huge accomplishment for 
a woman in Sudan. She hired an architect, and he built a house 
that we totally hated. He built the house without talking to us—not 
even one time. Sudan is a matriarchal society, so all of our lives 
revolved around being near my grandmother, who lived with us. 
She would sit in her room and we would all come sit with her, watch 
TV with her, eat next to her, and even bring our mattresses on the 
floor so we could sleep next to her. He built us a house with so many 
rooms, and we never slept in any of them. We always occupied the 
one small room that was supposed to be for my grandmother. If he 
had spoken to us or seen the way we lived our lives, he would have 
designed the house completely differently, and it wouldn’t have 
been a waste of my mother’s hard-earned money. 

I studied for three years in medical school in Sudan at the University 
of Khartoum. Every year, I would go to my family and say, “I don’t 
want to do this.” One day I went to the architecture school and sat 
through their end-of-year presentation. When it was finished, I told 
myself, “I think I can be an architect.” I kind of rebelled against my 
family and decided to move to London to study architecture. It 
was tough because I really had to fight everyone. No other woman 
in my family had ever left the country to study abroad. My family 
told me I wouldn’t have money there. I said, “I will work,” but I had 
never worked a day in my life at that age—I was only seventeen 
years old at the time. 

My mom was a dreamer. She was one of the first businesswomen in 
Sudan. I thought if she could fight the whole society to become an 
independent, self-made entrepreneur, I should take the next step 
and go outside the country to face new challenges.

Growing up in London, alone
In London, everything was new, especially coming from a very 
insular, very conservative family. I felt free to think, imagine, and 
challenge myself. I felt like a whole person—not someone’s 
daughter or sister, not someone’s something. For the first time, I was 
myself. It was hard, but it was an amazing journey. I grew up in 
London. I started to understand who I was, what my values were, 
and what type of designer I wanted to be. The hard part was 
that I had to do all of it alone, but that was also the beauty of it. I 
survived it and became a better person as a result. 

I graduated from London Metropolitan University in 2010. I 
chose that program because it focuses on the impact of design 
on people’s lives. I put a lot of effort into listening, observing 
how people actually function, and designing something that 
truly responds to people’s needs. Many architects come with 
predetermined ideas about how you should do things. They don’t 
allow themselves the opportunity to observe and learn. Sometimes 
you might observe that someone doesn’t get the chance to sit 
down. So, you can create a design that would encourage people 
to take a break. Or, you may observe that they don’t get to 
interact with each other; they’re lonely. Then, you can create a 
design that responds to their real needs beyond just a shelter and a 
place to sleep. 

At the time I graduated, it was the recession, so not many building 
projects were happening in London, but architecture was playing 
a very important role in growing cities in the Middle East. I was very 
curious about how to design for a community that doesn’t yet exist. 
So I went to Qatar, worked there for a little bit, then did my master’s 
degree at Virginia Commonwealth University. 

Civic architecture 
When I finished my degree in 2015, my mother fell sick and I 
decided to go back to Sudan. By that time, she had established 
a nonprofit organization called the Sudanese Business Women 

We need architecture to help build 
community rather than segregate it 

further, racially or socioeconomically.
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Development Center. Its mission is to help Sudanese women 
overcome a lot of obstacles, like banks refusing to give women 
loans to start their businesses. I ran the organization for six months 
and learned a lot. I got to talk to women directly about their 
aspirations and how the environment often fails them. Building 
designs can limit their mobility. A lot of people design for single 
people or men, who can move anywhere. They don’t design for 
women who have children. Access to transportation can be the 
difference between a woman being able to start work or not. 
Having a place that’s well-connected to the services around them 
can be what allows a family to move from poverty to having a 
stable income.

The projects that really stand out to me are the ones that have 
a more civic practice approach, which means that I sit with 
the community first, then we come up with the idea, and I 
help execute it with my skill set. One of those was a Saturday 
market that women wanted to create in Sudan. The need for it 
came from the women themselves. It was a small project, just a 
100,000-square-foot space. But it was very impactful. That small 
space has changed a lot of women’s lives. It doesn’t just serve 
them as a place to sell—it serves as a place for them to form a 
community of entrepreneurs who help each other. It’s a place for 
women to gather and sell their products, feel safe, and bring their 
children. They took a lot of ownership because they were part of 
the design project from the beginning to the end.

Coming to Cleveland 
When I came to Cleveland in 2016, I knew it was a city on the 
verge of change and was starting to be revived, with a lot of 
places going through gentrification. That’s an issue that I really care 
about because it’s where architecture impacts people’s life in a 
very dramatic way—it moves people out of their houses or out of 
their neighborhoods altogether. Or it can bring new people and 
start new communities. 

Malaz and her son at Hamilton 
Collaborative in St. Clair-Superior

A lot of people design for single people or 
men, who can move anywhere. They don’t 

design for women who have children.
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So for Cleveland, the question is how can we do gentrification 
right? New buildings are nice, but low-income buildings have 
cheap builds, are not as well thought out, and don’t really suit 
the people who live there. When you see that practice—that 
people don’t deserve a good-quality building because they’re 
poor or from a certain racial background—it aggregates a lot 
of issues that exist in the community. We need architecture to 
help build community rather than segregate it further, racially or 
socioeconomically. Many architects are afraid of doing that. They 
just ignore it or pretend it doesn’t exist.

Riverview Welcome Center
In Cleveland, the Riverview Welcome Center was one of my 
favorite projects. For that project, I drove Uber and Lyft in the 
neighborhood so I could talk to people who wouldn’t otherwise be 
able to attend planning meetings because they have two jobs or 
a family at home. I really wanted to understand how everybody 
experienced their neighborhood. Many of the people I talked to 
said they need a place to just be. They feel like they can’t just be 
without having to pay money. Or people would say that they really 
like the diversity of the neighborhood and wish there were more 
things to do together. Some people needed a space that would 
be inclusive of them, regardless of their income. Other people with 
higher income found that they craved community but hadn’t really 
connected with the community in a meaningful way because they 
were in their own silo. 

I think the project was successful because we established four 
values, which were community, diversity, inclusivity of seniors and 
children—who have very few places catering to them, and dignity. 
I kept hearing that people felt they didn’t have dignity in the 
neighborhood. I asked, “What does dignity mean?” It means being 
able to provide for their family. It means jobs in the neighborhood. 
It means that their basic human rights are taken care of. It means 
being seen—people look at them and recognize them as part of 
the community. That’s what inspired the temporary photographs 
on the side of the building. 

We created two visions. In the short-term vision, the building 
serves as a place to bring the community together and develop 
programming ideas. The long-term design vision is to create a 
viewing platform for downtown and the river that’s accessible 
at any time of the day to everyone. It’s going to be a free, open 
space for everyone to enjoy being in their city. We also want to 

Don’t be afraid of 
making mistakes. 

You’re going to 
make mistakes, 

you’re going to be 
misunderstood, 

you’re going to say 
the wrong thing 
sometimes. But 

that’s the only way 
you can learn. 
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I want to design the Sudanese cultural garden in Cleveland. But 
before that, we need to unite the two segregated Sudanese 
communities in Cleveland—we’re about four hundred people in 
total. To bring them together, I’m converting a camper van into 
a mobile recording and photography studio to tell the stories of 
Sudanese refugees and immigrants who made Cleveland home. 
In August, we’ll come together for Salam Day (Peace Day), where 
we’re going to share our rich culture and history with the Cleveland 
community.

What is “success”?
Success for me is success for everyone. If I’m the only one 
succeeding in life, that’s a failure. 

Best piece of advice
Don’t be afraid of making mistakes. You’re going to make mistakes, 
you’re going to be misunderstood, you’re going to say the wrong 
thing sometimes. But that’s the only way you can learn. Don’t be 
afraid of new things. Don’t be afraid of new people or people who 
are different from you. Don’t be afraid to check your own biases 
that can influence your design. 

An ideal picture of Cleveland
An ideal version of Cleveland is the Cleveland that takes care 
of its community and its most vulnerable. Someone as far away 
as Westlake cares about and will stand up for children being 
affected by lead poisoning in East Cleveland. I’ve lived in so many 
communities around the world, and I really think that Cleveland 
has a chance to do something great. 

create a community kitchen to link Ohio City Farm and the West 
Side Market to the building.

Another thing that we heard all the time was that the community 
wants a place that can tell our story—the history of this place—so 
we want to create a family-friendly museum that incorporates 
local art in a high-quality space. It’s part of the bigger Irishtown 
Bend park development project taking place over the next four 
years. The location is so significant to all of Cleveland. This is going 
to be a landmark where people come to see Cleveland on the 
viewing deck and learn about the history of Cleveland. It’s inclusive 
to everyone instead of just the people who can afford condos 
overlooking the river.

I have a lot of support for this project from the Cleveland 
Foundation, the Cuyahoga Metropolitan Housing Authority, local 
community development corporations, Ohio City Inc., the City of 
Cleveland public art department, Land Studio, and the Cleveland 
Clinic. 

The ultimate project 
Motherhood is the ultimate project in life. Sometimes our society is 
not geared to support working moms to create a balanced life. So 
I sacrificed a lot of time and energy in order to do everything. I’m 
grateful to my son for being so patient with me in coming with me 
to my meetings. What I’ve gained is a community. I moved into the 
Ohio City neighborhood. Before the Riverview Welcome Center 
project, I was lonely in a whole new country by myself. I missed my 
family, and I didn’t know the optics of me being able to go back to 
my country because Sudan was put on the travel ban. I would risk 
being able to come back. Now I’ve gained a community, a sense 
of belonging, and people who love me, who stepped up and said, 
“We are your community,” and I’m really grateful for that. 

What’s next? 
Even though there’s often the intention to engage with the 
community, many architecture practices are lacking the 
procedures and tools to achieve that. So I decided to do two 
things: teach those skills to the younger generation of architects 
at Kent State University, and start my own consultancy business, 
ELMALAZ, so I can help other architects engage in the community 
in a way that can drive a better design outcome and process. 

•
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Thank you to the twenty Boss Ladies who took time out of their 
busy schedules to be interviewed for this project. Getting to speak 
with you about your life’s work was captivating and profound and 
best of all, fun. Thank you to the assistants who helped schedule 
and reschedule meetings, coordinated revisions, and showed 
excitement for this project. Thank you to Monica Farag, a Boss Lady 
in her own right, for designing these pages with as much style and 
poise as the women on them. Without you, this project would not 
be the same. Thank you to Ryan Gerard for being my trusty photo 
consultant and sounding board. Thanks to the early supporters 
and everyone who listened and said, “What a cool idea.” Endless 
gratitude to you, the reader, for picking up this little book of 
stories—you were my biggest inspiration. 
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