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3 INVESTMENTS THAT WILL GIVE 
YOUR SMALL BUSINESS A BOOST

By DEEP LAM, WELLS FARGO SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, SMALL BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 

Sometimes you have to spend 
money to make money and al-
though that may feel like a risky 
proposition for a small business 
owner, there are areas where you 
can get a lot of bang for your buck.

Here are three investments you 
should consider to give your small 
business a boost:

Technology/Financial 
Technology

Upgrading or investing in tech-
nology can be an area that will 
enhance your business and cre-
ate efficiencies. This category can 
be broad so consider what makes 
the most sense for your business. 
Whether it’s adding logistics soft-
ware to help manage inventory, 
upgrading credit card machines 
for businesses with a lot of foot 
traffic, to purchasing newer com-
puter systems to run the business 
more smoothly, or adding a high-
end security system to cut down 
on theft, each of these upgrades 
can streamline operations that 
will eventually create a return on 
your investment. Many operations 
may also benefit from looking into 

specific accounts payable (AP) and 
accounts receivable (AR) automa-
tion. No matter your businesses 
challenges or goals, investing in 
technology and getting 
the right guidance on 
new strategies to adopt 
will be key.

Equipment
If your business relies 

heavily on equipment to 
succeed, it’s time to take 
stock. Are you using old 
mixers and ovens that 
require significant maintenance 
costs to keep them running? Are 
you constantly in the shop getting 
your delivery trucks fixed? Are the 
second-hand machines you were 
given slowing down production? 
Upgrading your equipment can 
be costly for a small business, but 
start tracking the money you’re 
losing now compared to what you 
could be gaining if you invested in 
your business. 

Yourself
As a small business own-

er, you may not pay yourself in 

the beginning, but ideally, your 
compensation should be part of 
your business plan. According to 
a study specific to women busi-

ness owners that looked 
at pay, ownership and 
valuation, ��% of the 
early-stage women en-
trepreneurs surveyed 
do not pay themselves 
for the work they do for 
the company. One of the 
most important bene-
fits of paying yourself is 
that it helps you build 

up your personal savings. That’s 
a good thing for you, obviously, 
but it can also benefit your busi-
ness. If you want to buy a space 
at some point, for example, de-
pending on the way your business 
is set up, your own personal sav-
ings may be instrumental in help-
ing secure a loan. Paying yourself 
also looks good to investors as 
well as banks and other finance 
companies. Your willingness to 
invest in yourself demonstrates 
a high level of commitment and 
confidence in the health of your 
business.

Owning and running a small busi-
ness is no small feat as it comes 
with the added responsibili� es of 
mee� ng payroll, paying rent, and 
keeping a posi� ve cash fl ow. But 
there may be business purchases 
that may help you run your busi-
ness more smoothly, more effi-
ciently, and ul� mately help you 
save money in the long run, which 
means more for your bo� om line.

Deep Lam is Wells Fargo’s San 
Diego Small Business Development 
Manager. She can be reached at 
Deep.k.Lam@wellsfargo.com. 
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Making a Sound Practice of Education
SMALL BUSINESS: Rhymes with Reason Helps Literacy Through Music

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Austin Martin wants to help kids struggling in school find their 
way the way he wished he could have – through lyrics and music.

“I think all students want to feel more engaged and feel like 
what they’re learning connects to what they’re interested in,” 
said Martin, 27, who recently earned a master’s degree at Har-
vard Graduate School of Education. “I was that kid. And I know 
I’m still that person. When a message is put through a song, it 
sometimes is still more digestible.”

Martin, a San Diego native and 2020 recipient of a “Forbes 
30 Under 30 in Education,” is the founder and owner of Rhymes 
with Reason, a web-based educational technology company 
that helps students learn literacy and gain academic excellence 
through their favorite music.

The company employs seven peo-
ple and its learning tools are currently 
available to 215,000 students as part 
of larger groups as a B2B.

The majority of its offerings are 
through the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America, but RwR is also used locally 
at San Diego County Office of Educa-
tion’s Juvenile Court and Community 
Schools as well as The Monarch School.

In mid-February, RwR will be avail-
able at Kaiser Permanente in Vallejo 
as part of a health and wellness litera-
cy module at the healthcare provider. 

Martin hopes to expand to other Kaiser facilities moving forward.
“There are new statistics that came out last October from 

the NAEP (National Assessment for Educational Progress) that 
report that across the United States, including California, read-
ing is declining significantly,” Martin said. “Particularly in big 
cities. The post-pandemic learning loss and kids missing school 
has been part of that. With reading getting worse, we need more 
solutions. There’s more of a need for something like this than 
ever before.”

Always a big music fan – his father is jazz musician Herb 
Martin, who played in a group called Herb Martin & Friends 
– Austin Martin said, “school didn’t come naturally, but music 
did, particularly the lyrical element.”

The idea to bring together learning and music to help ed-
ucate students came to him not long after he graduated from 
Francis W. Parker School in 2013. Two years later, while he was 
a 20-year-old attending Brown University, he said he had that 
“aha” moment when “I knew then I was on to something, the 
connection of words and music.”

RwR’s patented technology improves literacy, vocabulary 
and reading levels for students, particularly fifth-through-ninth-
graders, Martin said.

Users take a placement test to get started and are first intro-
duced “to new words they probably do not know,” Martin said. 
The program shows how words are used in the context of songs 
and then students listen to licensed audio clips, getting a break-
down of lyrics, inferences, context, matching analogies and more.

“There are little mini games that drill down word meanings 
and reading skills and building on back,” Martin said.

A big fan of rappers and songwriters Lupe Fiasco, Lil Wayne 

and Drake – all of whom Martin says “are masters of words 
and putting words together in a witty way” – Martin said that 
while at Brown he realized that 67 of the top 100 SAT words 
can be found in recognizable hip-hop songs.

He said he has long followed those particular musicians because 
he felt that “growing up as an African-American kid, I could relate 
culturally to them as well,” and that studying their lyrics and mu-
sic helped him “as a reader, as a writer and as a communicator.”

“I was into lyrical music and that’s what made me a great stu-
dent and helped me get into Brown to study business,” Martin said.

At Brown he was able to build a prototype of his product. He 
said by 2018, schools had started purchasing it and since that 
time, 200 different schools use it, or have used it. 

He has also teamed with professional organizations like the 
Detroit Pistons and the group SAY Detroit, which reward stu-
dents’ performance through the RwR program and offer incen-
tives like tickets to basketball games.

“Kids have a deep interest in music and they love their lo-
cal sports teams,” Martin said. “We figured how to put these 
things together in a productive way and help them learn, grow 
and develop.”

Martin has partnered with Chance the Rapper’s nonprofit 
charity SocialWorks, to make the “Chicago Learning Playlist” 
for 1,000 students in the Midwest.

Martin said many of the students RwR seeks to reach are 
those who come from typically marginalized areas who may 
not learn in traditional ways.

“The way that we learn in general is slanted toward the white 
majority, unequivocally,” Martin said. “It’s why a young person 
like myself gravitated toward education through music. Music is 
more relatable to the average American kid nowadays in terms 
of the voices being expressed rather than the old school way of 
teaching pedagogy.”

Martin said the content remains fresh at RwR so its partic-
ipants have a natural incentive to stay with the program. “I’m 
trying to even the playing the field,” he added. “Historically, this 
type of work hasn’t been seen as important or as necessary, but 
it is. I want more for somebody who is like myself.” �

Barbecue Sauce Scores a Touchdown
SMALL BUSINESS: Vista Local Ke’Anna Dodds Got Boost From Tabitha Brown

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Internet sensation Tabitha Brown gave Vista-based barbecue 
sauce maker and personal chef Ke’Anna Dodds a push in the 
right direction in 2020, introducing her legions of fans to the 
vegan barbecue sauce.

That sauce, now under the Rue Kitchen name and called The 
OG, was touted by Brown a second time more than a year later 
when Dodds changed the bottle it came in to give her product 
a more professional look.

The OG is described by Dodds as a classic sweet glaze with a 
hint of spice “that will brighten anyone’s barbecue” with subtle 
notes of sweet followed by “smooth but lingering heat… some-
thing unforgettable for a barbecue sauce.”

With the help of a $10,000 loan from the Economic Jus-
tice Fund, Dodds has since added to her offerings “Over All,” 
an all-purpose marinade that doubles as a salad dressing, and 
“Rude Boy,” a spicy and smooth molasses jerk marinade/sauce 
that she says “will kick your dish up a notch.”

But it is The OG that has the fame – as it has since its hum-
ble beginnings beside an Oceanside football field.

Dodds was only 14 years old when she first deliciously wowed 
North County Pop Warner football fans with that same sauce.

It was to be Dodds’ U.S. Marine father’s and her uncle’s turn 
at the concession stand to raise money to support her foot-
ball-playing younger brother and his team and she asked for 
an opportunity to contribute. Quick to agree, her father and 
uncle’s traditional Southern BBQ ribs for hungry youth football 
supporters starred nothing other than young Ke’Anna’s sauce.

“We sold out in just a few hours,” said Dodds, now 32. “Af-
ter that, I would give it away to family and friends, people at 
church… And by word of mouth, I saw that people liked it.”

After graduating from Vista High, Dodds went cross-country 
and earned degrees in Culinary Arts and Food Service Manage-
ment from Johnson & Wales University. She had several stints 
as a personal chef back in San Diego County, worked for two 
years as a supervisor and nutrition education and marketing 

specialist at the San Marcos Unified School District and was 
hosting dinner parties at SIP Wine & Beer in Escondido.

It was 2020 and Dodds was also working a private chef for 
a TV producer in Los Angeles when the Covid-19 pandemic 
hit. That ended most of the food-serving jobs and left her won-
dering what was next.

“I needed to make some kind of money,” Dodds recalled. 
“One day I was like, ‘This could really be a thing,’ and I sent a 
note and a bottle of sauce to Tabitha Brown. And this is before 
she made it really big, although people knew her. I wrote, ‘If you 

don’t like it, fine but if you do, would you put it on your video?’ 
“Well, I didn’t hear back from her, but one random night 

my phone started ringing, a lot! I was getting calls from friends 
who said, ‘Tab posted your sauce and she tagged you, she said 
where she got it from!’”

Brown, whose own line of products are now being sold at 
Target, drove so much business to Dodds that she had to enlist 
the help of another company in northern California to help fill 
orders to keep up with the demand.

“I wasn’t prepared for that,” Dodds said. “I immediately sold 
out and had to have a wait list. A couple of weeks later, I need-
ed to get 800 bottles again. I thought, ‘I can’t keep up with this!’ 
I put the business on pause to find a 
manufacturer.”

Dodds still sells the sauces on-
line at RueKitchen.com as well as at 
Oceanside’s weekly farmers market. 
The products also available online 
through Amazon and Walmart.

But Dodds is not like Brown, 
whose social media following has be-
come legendary. “It’s been a struggle,” 
she said. “I’m really shy. I knew busi-
ness would be hard. I’m not a sales-
person, I don’t want to sell myself on 
social media, and this is an industry 
where you have to sell yourself and post something (online).”

Dodds said she’s still trying to figure out if she can contin-
ue to be a “one-woman show” or if her dream of being a chef 
since she was 6 might still be in the (recipe) cards, as long as she 
can continue to successfully manage her diabetes.

“I’m not opposed to having a partner,” she said. “I’m hoping 
to get a backer, or someone who wants to become a partner. I 
can’t keep taking out loans forever, that’s not financially smart. I 
would love somebody to help me instead of just a pat on the back. 
Someone who has done this before, someone who would believe 
in me and want the business to work. That would be ideal.” �

Austin Martin
Founder & CEO 

Rhymes with Reason

The educational technology of Rhymes with Reason as utilized 
in Sound Mind Sound Body Academy in Detroit. Photo courtesy 
of Austin Martin

Ke’Anna Dodds’ “The OG” from the 32-year-old’s Rue Kitchen 
enterprise, has a long history. Dodds first created the recipe 
to help raise funds for a Pop Warner youth football concession 
stand when the budding chef was 14. Photo courtesy Ke’Anna Dodds.

Ke’Anna Dodds
Founder and Owner 

Rue Kitchen
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Artist Couple Specialize in Painting to Heal
SMALL BUSINESS: Popular ‘Sip and Paint’ Events Now Mobile

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Cynthia May can’t promise you’ll be the next Picasso, Dali or 
Monet, but she will make sure that you properly channel your 
inner artist – and guide you toward painting the town red… 
and green, yellow, blue and brown.

May is co-founder of Cynthia’s Artistic Expressions, an art gal-
lery and painting company she owns with her husband, W.B. May, 
a self-taught artist whose works of photorealism are being shown 
this month at the Pan African Film & Arts Festival in Los Angeles. 

Cynthia May is a trained nurse, long employed with the Vet-
erans Affairs healthcare system. She said she grew up drawing 
pictures of “fashion, clothes and girls with lots of hair.” She 
and her husband are Chicago natives and high school sweet-
hearts. They’re also Navy veterans who have dealt with their 
own post-traumatic stress disorder issues through art.

The couple, both in their mid-50s, have been in San Diego for 
nearly 10 years, and now teach others to paint through classes 
and events, with a special emphasis on therapeutic art healing 
for veterans and active-duty service members.

Since 2018, Cynthia’s Artistic Expressions was based out 
of a cozy Oceanside studio on Mission Avenue, but the cou-
ple elected recently to go mobile, taking their custom “sip and 
paint parties” on the road. Those parties typically combine a 
professionally led painting class in front of a group 
with beverages and sometimes music.

Recently, the parties have expanded to “sip, paint 
and gaze” events where budding artists sign up for 
a class and then gather at different spots, including 
weekly sessions on Fridays at the Mission Pacific 
Hotel in Oceanside, to watch the sunset and paint.

They also run a monthly “paint your pet” class 
at Pacific Coast Spirits & Kitchen, where people 
share a photograph of their pet beforehand, the 
Mays free sketch the photos, and then later they 
guide the artists step-by-step through painting their 
companion animals – from dogs and cats to horses, 
lizards, birds and fish.

“Our biggest thing is to better the community,” May said. 
“We want to teach something that is productive. We are teaching 
you painting skills that you can do when you go home. People 
tell us they then started sharing it with other people and paint-
ing with their kids.”

She said the pandemic opened her husband’s and her eyes to 
the use of the internet for teaching, and in 2020 pivoted their 
business to include online classes. 

She said online art events are especially helpful when people 
are isolated and in places “where getting mental help is hard.”

“There are so many in need, and meanwhile they 
are waiting two or three months till those appoint-
ments for a therapist comes,” she said. “But there’s art 
therapy. Art doesn’t take the place of mental health 
help, but it is in addition to it and might be more 
palatable for a client versus just meds or tradition-
al psychotherapy. We would like to see art as a pre-
scription in addition to whatever else they’re doing.”

Art is a way to express yourself, release stress, and 
increase mental and emotional health, May believes.

“When I was a nurse at NorthShore (a hospital 
system in Illinois), I learned about art as a form of 
therapy,” she said. “My husband and I were both 
diagnosed with PTSD. Some of the things we had 

seen and went through during that time of Desert Shield, gear-
ing up for Desert Storm, is what started the PTSD issues. But 
you know, you keep on doing what you do to keep going. It was 
not until much later that realized what was going on with me.

“My husband was diagnosed with chronic complex PTSD 
(which) just means he had it so long it almost becomes a part 
of your personality, and you don’t realize you are affected, it 
just becomes you. We thought, ‘What can we do to deal with 
all this anxiety we have?’ So we started doing art for ourselves.”

She said when she was transferred from the Chicago area 
to La Jolla to be a nursing supervisor in 2014, there were times 
when she saw that patients were agitated and acting out. She 
had long realized that art was a key to wellness.

“I was like, ‘Let’s bring in some music, some drawing,’ and 
then everyone would kind of calm down,” May said. “I had 
been researching just how helpful art is. Any art form – writ-
ing, dancing, singing acting. But our thing was the painting. 
These patients were dealing with pain and the art classes they 
took, that kept them together. I could see they weren’t shaking 
so much and not focusing on their pain.”

May said she said she has also found important healing work 
with members of local public safety groups, helping them with 
art as a technique to relax and de-stress. “We know those jobs 
are stressful, just like the military,” she said. �

The final results after a “Paint Your Pet” event held by Cynthia and W.B. May of Cynthia’s Artistic Expressions. Photo courtesy Cynthia May

Cynthia May
Co-founder 

Cynthia’s Artistic 
Expressions

Celebrating One of San Diego’s Most Iconic Entrepreneurs
BLACK HISTORY MONTH: Cheryl Morrow Continues Her Father’s Legacy

 �By KAREN PEARLMAN

Dr. Willie Morrow was one of the most iconic figures in San 
Diego history.

Among his myriad talents, he was a beloved barber who cut 
the hair of a slew of Black professionals, including Earl Gil-

liam, the first Black judge in San Di-
ego County, NBA star Michael Jor-
dan and MLB player Willie McCovey. 

Morrow even received a U.S. De-
partment of Defense contract in the 
1970s to teach barbers on military 
bases around the world how to cut, 
shape and style Black hair.

Publisher emeritus of the San 
Diego Monitor newspaper, which 
he founded in 1986, Morrow also 
wrote the book “400 Years Without 
a Comb,” first published in 1973.

Morrow, the creator of the trade-
marked Afro Pick hair comb also created the hair texturizing/
permanent wave treatment called California Curl – forerunner 
to the Jheri Curl.

And from 1979-89 he was the owner of the only Black radio 
station in San Diego, Magic 92.5 (XHRM).

Morrow passed away last June at age 82 but his legacy is liv-
ing on – and then some – by way of his 56-year-old daughter, 
Cheryl Morrow.

Cheryl Morrow, a native San Diegan and graduate of San Di-
ego Academy, calls herself a second-generation entrepreneur 
with future-forward vision, and calls her father “Mr. Morrow” 
when speaking about him. 

She is keeping many of her father’s dreams and goals alive 
while also looking to stay connected into the 21st century, and 
well beyond.

“I’m having fun,” she said. “I had a great childhood, I had 
a great father, but you don’t get forever. You get the good stuff  

while you can. I’m a futurist, so that kind of leaves a lot of gap 
between what you have inherited and now. Thank goodness Mr. 
Morrow was a futurist, too. He was consistently innovative, so 
that kind of laid the groundwork for me.”

Cheryl Morrow runs several businesses that have her fa-
ther’s fingerprints on them, including The New California Curl 
(C-Morrow.com), the BLKXL incubator and the San Diego 
Monitor News media – which she says was “the first African 
American newspaper to be digitized” and the first local paper 
to have NFT covers – but she has made them her own.

“You inherit a lot of things from your predecessors,” Mor-
row said. “Hopefully, what makes a great legacy is that you 
inherit the passion. That’s the most important, that’s going to 
drive you to the next generation, the passion that you’re going 
to be able to increase the inheritance. That is one thing I think 

successors to do not realize, that in order to carry on a legacy, 
you really need the passion.”

Morrow said she remembers going to the chemistry labora-
tory that was Morrow’s shop on Market Street, and says that’s 
where she got comfortable with the executive and administra-
tive parts of the beauty world. But she said that is not where 
her true passion was.

“It was the innovation, and that’s my passion – to make new 
things and new beauty categories,” she said.

Morrow likes to tell the story about how she decided to leave 
the comfort zone of San Diego in her early 20s. She purpose-
ly chose to live in New York for two decades, staying Harlem 
from 1990 until 2010.

“That is when I wanted to grow up,” she recalled. “I chose 
the Big Apple, which was the perfect city to have a name. It was 
quite an experience. I didn’t even have a winter coat! I bought a 
vintage $5 wool coat on Broadway and Lafayette Street. I didn’t 
know what that slow dropping white stuff was that was coming 
from the sky but I learned quick to cover up! I had that coat 
the day I left. I When I came back to San Diego, I wanted to 
give Mr. Morrow and my family the best of my performance.”

Morrow said entrepreneurship is important to her and that 
she will continue to feed the new generation of how people re-
ceive news.

“We have content writers from all aspects of life, which is 
very important,” she said. “People are connected to the digital 
devices, getting so much information so fast. The news cycle 
turns so very quickly, so it’s important that you are a smidgen 
ahead in your subject matters and in your headlines.”

Morrow said that her company continues to manufacture 
the original, patented Afro pick combs that made their debut 
in 1962 and calls San Diego “the home of the Afro.” 

“San Diego is very instrumental in beauty because it has so many 
hallmarks because of Mr. Morrow. I plan to continue the legacy 
of California Curl but also expanding it. And instead of regular 
manufacturing, we are creating cosmetic couture, which means that 
you as a client can come in and we’ll design it especially for you.” �

Cheryl Morrow
Founder 

C-Morrow.com

Cheryl Morrow and her father, Dr. Willie Morrow. Courtesy Cheryl Morrow
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