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Praise for UnStuck

“Stephanie Stuckey’s book is an inspirational story about the rebirth of an iconic American brand and is a must-read for aspiring entrepreneurs on what it takes to build a business. And this is even more challenging for Stephanie because this isn’t just any company; it’s her family’s legacy. Her story highlights the perilous path and the many highs and lows on the journey to eventual success. And every chapter will make you crave a pecan roll more and more.”

—Jeff Perkins, Chief Marketing Officer, Greenlight Guru, and Author, How Not to Suck at Marketing

“Inspiring and authentic! UnStuck is a great read and a journey through southern American business culture—and a shot at the rebirth of a genuine American Treasure. Stephanie is brave, fun, quirky, and whip smart, and I was rooting for her before I read this. Now I know she’s going to get this done! I remember stopping at a Stuckey’s in a Country Squire, just like the one on the cover, and Stephanie’s story does justice to both what Stuckey’s was, and what she is making it, through her creativity, charm, and strong, southern will.”

—Pat Egan, CEO, See’s Candy

“As a kid on road trips, I ALWAYS wanted to stop at Stuckey’s but never once got to—and thus I feel partially responsible for the decline of this legendary roadside chain. But now, I’m loving its return to prominence (and deliciousness) under the leadership of the talented and innovative Stephanie Stuckey! This tale of rebirth and revival is as sweet and fun as a Stuckey’s pecan log roll—and it won’t make your fingers nearly as sticky. (Not a guarantee).”

—Bill Oakley, former Television Writer and Producer, The Simpsons, and Fast-Food Critic
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This book is dedicated to John King and to all the other John Kings who created wealth for others without recognition.




This book is a memoir. It is my interpretation of what happened. I have revised some details in the interest of weaving a narrative and have changed some names to protect identities. The story is what matters. That is what is real.
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Prologue

Picture this:

A lean-to shack on the side of a rural road beckons passersby to slow down to read the signs.

“Schley Pecans, 10 lbs for $1.”

Another boasts, “Mixed Pecans, 10 lbs for 75 cents.”

It’s 1935 in Dodge County, Georgia, just below the “gnat line,” as some folks describe this wide swath of land where the state’s unofficial insect outnumbers people. The Great Depression has sucked the area of jobs, but pecans are plentiful. There’s something about the red clay soil and just the right mix of sun and rain that produces more of this native nut here than anywhere else in the world.

Sylvester takes off his straw brimmed hat, wiping the sweat off his brow with a faded red bandana he keeps in his back pocket. The hum of a car engine approaching breaks the monotony. A sleek Cadillac, the color of lemon meringue, roars toward him.

“Let her stop, let her stop,” he mouths, a silent mantra to a greater power.

His grandmother Cora Lee always warned him to save his prayers for big things; don’t trouble God for the little stuff. In her mind, everything was little. But getting this fancy car to pull over seems awfully big to Sylvester. It’s been a slow day, and he could use the money.

The car has Texas plates, the woman looks well cared for, some rich oilman’s wife, headed to meet friends in Florida, he surmises. She slams on her brakes, stirring the air with ruststained dust, her scarf keeping her tidy blonde hair in place. She gives the lanky stranger the once-over and surveys the pecan shed with its hand-drawn lettering.

“You must be crazy building a pecan shack next to a cotton patch ten miles from a dried-up town,” she exclaims in a champagne bubbly voice before flicking out a cigarette with her manicured finger. But her gaze betrays that she’s intrigued by the man. He’s a hustler, just like her, only she hides it better under layers of makeup, perfume, and clothes. She buys ten pounds of pecans and throws in a five-cent tip before speeding off into the horizon.

Sylvester grins, jingling the coins in his pocket and looking off beyond the fields dotted with white cotton.

“I’m crazy, all right,” he mutters with a tinge of bravado. “But that’s what it’s going to take to make it.”




Chapter 1
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LEMONADE STAND

Eighty-Two Years Later . . .

You’ve never even run a lemonade stand. What makes you think you can run the family business?”

My father’s words hung in the air like a New Yorker cartoon caption. Only I didn’t have a witty retort like the ones that graced the magazine’s pages. I pictured a blank bubble suspended above my head.

Dad was right. I hadn’t run a lemonade stand. Or a business. Or anything other than grassroots political campaigns, PTA meetings, and environmental rallies. Nothing, it seemed at that moment, like a business.

I thought about my first career as a public defender, fresh out of law school. My clients were as tough as their chances of winning. “Facts are facts. You can’t change them,” my criminal law professor had taught me as a 1L at the University of Georgia School of Law. But—outside the confines of a classroom—I learned that you could change how you present them. The art of storytelling is what separated good lawyers from great ones. I spent my lunch breaks watching trials at the Fulton County Courthouse in Atlanta, Georgia. I was a legal groupie, my idols being famed litigators like Ed Garland and Bobby Lee Cook who could transform their often guilty clients into sympathetic victims of circumstance. I have always rooted for the underdog. And now I was one, struggling to defend myself.

My father’s question lingered. I drew on the litigation skills I had learned watching those lawyers and trying my own cases twenty-five years ago. Keep your anxiety and self-doubts in check and speak slowly. Words are powerful—they can sway others to convict or acquit. And when the judge asks you a tough question, pause. The pause is uncomfortable, but it’s also an incredible show of control. Like, I’ve got this. I’m just waiting for my moment.

Here, my father was the judge. And I was both the accused and the defender, with the facts seemingly against me. I did not have anything to say in my defense. So, I took the Fifth and remained silent.

I remembered the story I had heard about my grandfather, who I knew as “Bigdaddy.” A rich lady in a Cadillac had called him crazy for selling pecans out in the middle of nowhere. Instead of feeling ridiculed, he was emboldened. People telling you that you can’t do something is exactly what it takes to do it. Even if it is the people closest to you. Like Bigdaddy, I had something to prove. That is what gave us our edge.

“I think this is what Bigdaddy would have wanted,” I mustered. “Besides, there’s no one else.”

It was true. I had him at that. My grandfather had seven grandchildren, six of us still living. None of the others were interested in saving the family business. Number five of seven and the least likely candidate, I was the last and only hope.

How did I get here at age fifty-three, sitting in my dad’s wood-paneled study getting a lecture like I was a teenager? It was such an improbable moment to be questioned about my professional competence after successful careers as a lawyer, state representative, nonprofit director, and head of sustainability for the City of Atlanta. Only two months earlier, I had been as settled and content as a tenured professor when the well-chartered course of my life was interrupted by the ring of a telephone.

————

Pivotal moments, when everything changes, often come cloaked in the mundane. A knock at the door, a chance encounter, or—in my case—a call from the past.

“Hi, Stephanie,” said a familiar voice. It was Greg Griffith, my dad’s accountant and executor of his estate. “It’s been a few years,” he started, his tone as reassuring as it had been in my college years when Greg taught me how to balance a checkbook.

I cradled the phone against my shoulder, my earrings dangling as I checked emails. “Everything OK?” I asked, reading through e-blasts about the latest climate-change news. He cleared his throat, choosing his words like he led his life—carefully and with deliberation. “Are you interested in buying Stuckey’s?”

The click click click of my keyboard stopped. He had my attention.

“Your dad’s partners and I . . . well, we’re not getting any younger. And we’re frankly out of fresh ideas,” he stammered, going off script. But he picked up with a positive tone: “We think it’s a good time to sell. Are you interested?”

Was I interested?

Stuckey’s . . . the roadside oasis once known to generations of travelers along America’s highways, their sloped roofs and brightly painted billboards beckoning weary drivers like a carny barker to pull over, pull over, pull over. My grandfather had built the business from nothing. He started with a roadside shack along Route 23, selling pecans and my grandmother’s pralines, divinity, fudge, and the now iconic Stuckey’s pecan log roll to passing motorists. At our peak, there had been 368 stores in forty states, stocked with confections made at the Stuckey’s candy plant and delivered by a fleet of company-owned trucks, with billboards created in their sign shop. He’d created the first roadside retail chain. Before there was Wawa, Love’s, or Buc-ee’s, there was Stuckey’s.

My grandfather built a vertically integrated business that dominated the nation’s highways and was synonymous with the American road trip. It was a classic Horatio Alger tale, but—unlike some other entrepreneurs of his day, like Ray Kroc and Harlan Sanders who brokered in burgers and buckets of fried chicken—he made his money selling snow globes, seashell wind chimes, smoking monkeys in fez hats, Mexican jumping beans, and wiener dog bookends. Most of all, he packaged up at an affordable price the dream that, even next to a cotton patch ten miles from a dried-up town, weary travelers could find a refuge of fun served up with pecan log rolls, pimento cheese sandwiches, and ice-cold Coca-Colas.

But that was then.

Bigdaddy had sold out to corporate America and became wealthier than a poor farm boy could ever imagine. He was proud of that, once boasting to my mother that he had made more money than her children could ever spend. Well, we had managed to spend it.

And, over the years, after decades of mismanagement by outside owners and heirs who ran through trust funds, all that remained of my grandfather’s roadside empire was a handful of stores and family members with his name but not his business.

The thought of owning Stuckey’s was a lot to process. On the one hand, who in their right mind would think it was a good idea to buy such a dumpster fire of a business? On the other, who in their right mind wouldn’t embrace the chance to salvage their family name?

There was a lot at risk. Aside from the obvious of my being fiftyish with no MBA, I had recently divorced my husband of seventeen years. We shared custody of our two children, Robert and Beverly, ages seventeen and fifteen. I was a single mom; my oldest was setting his sights on college and my youngest was in private school. While I’d put aside some funds in educational 529 accounts, I had not amassed vast savings from my government and nonprofit jobs.

Oh, and there was the fact that I had zero experience running a company. I had never balanced a budget, other than my fourteen years in the Georgia legislature. Fighting over pork projects for your district isn’t exactly a master’s course in finance. I had spent the last decade doing do-gooder public service work on behalf of tree-hugging liberals. I thought EBITDA was a Swedish rock band. My relevant skills for this endeavor could maybe fill a thimble.

Still: Hell yeah, I was interested.

It was risky. It might cost my life’s savings. It would literally be a detour off the highway of life I’d been traveling on for decades.

But an inner voice told me it just might be the thing that I was looking for.

“Ahem.” Greg cleared his throat to break the uncomfortable silence, repeating his question more emphatically. “Stephanie? Are you interested?”

Breathe, one, two, three.

“Yes, I might be interested,” I replied, trying to strike the right tone of cautious yet intrigued. No more checking emails. “Of course”—I cleared my throat while googling the various types of financial reports—“I’ll need to see the balance sheets, sales projections, and P&L statements.”

“Of course,” Greg said quickly. “I’ll send those right over.”

Click.

I took a break from my workstation and walked around. After recently leaving my job as the Director of Sustainability for the city of Atlanta, I was now leading the Sustainability Services team at Southface Institute, an environmental organization in Atlanta. It was one of those trendy open office spaces where upper-level management mingled with young associates. The pay was good by nonprofit standards, and I was doing meaningful work with people who gave a damn. Plus, they had a solar-powered building, compostable toilets, rain gardens, and bike racks lining the entrance. It had a very crunchy granola vibe, and I loved it. The break-room chatter (over fair-trade coffee) was on topics like vegan diets or the latest in carbon capture technology. We drank oat-milk lattes, wore Birkenstocks, and shopped local.

As I walked around, I wondered: Was I seriously considering giving up a life dedicated to saving the planet to sell pecan log rolls and rubber alligators to gas-guzzling tourists?

One thing I learned about being one of the few female representatives in the Georgia General Assembly (we were outnumbered five to one) is that you must find your inner well of confidence. I’ve never believed that I should “fake it ’til you make it.” Instead, I prefer to “be real ’til you make it.” Lead with authenticity—even when it exposes your flaws—and others will trust and ultimately respect you.

While it seemed like a seismic shift from environmental advocate to CEO of Stuckey’s, it really wasn’t. What really matters is being passionate about what you do. Whether I am saving the environment or my family’s business, it is passion that drives motivation.

How often does a family lose their business and have the chance to get it back? That almost never happens. Here was a chance to show that it could be done. I knew what I was going to do for one reason: I loved my grandfather.

————

I recall as a child walking the floor of the candy plant with Bigdaddy. He would introduce me to the ladies making brittle, greeting them each by name. I can still smell the burnt sugar as the ladies cooked caramel in copper kettles the size of bass drums. They would pour the molten confection on ice-cold marble tables. The brittle would shatter like pieces of amber glass. The ladies would sneak a warm taste to me with a shushing sound when Bigdaddy wasn’t looking. Another memory is visiting the Stuckey’s in Eastman, Georgia—Store #1—where they had a talking mynah bird that would greet customers with “My name is Corky, and I’m not for sale.” I loved all the quirky novelties and pecan confections we sold, almost as much as I loved him. This self-made man who traded harnessing a mule for hawking candies and souvenirs was my hero.

————

That original store—like so many others—is now in disrepair, occupied by a flea market selling secondhand wares. The old Stuckey’s candy plant next door, once bustling with activity and the whirr of machinery, sits heartbreakingly silent.

Although it wasn’t free, I had been offered an incredible gift: the chance to rewrite our story. Our narrative didn’t have to end with our stores fading like scrapbook photos on the side of the road. My grandfather’s legacy didn’t have to be buried with him at the cemetery in Eastman, the Stuckey’s logo on his headstone meaning nothing to passersby.

I thought about Robert and Beverly. This career move would lead to some lean financial years. Despite that, the question that persisted like a catchy pop song you can’t get out of your head was this: “How would they feel if I let the family’s business die?” And their children . . . and their children’s children?

I love The Godfather. But director Francis Ford Coppola got one thing wrong. With a family business, it’s always personal and never strictly business. My decision was personal. I wanted to leave a legacy for my family beyond them pointing at fading blue roofs on highway exits, commenting to their children, “This used to be a Stuckey’s store.” My decision to buy Stuckey’s was for my grandfather, whom I loved. But it was also for my children and their children. And for me, too, if I’m being completely honest.

It was also for the other family businesses that have lost their way, taken over by large corporations prioritizing balance sheets over brand value. When I think of family businesses, I think of Town Topic Hamburgers and its neon blinking sign—an anachronism in downtown Kansas City—and how it continues to fire up its grill day in and day out for generations of locals. I also think of Doumar’s in Norfolk, Virginia, where the founder’s grandchildren still serve up hundreds of ice creams daily on the world’s first waffle-cone maker. Nobody casts an appreciative nod at the thousandth Dollar General store and comments, “Boy, that place brings back such memories.” Yes, these chains offer discounts and convenience that we all need and enjoy. But the price you pay for the piled-high cheap T-shirts is a sense of community, belonging, and place.

Family businesses are the lifeblood of this country. I wanted to be part of something bigger than I or even my grandfather, part of an effort to put the “family” back in family business. When you have a calling that’s bigger than you, you answer it.

So, instead of going back to my comfortable bubble of like-minded greenies, I ventured into the corporate world, trading my Birkenstocks for heels. Maybe I lacked an MBA, but I had something more important—a determination to change how our story ends. And, like my grandfather on that rural road in 1935, I was just crazy enough to do it.

————

I spent a few weeks reviewing the balance sheets and income statements and knew enough to know I needed help. I sought advice from several friends who worked in finance. The first two told me not to do it.

“Run, don’t walk,” away from this deal, is what they told me.

Which is why I sought out a third opinion. Not only does it make good business sense, but I finally got the answer I wanted.

“The financials are bad,” my friend Paul Morris concluded, shaking his head after reviewing a thick sheath of Excel spreadsheets. Paul and I had become good friends when we worked together at the City of Atlanta. He had been CEO of the Atlanta BeltLine, the largest revitalization project in the city’s history, and before that he was vice president of a $2.5 billion private equity firm. If he’d been charging for his time, the most I could afford would’ve been about five minutes. But Paul had graciously agreed to be my pro bono business coach in exchange for the occasional box of Stuckey’s treats and some cold beers. As with most of what I was undertaking, I was punching way above my weight.

Paul looked at me sympathetically, taking off his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose as if the delay might ease the blow of the news. “But,” he said in an upbeat tone, “there’s something not on the books that should be accounted for.” He looked me in the eye to make sure it sunk in. “The value of the brand.”

Nowhere on the lines of profit and loss, detailing expenditures on salary, freight, inventory, and so on, was the goodwill that had been accruing interest for decades. All the families that grew up stopping at Stuckey’s on their vacations to Florida in a woodie station wagon, begging their parents to pull over. The people whose expressions would change upon hearing my last name, exclaiming, “Stuckey?! Why, that’s a name I haven’t heard in a while. Good Lord, we used to love your stores and those pecan log rolls.”

How do you monetize that?

I know there are formulas to calculate goodwill, but it’s a flawed exercise. Putting a value on precious memories that connect with a special time and place defies the rules of accounting.

That is what I was buying—not the sixty-eight franchise agreements that remained in place or the dusty merchandise in our rented warehouse, which, by the way, was the total of Stuckey’s physical assets at the time. I was buying an emotional connection to our brand. And that was worth my life’s savings.

Thanks to Paul’s help, I was able to negotiate a lower price and put together the financing to acquire the remains of Stuckey’s Corporation. The paperwork was drawn up, and a date was set for the signing and transfer of assets. Everything was in place, except for one final—yet critical—detail: making the pilgrimage to see my father.

My father is a man of contradictions, charming yet also difficult. To outsiders, he never sheds the persona of a Southern politician, quick to grace a podium with his oratory or liven a party with his war stories of being a congressman during the Lyndon Johnson and Watergate years. Even in his eighties, he remains a force with whom to be reckoned, still commanding attention like an emeritus judge. His nickname is “Possum,” a moniker that pays tribute to his ability to elude adversaries and weave a fanciful tale.

There is a wonderfully warm side to my father, a side that loves his family and has worked hard to create a comfortable life for my mother, my four siblings, and me. But there’s a toughness that strikes at unexpected moments, flipping from effusive to dismissive like a light switch. The unpredictability of his moods is something we’ve accepted as the price of admission to the Stuckey clan.

This is the part of family businesses that is painful to disclose—especially the pressures weighted on firstborn males that can result in addictions, estrangement, and worse. All things in perspective, we’ve fared better than many, but not without our share of emotional toil. This is not a tell-all confessional. I love and respect my father. But family dynamics drive the story of any family business. Omitting this would be like making log rolls without pecans. The strong personalities of founders and their heirs is a key ingredient in any family-business recipe.

Growing up as a Stuckey in Eastman, my father epitomized the big fish in a small-town pond. His personality was forged from being the only son and the heir apparent to the largest business in the county. He was groomed for that role, earning both law
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