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ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Fords mission is to help entrepreneurs understand that growth capital is not the enemy. Its a strategic tool when used wisely. He draws from his own experience to guide founders through the high-stakes world of equity investment while protecting their legacy.

He lives with his wife on Floridas Gulf Coast and maintains a five-hundred-acre ranch in East Texas. He is the proud father of three adult children and grandfather to four grandchildren.




INTRODUCTION

I didnt grow up thinking Id one day run a multibillion-dollar company. I didnt have a road map or a degree from an Ivy League school. What I did have was a willingness to work, a curiosity about business, and a deep belief that if I kept showing up prepared and hungry to learn, someone would eventually give me a shot. I believed when that happened, Id be ready.

My first job in the car business wasnt glamorous. I washed windshields and pumped gas from seven in the morning until six at night, six days a week. At the end of that first week, I was handed $120 in cashI was too young to be on the payroll at that time. It was the most money Id ever held in my hands, and in that moment, something clicked. I realized that effort could create opportunity. That if I kept pushing, I could go further than Id ever imagined. That first job taught me the value of showing up and doing the work, no matter the task. And Ive carried that mindset with me ever since.

Over time, I climbed the ladder. I went from service lanes to sales floors, then into management, and eventually leadership. I worked for public and private companies. I experienced market downturns, explosive growth cycles, and plenty of hard lessons. Along the way, I kept listening. I paid attention to people who were farther down the road than I was. I asked questions, studied financials, and watched how decisions were made at the top. The more I learned, the more I started to see a different kind of futureone I could build myself.

Eventually, I founded RFJ Auto Partners. We started with three people and a simple idea: Build something operationally excellent, rooted in strong values, and ready to scale. Over the years, that idea grew into a national platform with over two thousand employees and more than $3.5 billion in annual revenue. However, the real story wasnt just about the numbers. It was about the people who helped build it, the decisions we made along the way, and the lessons that shaped the outcome.

Ive been fortunate to have had great mentors, people who shared their experiences and invested their time in helping me grow. They never asked for anything in return except that I pass it on when the time came. This book is my way of doing that. Its not a highlight reel. Its a look behind the curtain at what it really takes to scale a business, navigate partnerships, and build something that lasts.

If I can do it starting from a gas station in Texas, then so can you.

Why This Book? Why Now?

Over the years, Ive had countless conversations with entrepreneurs who were asking the same types of questions. Theyd grown their companies through grit and instinct. Theyd built something real. But they were hitting a wall, either with capital, with talent, or with scale. They were hungry to grow but unsure what came next. For many of them, the term private equity, or, as I learned later, growth capital, felt like a closed door.

Theyd ask how I built RFJ from a handful of people to a national business. How we brought in an equity partner, grew our footprint, and eventually merged with one of the largest public auto retailers in the country. More than anything, they wanted to understand how we made those decisions, how we kept our culture intact, and how we navigated growth without losing control of what made the company special.

There are thousands of small and midsize business owners out there sitting on something extraordinary whove proven their concept and built teams. But theyve never taken on outside capital, oftentimes because theyve never been shown how. They dont know what questions to ask or what a good deal looks like. Theyve heard the horror stories. They might worry about giving up control. Or maybe they wonder if theyre even the kind of business growth equity would invest in. Because of that, they never engage with what might be the very thing that could take their business, and their people, to the next level.

This book is for them.

I want to take the mystery out of the process and reveal that capital is a tool, not a trap. When its structured the right way, with the right partner, it can unlock growth you didnt know was possible. It can help you compete at a higher level, reach more customers, and build real generational value. However, you have to be ready and ask the right questions.

This is not a textbook but rather a lived experience. Ill share what worked, what I wish I had done differently, and the lessons that made all the difference. This book is about so much more than raising money. Its about scaling leadership, preparing for exits, and creating a business that still works when you step away. Whether you want to sell in five years, transition the business to your kids, or keep running it forever, my hope is that this book gives you the tools to do so with clarity and conviction.

If youve built something worth growing, then youre already on the right path. My goal is to help you take the next step with confidence.

How This Book Works

When we built RFJ, we didnt grow by accident. We followed a plan, adjusted along the way, and stayed committed to the fundamentals that had gotten us that far. The same approach applies here. This book is structured with intention. Each chapter is built around a clear theme, illustrated by the experiences, decisions, and lessons that shaped our journey from a three-person startup to a multibillion-dollar enterprise. The stories youll read are personal, but the principles they represent are universal.

Every chapter begins with a central idea, one core belief or insight that shaped how we grew RFJ and how I continue to approach business through our family office today. From understanding capital as a growth tool to navigating partnerships, preparing for exits, and building infrastructure that endures, each chapter is designed to explore one critical piece of the broader entrepreneurial puzzle. These themes come straight from the trenchesreal situations, real decisions, and real outcomes.

Youll notice that I often revisit the same key players, relationships, and values throughout the book. Thats by design. Business doesnt unfold in perfectly distinct chapters. It moves in cycles. The same people who helped me throughout the early years of my career often reappeared years later during our growth years at RFJ and again after our merger and exit. The mentors who guided me early in my career became sounding boards for boardroom decisions decades down the road. The lessons I learned during setbacks often showed up again during moments of success. So rather than presenting everything as if it happened in isolation, this book embraces the layered, often circular nature of business growth.

Youll also see that I speak candidly about our wins and our mistakes. There were moments when we made the right call under pressure, and there were moments when we didnt. Both kinds of moments shaped our story. I believe that leadership means owning every part of the journey, not just the highlight reel. If you walk away with nothing else, I hope you carry this: Strong businesses are built on reflection, accountability, and the willingness to learn.

At the end of each chapter, youll find a section called Timeless Takeaways. These are the core lessons that I believe apply across industries, business models, and economic cycles. Whether youre in your first year as a founder or preparing to scale into your second or third decade, these takeaways are meant to offer clarity and direction. They serve as quick reference points you can return to anytime the path forward feels unclear.

As you read, I encourage you to treat this book as both inspiration and instruction. Some chapters may feel directly relevant to where you are right now. Others may feel like a preview of challenges still to come. Either way, the intent is the same: to give you a real-world framework for thinking through growth, partnership, and purpose.

Business can feel isolating. Even when youre surrounded by a team, there are decisions that rest on your shoulders alone. This book was written to remind you that you are not the only one carrying those questions. Ive been where you are. Ive wrestled with the same doubts, navigated the same deals, and stared at the same ceiling at two in the morning wondering what comes next.

Theres no single formula for success. But there are patterns, principles, and guideposts that can make the journey more manageable and more meaningful. My hope is that this book becomes one of those guideposts for you.

Lets begin.



CHAPTER ONE

DEFINING SUCCESS


You can have everything in life you want if you will just help enough other people get what they want.

ZIG ZIGLAR



When I think back to what success meant to me as a kid, its almost laughable in its simplicity. At one point, success was saving up enough money to buy a bicycle. Later, it was scraping together $500 a month just to survive. I didnt grow up with a silver spoon in my mouth. If Im honest, I grew up with a wooden spoonone with splinters. I didnt come from money. I have often said I was the poorest kid in a poor town with only one stoplight. I came from grit. From figuring it out. From doing what needed to be done when there werent any other options.

But the more life Ive lived, and the more people Ive had the privilege to lead, the more Ive come to understand that success isnt a static concept. Its not about hitting a number and staying there. Its a moving target, always reshaping itself around what truly matters to you in a given season of your life. And if youre doing it right, that definition should evolve. Mine certainly did.

Early on, when I dropped out of college to start selling cars, my family was mortified. And frankly, I understood why. In the late seventies and early eighties, the car business didnt have the best reputation. There was a sense that dealerships werent exactly temples of integrity. My decision to leave a potential career in medicine and head to a used car lot felt like a step down in the eyes of many people. But I didnt have the luxury of caring about optics. I had a baby on the way, rent to pay, and no financial safety net. I needed a job, not a dream.

And yet, looking back, that so-called step down turned out to be the first step forward into something far greater than I could have imagined. I found work at a dealership that sold Oldsmobiles, Mercedes, Porsches, and Audisthough in those days, Oldsmobile was the main draw. I started in used cars, which wasnt glamorous by any stretch, but it was there that I began to see the building blocks of a business I would later lead and scale.

Back then, we didnt have CRM software or marketing funnels. If you wanted repeat customers, you earned them the hard way. I kept a card file with every customers birthday, their job, their kids names. Id send handwritten birthday cards. Id call just to say hello. And you know what happened? They came back. They brought their friends, their parents, and their children. I wasnt just selling cars. I was building trust. And eventually, I realized that trust is the most valuable currency in any business.

As I moved up into the finance department, into sales management, and eventually into multistore leadership, the definition of success shifted again. Beyond taking care of customers myself, I was focused on creating a culture in which my team could take care of them even when I wasnt around. I was building something that could outlast me.

Thats when the metric changed. Success stopped being personal and became generational.

I started asking myself different questions: How many people have I helped grow their careers? How many families have put food on the table because of the company we built? How many future leaders were shaped by the culture we created?

I never set out to be a CEO. I just wanted to be a good provider, a good teammate, a good boss. But somewhere along the way, those small, consistent efforts added up to something bigger. And now, when I look back, I measure my success not by my title or the size of the company we sold. Success for me is measured in people. The ones who started as porters, salespeople, or technicians and became general managers. The ones who once detailed cars and now run entire brands. Success is also seeing my three adult children become successful business leaders themselves, while at the same time becoming better parents than I ever was to them. They will take our family office well beyond what I have started and hopefully continue to grow it beyond my wildest dreams.

It all goes back to this lesson: Success is about how many lives you touch for the better. Everything else is just decoration.

Mentors, Models, and the First Dealership Lessons

Success didnt come to me in a lightning strike. It came in layers built over years, through hard days, long nights, and the guidance of people who were willing to take a chance on me. I didnt know at the time how lucky I was to have mentors such as Mike Hulsey, Jeanne Grubbs, Buz Post, Randall Reed, Jeff Dyke, Mike Maroone, Brian Nerney, Eion Hu, and Dan Williams. Each one left a mark on how I see leadership, how I treat people, and how I run a business.

I still remember my first job in the automotive world, working at Mr. Ratliffs gas station, located in my small hometown of Kennedale, Texas. I was just thirteen. At that time, Kennedale only had one stoplight, and that gas station was right at the corner. My first task? Cleaning windshields and filling cars with gas.

Eventually, I worked my way up to changing oil, changing tires, and detailing cars. Mr. Ratliff demanded a consistent level of service for every customer who came to our station. Even back in those days, a full-service gas station was a dying breed, shortly before self-service became the norm. Mr. Ratliff required me to clean every window and check the oil, power steering fluid, and windshield washer fluid for every single car! Service was what we offered, and he expected me to deliver it to every customer every day! It was gritty, honest work, and it taught me a truth thats stuck with me ever since: If you want people to trust you, youve got to take care of every little detail. You take care of everything you touch. Mr. Ratliff was the first person to ever say those words to me out loud.

I was young, green, and nervous when I started at the Oldsmobile dealership, but that didnt stop Mike Hulsey from taking me under his wing. He looked me straight in the eye on my first day and said, Rick, you dont know what youre doingbut thats OK. Ill teach you. And he did. What Mike taught me wasnt just product knowledge or how to close a deal. He taught me how to take care of people. He taught me that your real business isnt what you sell; its how you treat every person who walks through that door.

I didnt realize it then, but that simple lesson was the seed of my personal philosophy on success: Its not about what you build; its about whom you build it with  and for. Every day, hed find a way to show me how leadership really worked through presence and connection.

We had a routine. After grabbing lunch at Wyatts Cafeteria down at the mall, wed walk the shops. Mike would shake hands, say hello, and check in with the managers and salespeople he knew. No agenda, no pressure. He wasnt working the room; he was building relationships. Thats how he sold cars. One handshake, one conversation, one connection at a time.

That was my first real education in business development. I learned that selling is never just about the transaction; its about trust. And trust doesnt scale unless you earn it consistently. Even then, Id often take side jobs or help Mr. Ratliff with his old Thunderbirds that he loved to restore.

If Mike taught me how to take care of customers, Buz Post taught me how to take care of the business. Buz was a general sales manager at Moritz Cadillac when I met him, and although he could have led from behind a desk, he worked harder than anyone else. He was in early, stayed late, and only took one night a week off. When I got the opportunity to work at Moritz Cadillac, I was introduced to the power of metrics. They showed me how to break down the business by numbersgross per unit, lead conversions, service cycle times. They taught me how to lead through measurement instead of gut feelings. The dealer taught all his managers how to understand a full P&L, not just focus on how many cars we sold. He often astounded me with his in-depth knowledge of the operations, gained not from his time walking around the dealership and observing but from analyzing the financial statements. But even with all that data, I never lost sight of the people. The dashboards were tools. The real work was in developing people who cared. People who showed up early, stayed late, and made sure customers felt seen. People like the ones who once mentored me.

When Buz
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