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HRM: You were very suc-
cessful with The Creative 
Group. What led you to 
moving away from that to 
start Just Cupcakes?
CPH: When the bottom fell 
out of the economy, I could 
see the writing on the wall. 
But I’ve always loved bak-
ing and did it all the time 
as a stress reliever. I just 
wanted to do something 
different.

HRM: Seems like a good 
decision—2011 was a very 
good year for you.
CPH: Yes, we opened the 
second Just Cupcakes 
store in 2011, we were 
on [the reality television 
show] Cupcake Wars 
twice, we were named 
“Best Cupcake Flavor” by 
Hampton Roads Magazine, 
I received the “Women 
in Business Award” from 
Inside Business, we were 

the official cupcake of 
the Neptune Festival, we 
did several trade shows 
throughout the year and 
won “Best of Show” for 
booth design twice, and I 
was fortunate enough to 
provide cupcakes for Gov. 
and Mrs. McDonnell’s staff 
Christmas party.

HRM: Not bad for a small-
town girl from West 
Virginia, huh?
CPH: That’s exactly right! 
And I laugh about it 
because with all the great 
things that happened last 
year, the pinnacle of my 
year was that there was a 
story about me in my home-
town newspaper AND I was 
the answer to a crossword 
puzzle question. You can’t 
get any better than being 
the answer on a crossword 
puzzle in the Huntington 
Herald-Dispatch.

HRM: Any advice for future 
small business owners? 
CPH: I’m a “jump in the 
middle” kind of girl in that 
I don’t care how much you 
plan and how much you do, 
you don’t know what you 
don’t know. And you’re not 
going to know until you do 
it. Some of the things that 
have worked for me are: 
1. Develop a relationship 
with a mentor who is doing 
better than you and meet 
with them to discuss how 
you’re doing, what’s work-
ing, what isn’t, and what’s 
the next step. 2. There is 
no job in the bakery that I 
don’t do. I always say that 
I am the president of my 
own business, but I’m also 
the janitor. Anyone who 
wants to go into business 
has to be in it 24 hours a 
day, and you can’t be afraid 
of hard work.

HRM: What keeps you in 
Hampton Roads?
CPH: We are so fortunate 
to have such a diverse 
group on people here. 
People in Hampton Roads 
are so wonderful. I think 
it’s because we’re all trans-
plants in one way or anoth-
er—it’s difficult to find any-
one who is originally from 
Virginia Beach or Norfolk. 
But because of that, we 
have a better sense of 
community. The people of 
Hampton Roads appreciate 
a quality product and they 
are willing to support it. I 
can’t thank people enough 
for the support they’ve 
shown me. nHRM
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A former beauty pageant contes-
tant from the hollers of West 
Virginia, Carla Peay Hesseltine 
is a prime example of how one 
can succeed in business with-

out old money backing or an advanced col-
lege degree. Coming from modest means 
(she grew up in a three-room house, and 
one of those rooms was not a bathroom), 
Carla is a champion for anyone with big 
dreams—especially young women from 
rural areas who go after their goals.

Carla got her start as a graphic designer, 
back in the days when concepts for clients 
consisted of hand-drawn pencil sketches 
and pictures cut from magazines. After 
working in the corporate world and as 
a freelancer for a few years, she saw 
the value of creating her own virtual ad 
agency—The Creative Group in Virginia 
Beach—which provided local businesses 
with advertising and marketing services 
for more than 11 years.

But as the most recent recession loomed 
on the horizon and the print industry was 
becoming more web-based, Carla took 
inventory of her life and decided to make 
a career change into something that she 
could do “literally for the rest of my life 
if I want to.” Her resolution turned out to 
be a very sweet deal for Hampton Roads.
Hampton Roads Magazine: What brought 
you here from West Virginia?
Carla Peay Hesseltine: I married a wonder-
ful man who was from this area. As much 
as I love West Virginia, I wanted to be able 
to have a life. It’s funny because I always 
thought at one point I’d make enough 
money to move back, but I’ve been here 20 
years, and this is my home now.

A Sweet Deal
THE ICING ON THE (CUP)CAKE  
FOR caRla peaY HesseltiNe  
IS A CAREER SHE CAN LOVE  
FOR THE REST OF HER LIFE 
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