
ing the men themselves.
“We’re not doing anything dif-

ferent here than what we would
do for someone else, but they
have always gotten the credit for
it,” said Cole, a master techni-
cian who has been in the busi-
ness for more than 20 years. “Peo-
ple associate the work with the
man who owns the shop.”

The two men took their wives
to Capital City Chophouse for a
special anniversary dinner ear-
lier this month, splurging to cel-
ebrate their successes while rec-
ognizing they still have a long
row to hoe.

“The thing is, it’s not over,”
Gala said. “It’s not like we’ve
reached the pinnacle of success.
All we’ve done is taken another
step.”

“Success is the journey, not the
destination,” Cole said.

■ ■ ■

On a recent Tuesday, cus-
tomers’ cars filled almost every
spot in the parking lot — Mer-
cedeses and Jeeps, classic road-
sters and pickup trucks, all wait-
ing for Cole, Gala or Stephen
McCormick, their other master
technician, to pop the hood and
diagnose the problem.

Business has been good this
winter, even with the icy weather
that made customers cancel ap-
pointments or simply not show
up. When Cole and Gala con-
ceived this business back in 2002,
they never realized they would
need to pay such close attention
to weather reports.

“We knew the seasonal jobs
would come and go, but we never
thought we would be praying so
often for the weathermen to be
wrong,” Cole joked.

Back then, they prayed that the
hard work they plowed into their
business would be rewarded, they
hoped sooner than later. That
hope kept them going when the
money was flowing out but not
yet in, during negotiations with
the Town of Apex over which
side of the driveway their sign
could be on, how many trees
needed to be planted in front of
the building and other details that
the men might once have con-
sidered mundane.

Those details have convinced
Gala to want to help other small-
business owners considering lo-
cating in Apex. It’s part of his
plan to make himself and the shop
an integral stitch in the town fab-
ric.

“I’m going to give it a couple of
years to get the business estab-
lished, but then I think I’m going
to run for local office,” he said. 

It’s something he couldn’t have
considered back when he was on
the road, traveling 230 days of
the year developing sales terri-
tories for someone else. 

■ ■ ■

Two words, Gala said, can
pretty much sum up the first year
of any burgeoning business: “It’s
hard.”

In addition to the regular hic-
cups that make a new company
pause — the permits, the cash
flow, the hiring of help — Gala
and his wife, Christa, had their
first child in May, Tyler David. 

Tyler was a blessing and a god-
send. He also was a reality check.

“Do not have a baby and start
a business in the same year,”
Christa Gala said, smiling. “I
thought it would only take three
or four months before everything
was running like clockwork. That
wasn’t realistic.”

The baby, though wanted and
very much loved, stole sleep from
parents who already considered it
a luxury. He also required Christa,
the family’s sole financial provider
for a while, to stretch her earnings
as a freelance writer further. 

The Coles shared their bud-
getary worries. Gala had been
laid off from his sales job and was
out of work anyway, but Cole had
a good job with an area mechanic
that he walked away from to start
the business. That left his wife
Debbie Cole, a publisher for Glax-
oSmithKline in Research Triangle
Park, financially responsible for
their household, including daugh-
ters Ashley and Hannah.

“I was worried you’d fold, I
guess,” Debbie told the men.
“That you wouldn’t be able to
make a go of it.”

Their fears weren’t realized,
and they can laugh at their ner-
vousness now. No one went hun-
gry, no one went homeless.
Christmas was lean, but not rib-

counting lean.
Things are good. The job ap-

pointment book has more black
ink than white space, they added
a new lift to squeeze in more cus-
tomers and area dealerships are
even sending work their way.
While on the phone with one ser-
vice department, Cole heard a
voice in the background advise
somebody to “send it to Apex Au-
toWorks!”

More important than a dealer-
ship, though, is the customer on
the street. Building a cadre of re-
peat customers has always been
a focus for Gala and Cole, who
said from the beginning they
weren’t interested in the one-time
oil change. They see a lot of fa-
miliar faces now.

“I feel we’re headed in the right
direction,” said the ever-cautious
Gala, the man who spent months
researching the industry to en-
sure the shop’s chances. “We’ve
had a lot of people come in and
say, ‘my neighbor referred you.’
That’s big.”

Frank Reed is one of those re-
peats. An Apex resident who
works for Corporate Chaplains
of America, Reed has brought his
oil changes, brake work and other
jobs to the shop since soon after
it opened, when Gala joined his
business networking group. Reed
talks up their work to others, too,
and has sent several customers
their way.

“When it comes to mechanics,
especially, it seems all you hear
are horror stories,” Reed said.
“When I get something good, es-
pecially something that’s a point
of contention for others, I’ll talk
about it.”

The men are friendly, and
that’s nice, he said, but the bot-
tom line is he trusts their work —
the jobs they do and don’t do.
They’re not the kind who “create”
work to pad their pockets, Reed
said.

“They’re straight shooters,” he
said. “I’m not car savvy, and I
wouldn’t know” whether a sight
inspection would suffice. “But
they don’t allow themselves to
get into that game.”

Jesse Spell found the shop by
chance, driving past it on a day he
needed an oil change. He keeps
going back because he likes the
men and their work.

“It’s the service,” he said. “I’m
a ceramic tile contractor, and my
truck is my work office. When I
need something done on it, Ineed
it done now, and they work me
right in.”

■ ■ ■

Hindsight, they say, is 20-20
— anyone can look back and say,
that’s how I should have done it.

Gala and Cole said they should-
n’t have allowed customers to fi-
nance their bills on a payment
plan. They thought a new business
had to offer financing to get peo-
ple in the door, but now they say
it wasn’t worth the hassle.

So much of running a success-
ful company is managing cash-
flow needs properly, Gala said,
and if customers are slow in pay-
ing, well, that ties up the money
they need to operate smoothly.

“The big, expensive jobs are
great, but they take a lot of time
to do and a lot of money,” Gala
said. “If you say fix it, but you
don’t have the money ... ”

“And we shell out $2,000 in

parts and have to wait a month to
get paid, we basically have money
sitting out in the parking lot,” his
partner finished.

Or take the fleet accounts that
want to pay every 45 days.

“You don’t want to turn them
away,” Gala said, but sometimes
that makes things difficult. “It’s all
cash-flow management. We’re
still young enough to be affected.
You know, you can have a prof-

itable company and still go broke,
if you’re growing too fast and
have too much money out.”

After a couple of months, they
realized the payment plans would
have to go.

“Our values haven’t changed,
but I can’t borrow money to fix
their cars,” Gala said, shaking his
head. “No more Mr. Nice Guy.” 

“Being the nice guy doesn’t pay
the bills,” Cole said.

They wouldn’t have spent so
much on advertising; they would-
n’t worry that they couldn’t sur-
vive without the Yellow Pages.
And they would have made the
“no soliciting” sign on the door a
lot bigger.

“We’ve been solicited by every-
one,” Gala said. “Insurance peo-
ple, coffee people, cleaners, toner
stuff, handwashing stuff — you
name it. It took a lot of time.
Every time I had to answer the
phone, it was 30 minutes of work
time gone.”

The current staff is a great help,
but they took a few stutter steps
in assembling the team. They
originally thought they would
bring on someone green and train
him, but that didn’t work.

“You can’t hire someone and
watch everything he does,” Cole
said. 

They hired their previous tech-
nicians based on what they said
they were able to do, but every-
one quickly learned the job was
too demanding. By mutual
agreement, Gala said, the techs
were replaced.

“We didn’t want anyone to
leave on bad terms, and they
knew they were in over their
heads,” he said.

They initially turned away Mc-
Cormick, who had simply walked
in one day looking for work, but
later realized he was just what
they needed.

“We can throw anything at
him,” Gala said. “He’s not call-
ing in sick all the time, not tear-
ing stuff up. He puts out the kind
of qualified work we want asso-
ciated with our name.”

Lessons learned.

■ ■ ■

So what’s next?
“The wives are hoping maybe

for a vacation,” Christa Gala said.
But around the shop, they will

continue building the core cus-
tomer base.

“We’re still very young,” Jerry
Gala said. “We can’t be compla-
cent with the customers we have
now, not when there are so many
more people moving in and out
every day. We want to continue
to grow, to flatten out those peaks
and valleys a little.” 

He continues to promote the
shop every chance he gets — at
the Friday morning networking
meetings, at local fairs and festi-
vals, at Apex Chamber of Com-
merce events. The company is
developing a Web site, powered
by a lightning-fast T-1 line, to
help those efforts.

Even Cole, never crazy about
the promotional side of the busi-
ness, is coming around.

“I don’t really feel any more
comfortable, but you might say
that it comes easier,” he said.
“Now I have a track record for my
own name. In the beginning, it
was like I was making the cus-
tomers promises, but I didn’t have
anything to prove myself.”

The cars in the parking lot show
their record is building, and the
men couldn’t be more grateful.

“It’s a great feeling, to have the
opportunity to be in this posi-
tion,” Gala said. “We just want to
make the most of it.

“It’s been fun. It’s been hard, re-
ally hard at times, but when I go
home at night I think, there’s no
way I could go back on the road.”

Contact Megan Jones at 460-
2608 or mjones@nando.com.
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BIO
GREG COLE
n AGE: 41 
n HOMETOWN: Cary 
n FAMILY: Wife, Debbie. Two
daughters: Ashley, 11, a stu-
dent at Reedy Creek Middle
School, and Hannah, 8, a
Reedy Creek Elementary stu-
dent. The family lives in the
Medfield neighborhood just
outside Cary’s eastern edge.
n EDUCATION: Graduate of
Cary High School.
n HOBBIES: Cycling and
coaching children’s soccer.

STARTING UP
FROM PAGE 1A

SMALL BUSINESS RESOURCES

Wake Tech Community College Business & Industry Center
600 New Waverly Place, Cary
851-1313
This campus, which houses Wake Tech’s Small Business Center,

offers a variety of free seminars and fee-based courses to help en-
trepreneurs with start up, marketing, accounting and more. On the
Web at www.waketech.edu

SCORE (Service Corps of Retired Executives)
300 Fayetteville Street Mall, Raleigh
856-4739
SCORE is a nonprofit association dedicated to entrepreneur ed-

ucation and the formation, growth and success of small business
nationwide. SCORE volunteers provide free, confidential face-to-face
and email business counseling to America’s entrepreneurs, with lo-
cal counseling and workshops at offices in the BIC. On the Web at
www.score.org.

Cary Chamber of Commerce
307 North Academy Street, Cary
467-1016 
The Cary Chamber of Commerce serves as the unified business voice

of the Cary area. It provides leadership to support and facilitate a thriv-
ing business environment. On the Web at www.carychamber.com

Small Business Administration
Cary Chamber of Commerce
The chambers hosts SBA Day on the third Wednesday of every

month. Ivan Hawkins, with the U.S. Small Business Administration,
offers free advice for a range of companies including start-ups, ex-
panding companies and service businesses. Hawkins’ assistance
includes financial advice and information on available local coun-
seling services for small businesses. RSVP to 467-1016 or
ccave@carychamber.com. Appointments are 30 minutes each
and run from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. 

‘The thing is, it’s not over. It’s not like we’ve reached the pinnacle of success.
All we’ve done is taken another step.’

JERRY GALA
Co-owner of Apex AutoWorks

‘We’re not doing anything different here than what we
would do for someone else, but they have always gotten
the credit for it. People associate the work with the man

who owns the shop.’
GREG COLE

Co-owner of Apex AutoWorks

Greg Cole checks the CD library for the wiring schematics for a Chevrolet truck.

STAFF PHOTOS BY GRANT HALVERSON

Apex AutoWorks owners Jerry Gala, left, and Greg Cole talk over the day’s workload during a break in the schedule.

BIO
JERRY GALA
n AGE: 34

n HOMETOWN: Cary 

n FAMILY: Wife, Christa. One
son, Tyler, born May 10. They
live in Apex.

n EDUCATION: Graduate of
Cary High School, 1987. De-
gree in Automation/Robotics
Engineering from Wake Techni-
cal Community College. Cur-
rently studying business at
North Carolina Wesleyan Col-
lege.

n HOBBIES: Cycling 

Jerry Gala answers questions for a customer as he works the
front desk at his business, Apex AutoWorks.


