
afterward before returning to the
shop to help Cole. It’s why Cole,
40, put aside his dislike of self-pro-
motion to get out on the streets
of Apex during the Peak Week
festival, handing out free snow
cones and company magnets to
everyone who stopped by their
booth to say hello.

“We don’t take anything for
granted,” Gala said. “We don’t
expect business to just come in.
We’ve got to ask for it, get out in
the public eye, in the commu-
nity.”

Like ripples in a pond
Until very recently, Cole and

Gala did the bulk of the jobs them-
selves, with two part-time em-
ployees helping with light me-
chanical work.

It wasn’t an ideal arrangement.
From the beginning, the men
hoped to keep Gala busy working
new leads and bringing in new
customers, but they have had too
much work for him to afford the
time out of the shop.

“We don’t want to get backed
up,” Cole said. “We don’t want to
tell people we can’t get to them
for two or three days.”

Business is about where the
men had hoped it would be at
this point. Traffic is good, and
they are even beginning to see
repeat customers, which has been
a goal since the shop opened four
months ago.

“We don’t want 5,000 cus-
tomers of one-time sales,” Gala
said. “We want a base of loyal
customers.”

They want loyal customers for
more than just the immediate jobs
they represent. Repeaters, espe-
cially the talkative ones, are like
ripples in a pond, spreading the
company’s name and reputation
far beyond what Gala and Cole
could do on their own.

“Having loyal customers is like
having 300 sales people out there
for you,” Gala said. “They’ll run
across people who need you.
They’re looking out for you, even
if they don’t realize it.”

But as the work has multiplied,
they have found themselves
straining their resources to keep
up. Gala would prefer to have
more than Friday mornings free
for marketing, but “it’s not hap-
pened in the last few months, not
like we need,” Cole said.

Their business plan had them
hiring full-time help three or four
months after opening, which
would give Gala the time he needs
to market the company effec-
tively. They met that goal right on
target, hiring John Miller on May
19.

Now Gala can focus more on a
part of the business he really en-
joys. He is a salesman by trade,
who has spent the better part of
his career developing new sales
territories.

“That’s exactly what I did be-
fore,” he said. “Basically, I would
take territories that were down or
underachieving, where the com-
petition had dug in deep, and go
in there and take it from them.”

For one employer, he increased
all three territories he was re-
sponsible for above expectations,
he said. More recently he walked
a start-up through sales develop-
ment by getting audiences with
some of the country’s largest cor-
porations, including Coca-Cola
and Exxon.

He hopes to achieve positive re-
sul ts for  Apex AutoWorks
through the BNI meetings, by in-
troducing himself at local office
buildings, by attending Apex
Chamber of Commerce gather-
ings — any occasion where he
can meet potential customers face
to face.

“I’m gonna swamp you,” Gala
told Cole with a teasing grin.
“Now that you’ve got help at the
shop, now I can do what I want
to do.”

Name recognition
It can be expensive to promote

a business, especially one trying
to break into the market. At this
point, the partners said, they are
working mostly toward name and
logo recognition.

From an advertising stand-
point, Gala and Cole have taken
a fairly cautious approach.

“We really underestimated the
cost of advertising,” Gala said.
“You have to pick your markets,
the customers you want to see
come through your door. You
could spend $10,000 every two
weeks through three compa-
nies.”

They have chosen their media
outlets based on what products
they use, what publications they
like to browse. Gala likened it to
buying stock.

“You buy stocks in what you
know and what you use,” he said.
“If I drink Coke and not Pepsi, I’ll
probably choose Coke.”

Money, of course, is another
important factor. 

“Some will blow you away
with what it costs,” Gala said.
“And then you’re thrown in with
10 other people doing the ex-
actly the same thing ... We get
five calls a day from people try-
ing to get me to advertise with
them, but it’s hard to justify
when we already have so much
capital out. First we have to pay
for parts, the light bill, the help.”

“The mortgage,” Cole added.
To supplement their adver-

tising, the partners have spent a
lot of time and energy just get-

ting out in the community.
Take Peak Week, for exam-

ple. The annual festival in Apex
attracts thousands to the down-
town area, all of whom are po-
tential customers for Apex Au-
toWorks.

Long before crowds hit Salem
Street, the men had set up their
table. They lined up dozens of
magnets with the company name
and logo (which Gala designed),
and set up a snow-cone machine.
That was their gimmick; stop by
the table for a free treat, and
leave with a magnet and a little
more information about the new
kids in town.

They wore their company polo
shirts, Gala in red and Cole in
navy blue. Cole’s wife Debbie
and daughters Ashley and Han-
nah were also decked out in
branded T-shirts, and were walk-
ing billboards as they wandered
around.

At first, traffic was slow —
save for the kids two booths
down from the Community Life
Church, who kept the ice shaver
humming to fill the grape and
cherry treats. After a few trips,
Gala finally made them take a
magnet, which they promised to

put on their refrigerator when
they got home.

But then the sun peeked out.
The men saw some people they
knew strolling by, and many
stopped to chat.

“Good morning,” the partners
s a i d ,  b o t h  t o  f r i e n d s  a n d

strangers. “How are you all do-
ing? Here’s a magnet for your
fridge, in case you ever need any
work done.”

Soon they were answering
questions.

Do y’all do pickup trucks?
Do y’all do Toyotas?
Do y’all do oil changes?
“Give us a call,” Cole said.

“We’ll set up an appointment to
get that taken care of for you.”

This isn’t his favorite part of
the business. He’s a mechanic,
and has been his entire adult life.
He’s more at home in the back of
the shop, doing the automotive
work.

“I don’t mind it,” he said, “but
I don’t feel too comfortable do-
ing the shameless self-promotion
stuff. Jerry’s kind of doing that.
I’ve never had to do this before,
and it’s different.”

His attention was caught by a
woman who obviously knew the
two.

“I thought you were off to-
day!” she said, smiling.

“There is no such thing as off!”
Gala replied.

Contact Megan Jones at 460-2608
or mjones@nando.com
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‘We don’t want 5,000 customers of one-time sales. We want a base of loyal customers.’
JERRY GALA

Apex AutoWorks

‘I don’t feel too comfortable doing the shameless self-promotion stuff . . . I’ve never had to do this before, and it’s different.’
GREG COLE

Apex AutoWorks

BIO
GREG COLE
n AGE: 40.
n HOMETOWN: Cary.
n FAMILY: Wife, Debbie; two
daughters, Ashley, 11, who will
begin at Reedy Creek Middle
School in the fall, and Hannah,
7, a Reedy Creek Elementary
student. The family lives in the
Medfield neighborhood just
outside Cary’s eastern edge.
n EDUCATION: Cary High
School, 1981.
n CAREER: Has worked as a
mechanic since graduation.
n HOBBIES: Cycling and
coaching youth soccer.

STAFF PHOTO BY GRANT HALVERSON

Greg Cole takes time out from working on a car to answer the telephone at Apex AutoWorks. With just two full-time employees — Cole and partner Jerry Gala —
until recently, they find themselves constantly juggling duties to keep the shop running. They recently hired a third full-time employee to help keep up with the
growing business.

STAFF PHOTO BY GRANT HALVERSON

Jerry Gala was back at work on a Monday after his son was born on a Saturday. He still usually
works 12-hour days five days a week.

STAFF PHOTO BY GRANT HALVERSON

Greg Cole of Apex AutoWorks hands out free snow cones to
passers-by at the recent Peak Week festival in downtown Apex.
Cole says he prefers working in the shop, but knows promotion
is important for the business.

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 CAREER: He has worked as
a mechanic and as a salesman,
specializing in multi-state sales
and territory development.
n HOBBIES: Cycling.


