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But 7 p.m. is better than 9 or 10, which
is how late the men worked when the shop
first opened on North Salem Street in Feb-
ruary. It’s the difference between seeing the
family that night instead of having to wait
until breakfast the next morning.

“We definitely have more control,” said
Cole, 40. “The extra hours now are a lot

more by choice than ne-
cessity. That extra hour
and a half means I’ll get
a jump on something in-
stead of the jobs are wait-
ing here because I’ve
been so busy answering
the phone I couldn’t get
to this.”

Nearly eight months
into this venture, the
partners feel like their
feet are on solid ground.
Business is good, and so
close to their predictions
that it’s a little spooky,
said Gala, 34.

They have expanded
their staff by two, which
means more money out
but also more money in,
since they are able to
work more efficiently.

And — glory be —
this month they began
drawing a salary for the
first time since Gala was
downsized from his for-
mer job in early 2002 and

Cole quit his previous job in October.
This is what they have been working

toward since they first floated the idea of
going into business for themselves 10 years
ago.

“We’re starting to see on paper that it’s
really going to work like we thought it
would work,” Cole said.

■ ■ ■

Halfway through the first year, Cole and
Gala are averaging about eight “tickets” a day.

“We’re within pennies of what I pro-
jected,” Gala said. “It’s pretty scary.”

From day one the part-
ners hoped to build upon
a small, satisfied cus-
tomer base that would
draw in more and more
business, and that seems
to be happening.

“We’ve built a track
record, as short as it is,”
Cole said.

“We have people com-
ing in for stuff they know
we don’t do,” Gala said.

“They’re asking for referrals. That’s the
biggest compliment, that they trust us,
that they’re asking, who in your mind has
the same quality level as you, basically. If
every customer was like that, you would
have the most successful business in the
world.”

Their own business has grown to the
point that there are now two new faces be-
hind the scenes at the shop: Steve Mc-
Cormick, an Automotive Service Excel-
lence  master technician, and Kristy Gala,
Gala’s sister, who helps on the front end by
answering phones, running the shuttle ser-

vice and doing general office work.
The partners said they knew that hiring

a new technician would lighten their work
load, but they didn’t imagine that filling a
clerical position would do so much good.
Answering the phone in the middle of the
day used to cost them around 20 or 30
minutes of work time, even if it was just a
customer calling to see when a vehicle
would be ready. 

“That little bit of help made such a dif-
ference,” Cole said.

Hiring the right technician proved a lit-
tle harder.

Originally, the men thought they would
hire someone without as much experience
as McCormick and train him. They tried
that, but it didn’t work out and the em-
ployee moved to Florida.

They need the help, but turning over
work to someone else — someone who
didn’t sweat through the early days of
putting everything on the line to achieve
the dream— was difficult.

“It’s frightening, is what it is, when
everything goes out of here bearing your
name,” Gala said. “This shop is part of us,
what we’ve worked so hard for. But I don’t
want to have to stand there and look over
someone’s shoulder for everything that
needs to be done.”

“It defeats the purpose of having an em-
ployee if you look over their shoulder,”
Cole said.

An independent business needs to rely
on its employees to spread its good name,
even out of the shop, the men said.

“When you leave, you have our uniform
on,” Gala said. “If you go to the gas station
and have a cigarette hanging out of your
mouth, it’s a reflection on us if people see
that Apex Autoworks shirt on you. Being
an independent, our reputation is every-
thing.”

The addition of McCormick was a lucky
break — he happened to stop by one day
to chat and see if the partners were hiring.
He has the same certifications as Cole,
giving him the expertise to tackle any job
that comes in, but even more importantly,
he understands their dream.

“He has the same mentality and de-
meanor as we have, as far as quality goes,”
Gala said. “It’s awesome.”

■ ■ ■

Used to be, heading to Cook Out for
lunch on Fridays was a treat. A splurge,
even.

That’s because even though the shop is
doing well, and the partners can watch
their debt consistently shrink, there is a lot
money outstanding. Most of it they had ac-
counted for and planned on before day
one, but some they had not. Advertising,
for example, is costing six times what Gala
had projected, simply because he couldn’t
get definitive figures until the shop was
open and he was ready to sign contracts.

Still, they are feeling the load lighten.
“We can see the light at the end of the

tunnel,” Gala said. “It’s not paid off by any
means, but since we’ve been exposed to it
for eight months ... When we signed on the
dotted line, we had no control over any-
thing. We couldn’t open; we didn’t know
when we would open, so it’s not like we
could work more hours. There was no rev-
enue source at all.”

When the shop started making money,
they funneled it back into paying off the
debt. But this month, for the first time, they

were able to pay themselves a nominal
salary, too.

“We all celebrated,” Cole said. “I am
able to contribute a little bit now” to the
household expenses.

A paycheck is a paycheck, and welcome
whenever and wherever it comes, but now
is an especially good time for the Galas,
Christa Gala said. A freelance writer, she
had planned to shoulder most of the fam-
ily’s finances until the shop could support
everyone.

Tyler was born two weeks early, though,
causing Christa to miss two deadlines.
And they recently discovered that Christa’s
insurance plan through N.C. State Uni-
versity, where she is studying for her mas-
ter’s degree, would not cover Tyler’s well-
baby visits. They had to move him under
her husband’s plan, an added expense, “but
we should be back on track again soon,”
Christa said.

“Fortunately, whether it was divine in-
tervention or coincidence, around the time
we had him, my work started to slow
down,” she said. “But the shop has started
to pay both family’s expenses, at least
enough to cover the mortgage and car pay-
ment.”

“It’s definitely peace of mind,” Cole’s
wife, Debbie, said.

Both Debbie and Christa are impressed
with the relatively short amount of time it
has taken to get to this point.

“I always knew they would do well, but
the quickness, how soon they started to get
paid and how they’re doing really well so
quickly, that was a surprise for me,” Deb-
bie said.

■ ■ ■

Monday was another busy day at the office.
The partners like busy days, and hope

there are plenty more ahead — but it’s
nice to get home and unwind, too, before
starting all over again.

Home has changed, utterly, for Gala
since Apex Autoworks opened. The house
in Apex’s Pearson Farms neighborhood
now has infant toys, bottles and other sup-
plies everywhere, all belonging to the new
prince of the castle, Tyler David, whose
birth turned the Galas’ lives upside-down.

“When you have a business that’s two
and a half months old, and then have your
first child, it’s pretty life altering,” Gala said.

Because the business was so new when
Tyler was born, Gala couldn’t afford to
take any time off from work. It was just him
and Cole at the shop, so any ideas he might
once have had about paternity leave sim-
ply weren’t realistic.

“The first few weeks were really hard,”
Christa said. “A lot harder than I had an-
ticipated, even with family helping.”

Her husband was a big help on the week-
ends, Christa said, but during the week he
often couldn’t leave the garage until 9 or 10
p.m. Because he had to rise by 6 a.m. the
next morning, Christa got up with the baby
during the night, too, so Jerry could get
some sleep — but often, no one slept. He
usually saw Tyler only for the 10 minutes
the baby was awake before he left for work.

So much has changed. The baby is on a
fairly standard schedule now, up at 6 a.m.
His dad gets him out of bed and feeds him
before leaving for work. Three days a week,
when Tyler isn’t in daycare, Christa brings
him by the shop for a few minutes so they
can all visit. 

And sometimes, Jerry gets home early

enough to kiss the baby goodnight.
“We’re having so much fun just hanging

out and enjoying each other,” Christa said.
Friday evenings, Cole rushes out of the

shop to meet his wife and daughters at
Swift Creek Elementary School for soccer
practice. Ashley, their older girl, plays for
The Penguins, and Cole is one of her
coaches.

“He motivates us,” Ashley said. “And
he’s really fun.”

Cole has made it to every practice this
season, unlike last sea-
son, when he sometimes
just couldn’t get away.

Even better ,  he is
home in time to talk and
watch television with
them during the rest of
the week, too. 

“We get to love him,”
Ashley said.

“We see him at night,”
Hannah said, instead of
not until breakfast.

It’s usually too dark to
mow the lawn when her
husband gets home, but
Debbie has that under
control. 

She has had to bear
most of the household
work, as well as a day
job at GlaxoSmithKline,
since Apex Autoworks
opened, but that’s all
right, she said.

“You’ve got a full day
at the shop, and that’s
the most important thing
for you to concentrate
on right now,” she told
her husband, when he started to apolo-
gize for not making it home in time for yard
work. “That’s my job.”

The family has a routine now, and even
though it’s sometimes along the lines of
“come home, eat, kiss the kids and pass
out,” it’s getting better, and it works, the
Coles said.

“We’re never going to get back to where
we were before,” Greg said. “It’s a differ-
ent lifestyle. Before, I worked from 8 to 5,
and got a paycheck every Friday. But this
is a retirement building thing. That’s the
end goal.”

Contact Megan Jones at 460-2608 or
mjones@nando.com
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Jerry Gala cuddles with his son, Tyler, after arriving home from work — something that would have been a luxury when he and Greg Cole first opened their business.

The Cole family, from left: Debbie, Hannah, Greg and
Ashley. Greg is happy that he gets to make it home in
time to talk to his family and watch television together.

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: Gradu-
ate of Cary High School,
1987. Degree in automa-
tion/robotics engineering
from Wake Technical
Community College. Cur-
rently studying business
at North Carolina Wes-
leyan College.
n CAREER: He has
worked as a mechanic
and as a salesman, spe-
cializing in multi-state
sales and territory devel-
opment.
n HOBBIES: Cycling.

HELP FOR START-UPS

■ Wake Tech’s Business
& Industry Center: 851-
1313

■ SCORE (Service Corps
of Retired Executives): 856-
4739

■ Small Business Ad-
ministration: 467-1016

BIO
GREG COLE
n AGE: 40.
n HOMETOWN: Cary.
n FAMILY: Wife, Debbie;
two daughters, Ashley,
11, a sixth-grader at
Reedy Creek Middle
School, and Hannah, 8, a
third-grader at Reedy
Creek Elementary School.
The family lives in the
Medfield neighborhood
just outside Cary’s east-
ern edge.
n EDUCATION: Cary
High School, 1981.
n CAREER: Has worked
as a mechanic since
graduation.
n HOBBIES: Cycling and
coaching youth soccer.


