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 THE COSTCO MISSION STATEMENT
Here at Costco, we have a very straightforward, but important mission: to continually provide our members with quality goods and services at the lowest possible prices.
In order to achieve our mission, we will conduct our business with the following Code of Ethics in mind:
•	Obey the law.
•	Take care of our members.
•	Take care of our employees.
•	Respect our suppliers.
If we do these four things throughout our organization, then we will achieve our ultimate goal, which is to reward our shareholders.
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INTRODUCTION
“Costco Wholesale: If Pete Carter can run a warehouse, anyone can!”
I say this because that is what was jokingly said about me during a skit that was performed in front of all the Costco executives at the International Managers Conference in 1994.  At the time, I was a newly promoted General Manager, and it had been about a year since I ‘d opened the Costco warehouse in Colchester, Vermont. Regrettably, because I was new in this role, I fucked up badly. I had failed to make the higher-ups aware of the fact that the building wasn’t going to be completed before they arrived, which happened to be on the very day of the pre-grand opening party. Among other things, the vestibule was only half finished, and it looked bare without having been painted yet. Even the giant red letters spelling out the word “entrance” were missing from the front of the building.   
Our CEO and founder Jim Sinegal was pissed off from the moment that he arrived, and his walk-through of the warehouse only made things worse. Aside from the obvious big mistakes, he also wasted no time pointing out a laundry list of other issues, some of which seemed to me to be trivial and insignificant. This surprised me because I knew that it was customary practice for contractors to be given a certain window of time to finish small projects. It was well known that it usually took 30-45 days after the grand opening to address the “Punch List” of minor repairs. But true or not, Sinegal didn’t seem to care at the moment.
Before he left that night, he gave me a stern warning to have everything fixed before his return in four weeks. 
"And get yourself a proper desk, Pete!" he added, glaring at the makeshift white banquet table in the middle of my office. 
Making such a blatant mistake with the new building didn’t look good for me, and I guessed that at least a few of my fellow Costco co-workers might have doubted my ability to perform at the level expected of a GM. 
 To say that I wasn’t the typical General Manager would be a gross understatement.   As a salaried manager, during the first seven or eight years of my career I had already succeeded in creating quite a bit of trouble for myself. Looking back, I can see that I often got in the way of my own success. Instead of maintaining a low profile, I often questioned whatever issue was being raised by a superior. It was just that I was so damn sure of myself, and mostly believed that I was right about everything and couldn’t be proven wrong. I had the bad habit of speaking up loudly and often. Maybe I thought that I was protecting my job, or that I imagined myself as a sort of spokesman for my fellow GMs. Whatever the reason, I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Being both young and in my mind, bulletproof, I railed against the decisions that I didn’t agree with, especially if I felt that I’d been wronged. There were even a few situations in which I ignored the proper channels and leapt over heads to voice my displeasure. Several times I even picked up the phone and called Dick Dicerchio. He was the Senior Executive VP at the time, and it was him and former CEO Craig Jelinek, who had hired me in November of 1984. I never forgot what he said to me during that first interview.
“Pete, he said “we have an open-door policy here at Costco, so if you ever have any concerns, don’t hesitate to give me a call.”
And so initially I did. I’ve always felt comfortable talking to Dick and felt confident that he would help me find a solution to whatever grievance I felt I had. However, once I was promoted to General Manager, I realized that this way of dealing with my perceived troubles would no longer be an option.  In my new position, there would be an entirely different mindset in terms of calling over the head of a supervisor. 
So despite the rough start, I couldn’t help but feel excited to soon be attending the upcoming IMC conference. It would be my first opportunity to meet up with other warehouse managers, especially those from the Northeast region where my building was located. 

 At the time, every year the conference was led by Jim Sinegal, and it brought together all the General Managers, Buyers, and Corporate VIP’s from around the world, to attend a series of informational meetings and seminars. After a long day, the evenings were filled with dinner and entertainment. 
On the first night of the conference, everyone gathered in a large meeting room at the hotel complete with a stage. Because of the recent merger with The Price Club, there were hundreds of fellow employees making their way to their tables. All the managers of each region had been previously split into groups and instructed to put together an entertaining skit to perform in front of the other attendees at the conference. Our Region, the Northeast, was led by Jim Murphy, who was at the time our Senior Vice President. At some point, while our performance was still in the planning phase, Jim walked over to where I was sitting and stood over me.  
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Months prior, I had eagerly volunteered to participate in a humorous skit for the conference. However, things took an unexpected turn when my regional SVP, Jim Murphy, approached me during the early planning stages.
"Hey Petey," he said, "would you mind if we poke some fun at you during our skit?"
I was surprised at this request. I hadn't heard anything about specifically targeting me. 
 I hesitated for a moment before replying, "Sure Jim, go ahead. I don’t care."
On the first night of the IMC, we gathered in a large meeting room in the conference center. Due to the recent merger with The Price Club, there were many more fellow employees than ever before making their way to their seats.
  Soon it was our group’s turn to get up and perform our skit, styled after the TV show The Family Feud, with five former Price Club guys on one side and five of us Costco guys on the other. As the MC began firing off questions to each team, I delighted in the fact that some of the audience might have found them to be inappropriate or offensive. As the skit was wrapping up, the MC asked us whether we thought that the former Price Club managers could handle running a Costco warehouse. That’s when one of my teammates blurted out, “Sure! If Pete Carter can run a warehouse, anyone can."
 A few chuckles and some polite applause rippled through the crowd, but for the most part there was a lot of disapproving silence, and some people looked pissed off. It seemed feasible that a lot of the people in the audience who knew me, or who may have known of me, were probably wondering the same thing.  How’d Pete get promoted to GM?  How in the hell had he pulled it off? 
However, what they probably didn't anticipate was that I would not only succeed in the position, but also achieve some impressive accomplishments along the way. Of course, that doesn't mean that there weren't a few bumps in the road because there definitely were. I mean, who would knock out a customer in their own building, curse out a VP of the company, or have a truck driver thrown in jail on Christmas Eve? Who in their right mind would produce unauthorized company gift certificates that would later come to be referred to as "Peteybucks"? And who would intentionally fail a food safety test just to score a trip to Florida? That would be me.
From getting picked up for my initial interview at the Seattle airport by Craig Jelinek, the current President, and CEO of Costco, to being told by EVP/COO Joe Portera that I didn’t have any more lives, this is my story. Over time, I've had numerous interactions, both positive and negative, with Joe, as well as other high-ranking Costco executives, including Jim Sinegal.    
Though I’ve worked for Costco for almost thirty years, this book is only about the first eighteen. These were some of the very best times, when almost anything seemed possible. Years later, Joe would refer to these earlier days as “magical”, and I wholeheartedly agree. As Costco employees, most of us shared a common purpose and set of values. We were like a family, united in working towards the company's success. As Costco continued to expand, the opportunities for advancement were endless. Each step forward brought a heightened awareness that I was a part of something big. This gave me a sense of pride and fueled my determination to work even harder. 
During my time at Costco, I’ve worked in multiple locations across the country in addition to helping open many more. I started as a Foods Manager trainee at 25 years old and was promoted to general manager at the age of 34. As a GM, I oversaw operations that generated over $120 million in annual sales (as of this writing it’s at approximately 200 million) and managed hundreds of employees.
Over the course of my career, I’ve had the pleasure of working alongside thousands of   employees, many of whom climbed the ranks from entry-level positions to some of the top positions within the company. Although my own career path may have been unusual at times, it serves as an example of the many roads to success available at Costco. I believe that sharing my story can inspire others to pursue their own opportunities for growth and advancement. Whether you're just starting out or have been with the company for years, there's always potential for upward mobility at Costco.













MERCHANDISING AND THE SIX RIGHTS
At Costco, merchandising is the name of the game. Rather than praising someone for their administrative or managerial skills, the higher-ups will often focus on the employee’s ability to merchandise product. Having strong skills in merchandising can be the key to success, but if someone doesn't have the necessary expertise, they might come across as clueless.
In my experience, if you’re a good merchant, then all the other necessary skills needed to achieve a GM position can be sharpened over time. That’s not to say that Costco doesn’t value or have high regard for managers that excel in other areas, because they certainly do, but there has always been a great emphasis placed on proper merchandising.
"The Six Rights of Merchandising," developed by Sol Price, are now widely recognized as the optimal principles for effective merchandising. Initially applied when Price founded Fedmart, these guidelines were later adopted by the Price Club and eventually became the basis for merchandising at Costco. These standards are fundamental to Costco's approach to merchandising and have a direct impact on the company's operations. It cannot be overstated how vital these principles are to the way Costco conducts its business. 
The Six Rights of Merchandising are:
1. The Right Merchandise:  This means a high quality, in demand product that shoppers are going to want to buy. Turnover is an absolute must. Otherwise, you risk losing sales by sitting on a dead product that no longer generates interest.

2.  In The Right Place: Merchandising the product in the right place kind of speaks for itself; sales will not be maximized by burying goods in the back endcaps or the last bays of an aisle. It makes sense to place newly arriving merchandise in the most conspicuous places. This is because customers are often attracted to new and exciting products and may be more likely to make a purchase when they see something that catches their eye.

3. At the Right Time: When it comes to merchandising, timing is everything. The “early in and early out” approach seeks to benefit from early seasonal sales when customers start considering purchases for the upcoming season. At the same time, getting the merchandise out early avoids getting stuck with unsold merchandise at the end of the season.  

4. In the Right Quantity. Achieving this is a balancing act; the overall quantity of goods needs to be sufficient to meet customer demand, while avoiding waste and excess inventory. This involves figuring out what customers want, how much they want, and when they want it.

5.  In the Right Condition. It's important to ensure the product is in the right condition to attract buyers. Packaging that's flimsy, crushed, or damaged can turn off potential customers. If the item requires a display, it should be put together properly and have all the necessary pieces. Also, make sure the price sign is clearly visible to customers. If the product is stacked too high or obstructs the view, customers may keep walking by.

6. At the Right Price. For Costco, this means that nothing will be sold for over a 15% markup. The foundation of our philosophy is to bring goods to market at the lowest possible prices, period. As Jim Sinegal has been quoted as saying, “What really gets them in there is when they see something like the Under Armour garment that we're selling for $20 that they know is $40 in a department store. Or the Coach handbag that we're selling for $159 that they know is $300 at a department store. That's what gets the customers really excited. That's what makes them talk about us at cocktail parties.” 
As an example, once, while attending an IMC, Jim Sinegal was speaking to us about corporate buying discipline. During the seminar, he told us a story of a clothing buyer who had been very excited because she’d secured a large quantity of jeans at such a great price that would allow for a 25-30% markup and still be cheaper than the competition. Jim explained to her that while they could make a hefty profit, that wasn't the Costco way. He insisted that the product be sold with a margin of no more than 15%, which would enable Costco to achieve a good profit while still providing the lowest possible price to members. As a result, Costco priced the jeans at 29.99 while the area department stores sold the same brand for around 50.00.






Chapter One: Me and Joe and Jim
When I met Joe Portera in 1987, I knew right away that he was a big deal. He was the Regional VP at the time, which basically meant he had the power to make or break me. But man, did he make an impression. Joe is as cool as they come, with an easy smile and a relaxed, friendly attitude.  He has this incredible ability to make light of any situation, and he seemed to understand intuitively the anxiety most of us felt in his presence. It's possible that his playful demeanor was his way of helping us feel more comfortable around him. Even as good-natured as he could be, he could quickly become serious and focused on the issues at hand. While walking the aisles with him, he wouldn’t hesitate to immediately point out a merchandising problem and expect that it would be fixed right away. 
Over time, as I got to know Joe better, I also realized that he wasn’t a fan of people who challenged his directives or authority.  People like me.
Years before I was promoted to GM, I thought that I would conquer the world, and I was convinced that I already had the skills and experience necessary to become the type of manager that Costco expected. I believed that the retail business world was more idealistic than realistic, and foolishly thought hard work and performance were the only things that mattered. I didn't have a clue at the time that there were also unwritten rules that should never be broken.  
Joe, my senior manager since 1994, became bigger than life in my eyes, but he never ever showed me his cards. Okay, maybe there were a few instances. On one such occasion, he told me that I’d pissed him off (or embarrassed?) him more than anyone ever had. I couldn’t even safely guess what he thought of me. There were times when I supposed that maybe he did like me, but because of his professional manner, I had no idea if he really did.
  Considering the situations that I created for myself and the grief that it may have caused him, I think he was beyond fair and accommodating. Shortly after my second stint with Costco, when I finally retired for good, I gave Joe a call. We talked about all sorts of things, and eventually I asked him why he never fired me.  Believe me, I had so many run-ins with him that it would make your head spin. After years of reflection, I realized that back then, I was probably the biggest pain in the ass for him in his career.  I don’t know if that is a fact, but there just weren’t too many people that had the nerve or the stupidity to go over Joe’s head the way that I did.   

Some felt that Jim Sinegal treated his hourly employees better than managers.  He might have been tougher due to higher expectations, or that management had a better chance for advancement or opportunity.  He might have felt that the lower staff needed to be rewarded. For example raises every six months when salaried managers worked a million hours and were raised once a year at the discretion of the higherups.

JIM WALKS
If you've ever worked in retail, you understand the anxiety that comes with a scheduled or worse yet, an unscheduled visit from the company president. It was certainly no different at Costco, and once I became a GM, it took on a whole new meaning. As soon as we were made aware that Jim Sinegal was going to be in the warehouse, it was all hands-on deck. All managers, except those running the Frontend or Membership were required to be present for the walk. Extra hours were added for part-time employees, and overtime was needed for full-time employees. I knew that I would have to take the heat in the upcoming week, when the corporate payroll reports revealed the number of overtime hours used for the walk.
Meetings were held. Every employee was reminded of the vital role they each played in the upcoming walk, and the importance of doing their job well in contributing to its success. I assured them that I was confident that they would rise to the occasion, whether in management or as hourly employees. 
To prepare for the visit, the entire building had to be thoroughly cleaned, and that meant every nook or cranny from the floor to the ceiling. It was the floor managers that faced the greatest challenge, as the walk would review how the products were merchandised. They needed to ensure that pallets were straight and fully stocked, displays were wiped down, and endcaps were square and tall.
The next area of concern was the fresh departments, Produce, Bakery, Meat, Service Deli, and Food Court, each would be thoroughly scrubbed and restocked with fresh product, then stacked and displayed according to their department guidelines. Although it was essential for all the remaining departments, including Optical, Hearing, Pharmacy, and Tire Center, to be in top condition, it was unlikely that Jim would scrutinize those areas.
Before he even entered the warehouse, Jim would have already toured around the outside of the location to check on the condition of the parking lot for cleanliness. He would inspect the receiving area for clutter, as well as the surrounding area, to ensure it was not strewn with trash.  Even the landscaping was searched for evidence of any dead plants or trees that needed to be removed.
Jim rarely came to visit a warehouse alone.  Typically, there would be the Executive Vice President, Senior Vice President, Regional Vice President, Head buyers of both Foods and Non-Foods, the Directors overseeing the Produce, Bakery, Meat and Deli departments, the regional managers for all the other ancillary departments, the Regional Marketing Manager and potentially numerous department buyers and assistant buyers. We referred to this large entourage as the "Dog and Pony Show".
Jim moved through the warehouse in the same direction that most members would typically shop it; by walking down the main aisle from the entrance, and then toward the Bakery and Meat departments. He’d turn left at the Service Deli, before going to the receiving area in the back.  After inspecting those areas, he would continue back up the main aisle of the foods department, then on to the front-end and the cash registers. We called this “walking the racetrack.”
Jim is as smart as they come but he can be very intense. He never seemed to miss a detail, while he strolled down the aisles, asking random questions along the way. As an example, once, while we were all following him, something about the large jewelry case in the Majors Sales department caught his eye. He stopped walking, and we waited, while he just stood there, peering out over his glasses, staring hard at one section of the case. Meanwhile, I’m freaking out, wondering what he might be thinking, as he casually moved around to the other side of the case to examine something else. All the while he still hasn’t said anything, and I just can’t imagine what it might be that he is so intensely focused on. 
I turned and looked at my management team, and kind of mouthed and motioned to them all; WTF? Maybe we had missed a price change or placed a piece of jewelry with the wrong sign next to it. From the startled look on their faces, I could see that I wasn’t the only one feeling uneasy about this unexpected detour in the walk. The buyer for jewelry, and her supervisor were also trying to figure out what had caught his attention. Had they made a mistake when they sent us the price change, or could they have entered the wrong description for a piece of jewelry? The awful truth about this was that none of us knew what he was thinking, and the longer he stood there, the more nervous we all became. In the end, after what seemed longer than it probably was, he finally turned around and continued walking down the aisle without ever saying a word to any of us.  
At other times, Jim might walk past an aisle but then kind of backtrack and stop, hanging back with his hand on his hip, studying a product for what seemed like an eternity. Again, my team and the buyers could only stand there and wait, while trying to determine what it was that he was so interested in, and which one of us may have to field his questions. There were times when he might look at me and say, “are you sure that’s the right price on the batteries”?  I would look at the sign and then at my managers, and I’d typically say yes. Then to verify this, somebody would look it up in the stock status or with an inventory gun. Boy did I hope I was right! 
Jim might also look at the buyer and ask why the price wasn’t the same as in the previous warehouse they had just visited. To say it was very stressful would be a gross understatement.
When Jim stopped at the Bakery, the first thing he did was check the quality of the sheet cakes. Just by looking at the cake through the packaging, he could tell whether it had too much frosting or not enough. He carefully examined the design, to ensure that the flowers and decorations were done right and that the borders were even. Moving through the department, inspecting the tables stacked with bakery items, it was also his habit to ensure that the croissants were baked properly, not too brown, and not too light. 
In the Meat department, Jim wanted to be certain that the amount of fat on the steaks should be no more or less than a quarter inch. He also tested the thickness of the steaks to guarantee that they were not cut too thin.   
The walk continued to the Service Deli, where Jim would only need to take a quick glance to determine if the customer’s favorite 4.99 Rotisserie chickens appeared to be under weight. He would confirm that they were not too brown, or overcooked, and finally, he would look at the time sticker to verify that there were not any chickens that had been in the warmer for over two hours. 
During our walks with Jim, he directed his questions at not only me and my warehouse staff, but also the various buyers, and the regional managers. We all understood that Jim would know what the price of butter, sugar or copy paper was in our warehouses and we also knew that he would ask us what our competitor’s price was. No one ever wanted to be the one that didn’t know the answer. Everyone seemed anxious and nervous, except for Joe, who always appeared unfazed. Even though Joe was as serious about the outcome of the walk as Jim was, he tended to smile a lot and even crack a joke or two during the walk.    
But even Joe Portera wasn’t immune to the extreme displeasure that Jim could show if things weren’t done to his satisfaction.  He told me a story once about a time when he and SVP Jeff Long, were on a walk with Jim at the Yonkers warehouse in New York.  While Jim was still outside on the phone, the two of them walked into the warehouse, and immediately noticed a big problem. The warehouse manager had taken all the cameras off the display table that had been specifically built for them, and instead just set them on top of a row of wooden pallets on the front fence. There weren’t even any additional boxes of product stacked behind the cameras, to make it even a little more appealing. Just the cameras alone out of their boxes. 
“It just looked absolutely terrible” Joe told me. I could relate to how he and Jeff were almost certainly feeling at that moment. This was never the way Costco merchandised product, ever. It was just speculation, but I guessed that the warehouse manager at this location had probably believed that this innovative way to arrange cameras would impress them. Even though neither man knew in advance about the decision that the general manager would make, both were   ultimately responsible for letting the mistake happen in the first place. And when Jim finally walked into the warehouse, Joe said they took one look at his face, and they just knew. After viewing the disaster on the fence, Jim turned to them and said,
 “Did the two of you graduate from stupid academy? 
They were both “dumbfounded” as Joe describes it and weren’t sure how they were supposed to answer him. Now, years later, he laughs about what Jim said that day, and tells me that it eventually became a running joke between them.  Him and Jeff, graduates of the “stupid academy”.
Whenever Jim visited the warehouse, He always made it a point to greet the hourly employees that he encountered, and it obviously created a lot of excitement.  He also made a habit of stopping on his way out to buy a hot dog and soda before leaving. In the busier locations, there could be a dozen or more people in line, but Jim always waited his turn. There were more than likely many customers who never realized that they were standing right next to the founder of the company.  
Costco hotdogs have been a great deal and a favorite for decades. They were originally sold off a cart provided by their former supplier Hebrew National. For only $1.50, customers can buy a Kirkland all-beef hotdog, and a 20-ounce soda, and that low price has remained the same since 1984. Jim’s logic behind keeping the price the same over the years is simple.  It offers good value and has become part of the overall shopping experience. The Costco hotdog draws many customers in and is for many, one of the reasons that they return again and again.
Years ago, Craig Jelinek, Costco CEO since 2012, brought up the idea of raising the price of the quarter pound hot dog.
 ‘Jim, we can’t sell this hot dog for a buck fifty" he said, “"We are losing our rear ends.’ 
I can only imagine the look on Jim’s face when Craig said that, since Jim has always been adamant in his belief that Costco is “known” for its hotdog. 
” “If you raise the effing hot dog, I will kill you. Figure it out.” Jim told him.
And it was figured out. Costco stopped using their supplier Hebrew National in 2009 and built its own plant to begin producing Kirkland signature hotdogs.  Today, Costco sells 151 million hotdogs a year, which is equals to about $226 million dollars in sales.
“That’s all I really needed” Craig would say years later during an interview, “because when given the choice between your life or processed meat, you’re best to choose your life every single time.”
Watching Jim head toward the Food Court didn’t always signal the end of our walk though, or that we could breathe easy. If he decided to stay a while longer to enjoy a hotdog, then the rest of his entourage would be staying too. With more time left to find a few more potential problems, any one of us could be at risk of being pulled back onto the floor by one of the higher-ups to discuss it.  
Though Jim could be as tough as nails, his end goal was always to provide direction, and training to allow his employees to grow and prosper.  Jim believed that if you paid your employees well, it wasn’t only the right thing to do, but good business. The pay structure that Costco offers its employees helps them to live comfortably, purchase a home or provide for their children’s education, and gives them the opportunity to save for a decent retirement. He’s been quoted as saying “you destroy the initiative of the working people if they don’t feel they have a fighting chance to be a part of the American dream.”   
Jim is the most honest and fair person I have ever known. Because of the way of life that Costco has provided for me and my family, and the sense of pride that I felt as an employee, I will always be grateful. Having the good fortune to have begun my career with Costco when they still only had ten locations, makes me feel as if I got to be a part of history in the making.  I was excited about where I was headed in my future, and going to work each day wasn’t just work, it was fun.  My co-workers and I were all members of the same exclusive team, and we were made to feel that each one of us played a crucial role in the continued growth of the company. Coming in each day, I couldn’t know how the day would go, but it was with an absolute certainty that whatever needed to get done, would, and that everyone would work together to see that it did.  Like I said, we all had a role to play. Jim once said; “This is almost like show business. I mean, every day you're opening up and it's show time."  

THE LEAD UP TO COSTCO
My first real job was at Fedmart Corporation which was based out of San Diego, California. Sol Price founded the company in 1954.  After selling Fedmart, Sol Price founded the Price Club in 1976. He was the true innovator of shopping for everything all under one roof. Back then, by and large, it would be challenging for a shopper to find everything they might need all in the same place. Fedmart offered departments for foods, liquor, sundries, hardlines,  major appliances, you name it. They even had ancillary businesses like a tire center, truck rentals, and a car wash.
 Sam Walton founded Walmart in 1962 and Sam’s Club in 1983. Undoubtedly, the format that Fedmart used strongly influenced the way things were done at Walmart. as we know that Mr. Walton toured a Price Club himself, prior to opening Sam’s Club. In his book Made in America, he writes; “I guess I’ve stolen–I actually prefer the word ‘borrowed’– as many ideas from Sol Price as from anybody else in the business.” The first Sam’s Club opened in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma in 1983.
I worked for Fedmart from early 1975 to the summer of 1978, and in a variety of positions from box boy to stocker to maintenance guy, and finally as a Cashier.  My dad, who was a schoolteacher, also worked part-time for the Kearny Mesa Fedmart in the late 50’s and early 60’s stocking dairy alongside Sol Price’s son Robert. Working at Fedmart was a family affair. Three of my siblings, my aunt, and my uncle, in addition to quite a few other family and friends, worked at Fedmart. As a matter of fact, my sister Lynn became the first female Store Manager in the history of Fedmart. Retail is in my blood as I am a Carter, and my ancestors used to cart their goods to market—carters. Go figure.
In 1978, I moved from San Diego to Boise Idaho to attend Boise State University. I got a part-time job at a local grocery store, Buttrey Foods, and worked for that company for a total of six years, the last two as a manager. Both Fedmart and Buttrey’s were Union shops, which meant that I was required to be in the Retail Clerks Union. Because Costco offered above-average pay, excellent health care, 401k, and a pleasant work environment. There would be no need for a Union.  
Up until my transfer to New York in 1992, I hadn’t ever heard any negative remarks about retail unions. Costco already offered higher pay and better benefits than most of the other retailers, so the unions were never any kind of real threat. When Costco merged with Price Club in 1993, it obtained warehouses with existing union contracts that were, and still are union locations. The Teamsters Union to date represents over 17,000 Costco employees.
In 1983, while still living in Boise Idaho, I was actively trying to relocate back to my hometown of San Diego with my wife and two kids. In the spring of that year, my sister called me from San Diego to tell me that one of her best friends, Dick Dicerchio, was involved in opening a new warehouse club business, like the Price Club, in Seattle Washington. She told me that Dick and a bunch of ex-Fedmart guys were going to launch this new company, and that they were looking for good, experienced managers. She suggested that I might want to give him a call. At the time though, I was dead set on moving back home, so I declined to make the call.
A year later, after a few more persistent phone calls from my sister, I decided to contact Dick. We talked for a few minutes, and he asked me what my work background was and some other pertinent questions and then told me he would like me to come to Seattle for an interview. Dick, the EVP of Costco, said I would be interviewing with him, as well as with Craig Jelinek, the Warehouse Manager of the Tukwila, Washington location (current Costco President and CEO). Although I didn’t know Craig, he had worked with and been trained by my sister Lynn, at Fedmart in San Diego, and at the time they co-owned a condo together. 
On the day of my interview, I was feeling both nervous and excited, as I flew from Boise to Seattle. Craig picked me up at the airport and drove me to the warehouse in Tukwila, which is a suburb south of Seattle. When I arrived, I was told that he and Dick would speak with me shortly, so, I walked out onto the merchandising floor to look around. 
 I was amazed at the huge amounts of product being displayed on the floor. There were gigantic bags of Lucky Charms cereal, packaged as a two pack in a plain brown cardboard box.   There were twelve packs of canned tomatoes, and massive bags of beans and rice.   As I continued walking through the warehouse, I saw several long rows of tables stacked with books, and shelves piled high with twelve packs of t-shirts and underwear. Costco sold TVs and office supplies, towels, and bed sheets. They even sold tires inside the warehouse! There was a cooler that contained milk in a two-pack box, and cheese packaged in ten-pound blocks. Nearby was a large freezer in which were large bags of frozen chicken wings, alongside multi packs of pizza and six packs of concentrated orange juice. On the back side of the cooler and freezer they had the biggest bags of pre-popped popcorn I had ever seen; they were almost as tall as me! They sold cases of candy and gum. Huge bags of paper plates and plastic cups. There was a pallet of gallon size Best Foods mayonnaise on an end cap stacked higher than my head.  I would find out later that this product and others often sold out in just one day.  In one day!  It was mind boggling. 
The stockers on the morning crew snickered at me as I walked back toward the office for my interview in a full suit and tie. In addition to the employees, the executives at Costco wore slacks and pullover shirts, and even jeans and tennis shoes from time to time. In 1984, wearing jeans in the retail world was unheard of. This sort of casual attire was shocking for retail. 
HELLO COSTCO!  TUKWILLA, WASHINGTON
When I received the news that I would be hired on at Costco as a Foods Manager trainee, I went back in a couple of weeks ahead of my wife Debbie, and the kids to search for our new home. Fortunately, it didn’t take too long to find one in nearby Kent, Washington.  “You’re going to really love this house Debbie,” I told her over the phone one night, “it’s in a great neighborhood and it has a large living room window that perfectly frames the view of Mount Rainier.”  
Debbie had never lived outside of Idaho, and at twenty-five years old, we were both really excited for the “big adventure” as she called it, the first of many more that we would have in the coming years.  In addition to the new position with Costco, the opportunity to live in the Seattle area was an extra bonus. Our new home offered parks, museums, and beaches to explore with our two small children, Peter, and Katie. We could visit Pike’s Market Place, and the Space Needle or take a ferry ride across the sound. It would also allow us to visit my parents who lived on Mercer Island.  We were both more than ready to begin this new chapter in our lives, so we packed up the moving van, said our goodbyes and happily left our old life behind.  
	Craig Jelinek was my warehouse manager, and he trained me for the first three months of my career, but there were other managers who taught me as well. Russ the foods manager, Judith the center manager and John McKay the merchandise manager all helped to teach me how to manage the Costco way. Under their guidance, I learned that I was expected to supervise all the daily operations within my department, while maintaining a clean, well-organized environment. My responsibilities would also include scheduling, hiring, and providing training to new employees.  Above all, I learned that it was important to lead with respect, empathy and to  treat my employees in the same way that I would want to be treated.  And lastly, to take what I learned and to teach it to others.
 Jim Sinegal has always thought that teaching should be ninety percent of a manager’s job. He believes that the main reason a manager hires someone is because he or she doesn’t have time to do everything themselves. It is his opinion that if an employee is taught well, they might wind up doing a better job than the manager would have done 
  Many Fridays after work some of us managers would meet Craig at a sports bar around the corner and have a few beers.  This seemed really cool to me, because I had never had any interactions outside of work with any of the managers that I’d worked with in the past. We had quite the crew in Tukwila, and many employees went on to have immense success within Costco. Ultimately, with hard work, dedication, and the ability to relocate, promotions could be had for all those that were willing to put in the work. 
I didn’t really understand the impact of what it meant to be an employee for Costco, until I went shopping at a local grocery store shortly after I moved there. After all my groceries were bagged, I handed the cashier a check on a new local account, along with my Idaho driver’s license.  She studied it for a moment and then said, “do you have anything else?” I told her that the only other Id I had was my new Costco employee card with my picture on it.  She made a kind of gasping sound and said quite loudly “You work at Costco?”  Before I knew it, I was surrounded by some of the other customers in line.  “How do you go about getting a job there?” one man asked.  “Can you help me get an interview?”  I was asked about how to become a member, and about what sort of products we sold. 
  “I heard they pay really well,” the cashier said, “is that true?”  																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																																							
 Keep in mind that back in the early days one would have to qualify through authorized companies and entities to be able to become a Costco member. That night I felt pretty special walking out of that store! 
In December of that year, my wife and I attended our first Costco Christmas party.  It was held in a mansion in downtown Seattle. We had never had the opportunity to attend such an elegantly catered affair before, and when we walked in, we were awestruck. We hadn’t expected the amount of effort and cost put in to these once-a-year events.  We would soon learn that Costco Christmas parties were always highly anticipated occasions, that the employees looked forward to each year.  Most were held at high-end hotels, and there was a room discount available for those who wanted to stay the night. It was a time to dress up, dance, and mingle with one another. The hourly employees enjoyed socializing with the management staff away from work. The annual Christmas raffle was very generous, and the prizes included things like tv’s, stereos and trips.  There were so many items raffled off that it seemed like almost everyone won something to take home.  
Unlike today, in the early days managers were constantly driving forklifts, and, in my case, in 1985, there wasn’t a lot of training. One morning, I was taken to the back of the receiving dock and given twenty to thirty minutes of instruction by the Receiving Forklift driver. Fortunately for me, I already had some previous training in my past.
Larry, the receiving manager came by after a while, to check on how I was doing.  Before long, I was steering the forklift back and forth around the dock, yanking the handle back to lift the fork up, and plucking empty pallets from the steel. I thought I was really picking this new skill up quick and after I carefully parked the lift, Larry signed off on my training and cleared me to use it out on the floor.  
A couple of weeks later, I had my first accident. At the time, we were using the sit-down type of forklift in the warehouse. In this kind of forklift, the person driving is facing forward, and if you need to go in reverse, you have to turn around in your seat to see what’s behind you. 
 I was in the process of taking a pallet of 46 oz canned juice out of the top steel. After securing the pallet on the forks, I backed up too fast, which caused the pallet to shift forward towards me. The entire pallet fell on the forklift, as well as all over the floor. Many of the cans were punctured, and the juice spraying from them drenched me and just about everything else nearby. Thank God there was a cage above my head, or otherwise I know I might have been seriously injured.  I was worried that I could be fired over this, but Craig was understanding about it, and this is how I came to understand that Costco employees start out with lots of lives. 
 
MANAGING PEOPLE AND THE WAY THINGS WORK
Although I’d been a key carrying manager at Buttrey’s, there really wasn’t any type of training program in place for newly promoted managers. Costco really puts a lot of emphasis on managerial training, including how to be approachable and effectively communicate with their staff.  That is if you choose to buy into the program, and in my experience not all managers are willing to do this.  Because of the training that I received, I feel that my managerial style closely reflects what Jim Sinegal, and in turn Costco expects of their managers. 
  In my opinion, there are two ways to manage a Costco.  The first way is to be a micro manager, who must have their hands in everything that goes on. This type of person is typically untrusting, and only shares valued information or advice with a few selected subordinates who are favorites.  This type of manager has the view that they can do it all and should get all the credit. The micro manager doesn’t spend much if any time interacting with employees other than giving directives and generally has an air about themselves that they are better than everyone else. I’ve met of few of these types in my years with Costco.
The second type of manager is one who oversees all aspects of the business, while trusting and empowering the staff to do the work in front of them.  This type of manager is in constant communication with all employees, giving instruction and feedback as needed, and of course, providing lots of training.   
I have felt a sense of pride in myself on knowing not only all my employee’s names, but also those of their spouses or significant others, and their children as well. I might ask about their recent camping trip, or how their daughter is doing at college. Sometimes a joke or a funny story was enough to put a smile on their face, and maybe make a difference in how their day might go. I did this because I genuinely cared, and not because I had to. Taking the time to spend a few minutes inquiring about things that mattered to my employees felt right and I believe, strengthened us as a team.   
  Admittedly, back then, I was old school, and didn’t always follow human resource direction when it came to personal interaction with employees. I partied with them, told jokes that shouldn’t be told, and used language that shouldn’t have been used. I was the guy that would yell at you over things that needed to be addressed, and then take you out for beer an hour later.
   I thought that I had a pretty good handle on the way that I should be communicating with my employees. It was simply a matter of intuitively understanding what I could say to someone and what I should not. Unfortunately, this talent didn’t always apply when I was speaking up at meetings with the higher ups. If on the occasion that I did offend someone, which certainly happened at times, I would do my best to acknowledge my wrongdoing, and apologize for what was said or done. 
  I’ve always believed that you never asked someone to do something that you wouldn’t do yourself. My employees knew that I wasn’t really asking whenever I directed them to do something for me, but I tried my best anyway. Instead of shouting orders, I often said, "hey would you do me a favor and go do that?”.  It may seem like a small thing, but it’s not, it showed respect, which is what all of us want and expect in the workplace.
Opening Reno, Nevada
In June of 1985, while my wife and I were still living in the Seattle area, I was notified of the possibility that I might be transferred to Anchorage, Alaska.  Before we really had much time to consider this though, Craig told me that the company wanted to move me and my family to Bakersfield, California instead. We both loved the idea of moving to California and being even that much closer to my family in San Diego. Another new place to explore!  
But first, before going to work in Bakersfield, it was expected that I would go out and help open the Reno, Nevada warehouse, so that I could experience what it was like to open a new location. This was really exciting for me. I hadn’t ever had the opportunity to be involved in the opening of even a grocery store before, much less a giant warehouse. So, after taking some time to get my wife and kids settled in our new home in Bakersfield, I left for Reno.
  The Reno warehouse manager, Phil Sullivan, was waiting for me at the airport when I arrived. On the way into town, he told me that I would be sharing a room with another manager that was also coming in to help with the opening. All the anticipation that I’d been feeling up to that point, disappeared. What was he saying?  I didn’t think I should have to share a hotel room with another Costco employee. “I’m a married man, with children,” I huffed, “and I’m not in college anymore.” I made it clear to Phil that I wanted my own room. 
That didn’t happen, and I realized that nothing I said would change things. The hotel clerk handed me my key and gave me directions to my room. When I unlocked the door, the room was empty.  Evidently my new roommate hadn’t moved in yet.  I threw my suitcase on the first of the two beds and looked around.  It was a pretty standard looking room, with a tv, coffee maker and a small desk in the corner near the window.  “This couldn’t have set them back too much”, I thought to myself.  My roommate still hadn’t arrived when I finally decided to turn off the tv and get some sleep.  Despite, my disappointment in the way things had gone so far, I was determined to show the higher ups that it had been the right decision to bet on me.
The next day when I got to the warehouse, there was a lot of activity going on already.  There were all different types of merchandise being brought in and workers, setting up the steel. I was eager to get to work myself, and because my current position was as a Foods Manager, I knew that my job would be to help merchandise in that department.  With the help of others, I would need to determine where each item would be placed in the department and how it would be stocked. 
 Later that morning, while I was working in one of the aisles, another manager approached me. “Hey, how ya doing?” he said. I looked up at him from where I was kneeling on the floor.  He told me that his name was Todd, and he appeared to be about three or four years younger than me and had an easy smile.  He was dressed, in khakis and a pullover shirt, and there was an air of cockiness about him. He was from the Seattle area too, had been a Foods Manager in a location there, and had recently been promoted to a new position. His wife, he said, was a jewelry buyer for Costco, and he bragged about playing racquetball with Jim Sinegal. It didn’t take long before I grew tired of listening to him, but finally he sauntered off toward the front of the building. I spent the next two hours
I had just finished up in the area that I was working in, when I noticed Todd standing behind me, his hands in in pockets, staring at the pallet of pickles that I’d been stocking.  “That doesn’t go in this aisle” he said. I stared hard at him and bit my lip.  This guy was really pissing me off.  “What do you know about it?” I asked, “have you ever worked in a grocery store?  It seemed indisputable that my past work history with grocery stores would give me the last word in where to place an item. I didn’t stop to consider that Costco wasn’t a grocery store, and probably had different ideas about where the product should be displayed.  We argued a little more about it, and then I left the area to take a break.  At that point I didn’t care anymore where he placed the item, and I think he knew that.
When I got back to the hotel at the end of the day, I was dead tired, and looking forward to relaxing with some dinner and a maybe a drink or two. Overall, I felt like I had accomplished a lot on my first day.  I had worked hard, and despite the incident that morning with Todd, I had learned a lot, and even made some new friends. 
I stepped out of the elevator and fumbled in my pocket for my room key. As I pushed the door open, I immediately spotted my roommate for the next six weeks, sitting at the desk in the corner.  Hearing me come in, he swung around to greet me.  There was a conflict of emotion playing out on his face.  His expression went from a wide grin to confusion and at last a sneer.  Todd was not at all happy to see me. 
BAKERSFIELD, CALIFORNIA
In July 1985, shortly after the Reno location opened, I returned to my family who were still getting adjusted to our new life in Bakersfield. At first sight, I realized that the beautiful Seattle area, surrounded by mountains, green forest and sandy beaches, was going to be tough to leave behind. 
Bakersfield, south of the San Joaquin Valley, and to the west of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, is known not only for its major agriculture business, but more importantly, its massive oil production. As we explored the area, we were amazed to see dozens of working pumpjacks scattered over the oilfields to the north of town, drilling day and night. There was an undeniable stench in the air due to a blend of gases, from both the oil fields and the farming. The air in the valley could get thick with smog, and the quality at times could be unhealthy. It wasn’t a great first impression, but we would soon discover that there would be more to appreciate about Bakersfield then we originally believed.
The condo that we rented provided air conditioning, but better yet, it also offered a sizable pool in the middle of the fifteen-unit complex. To our surprise, we rarely met in other residents in the large, gated area, so we usually had it all to ourselves. I’d grown up with a pool in my backyard, but for my wife and our two children, this was a pleasant new experience. The climate in Idaho, or in the Seattle area of Washington for that matter, didn’t allow for much swimming outdoors most of the year. Now, in our new home in Bakersfield, the air around us felt red-hot and the sparkling pool area, complete with shaded tables, barbeques, and lounge chairs, instantly became a hit with my family.
 As was the case with most locations back in the day, the people we encountered either knew very little, or nothing at all about Costco. Some were familiar with The Price Club, but the majority just thought that we were another Smart and Final type store that was located nearby, and sold bulk goods, mostly food and sundry items.
Opening the location in Bakersfield as the Foods Manager would not only exciting, but also a great challenge, because this time around, the foods department was all mine. We were on the same lot with another retailer similar to a Home Depot, selling tools, hardware, and outdoor supplies. At the time, I’d never laid eyes on this type of retailer, and it was much larger than the typical hardware store that I was used to seeing.  
The120,000 square foot Bakersfield location was set to open in the Fall of 1985, along with the Fresno location that would open a couple of days before us. These two would be the first Costco locations in California, prior to the Price Costco merger in 1993. Wayne Osborn, a former Price Club employee, was our new warehouse manager, and we had a good crew of young floor mangers, which was pretty much the norm in those days. All of us got along well, and relied on each other to get the job done, except our immediate supervisor, and new merchandise manager, Joel.  	
Joel, came on board a few weeks after the rest of us and was new to Costco Wholesale, having most recently worked as a National Cash Register rep. He was a tall skinny, guy, with short red hair and freckles. Within a week nicknamed him Opie. Joel came across to us as condescending, and arrogant and was immediately disliked by most of the management staff, not that it seemed to concern him.  He managed from the position that it would be his way or the highway, even though he didn’t really have a sense of the Costco way of merchandising.
 Joel would give instructions to place a certain item on an endcap that we all knew had no business being there. At first glance, it was obvious to the other merchants that this item wouldn’t accurately reflect where it should be placed. For example, he might direct us to set a pallet of cereal right off an aisle designated for pastas and sauces. Because he’d had no prior experience with Costco, we tried at first to explain to him that this wasn’t the way we’d been trained to merchandise the warehouse. Instead of taking our advice, he’d just say that it was his decision, and the product in question was going to go where he wanted it to go, period. 
Whenever Joel walked the floor of our respective departments, he again, refused to listen to any feedback that we might have in response to his demands. No matter the situation, he would insist that it be done his way. As the days went by, working with him began to cause a lot of tension for both the staff and the hourly employees, and created a stressful environment in the workplace. The floor managers were becoming discouraged, because Joel’s directives would contradict their own, even as they were attempting to train their new employees, 
During this point in time, I already had more experience with Costco than most of the new floor managers, so it wasn’t long before I was designated to be the one to speak to Craig Jelinek about Joel. Craig was acting as the California manager and was currently working out of the Fresno location.  One day I called him and scheduled a meeting to discuss the situation. When I arrived at the Fresno warehouse, I found Craig sitting at his desk in his office. After I sat down across from him, I told him that I there were some concerns that I had about our new merchandise manager in Bakersfield, and that I was speaking on the behalf of the floor merchants. 
I started to describe to Craig some of the problems that we were all having with Joel, and I didn’t get very far into it before he interrupted me. He began to tell me that after I left the Reno warehouse, he had been made aware of some concerns about my approach with some of the other managers there. Evidently there had been some talk about my attitude during the preopening. 
“You really need to lay low Pete”, he said, “just keep your mouth shut, and work hard.” I never finished my conversation with Craig about Joel. It hadn’t occurred to me that my own behavior not only with my roommate Todd, but also with the warehouse manager Phil, could catch up with me later.  I began to feel a little less worried about the issue with Joel, and more about my own career.  On the short drive back to Bakersfield, I thought about Debbie and the kids at home. I worried that I might have put a dent in my own chances at advancement. Shaken by the talk with Craig, I decided I would try to do exactly what he had asked of me, keep my head down, my mouth shut, and do my job.  
When I got back, the other floor managers weren’t at all happy that nothing had come out of the meeting.  The situation continued to stay about the same until a few weeks later when Donna, the Center Manager, decided to take things into her own hands and call Jim Sinegal. I don’t exactly what was said, but within a few weeks after she made the call, Jim, Dick and the rest of his entourage walked into our warehouse. 
Jim went directly to the Center department to speak to Donna, and after that some of us watching spotted him speaking to Larry, the manager of the Hardlines department. Once he was finished, and Larry walked away, we could see him motion to Dick, who was standing nearby. Witnessing this interesting and obviously heated discussion from farther away, we couldn’t hear what was being said. What we could be sure of though, was that Jim was clearly upset.  His face reddened, and his hands were flailing in all directions. Even after only being employed with Costco for a short time, I already felt I had a good idea of the type of man Jim was. I stood there watching and imagined that he probably didn’t like hearing that Joel had been treating so many of us in the warehouse with such disrespect.  
I don’t remember seeing Joel again after Jim’s visit, but within a day or two, we were told that the merchandise manager had been transferred up to the Canadian Division. Good riddance.  Opie had moved on.
 After a year in Bakersfield, the Santa Rosa location was posted for job openings. Since the new warehouse manager, Marco, was my current assistant manager in Bakersfield, we had already known the posting was coming soon. Marco and I got along well and had been having discussions about me transferring to Santa Rosa with him.
SANTA ROSA, CALIFORNIA
We moved to Santa Rosa in the summer of 1986. What a cool town in northern California! It’s only about an hour drive to San Francisco, forty minutes to Bodega Bay, and smack dab in the middle of wine country.  The city itself is essentially in the middle of the redwood trees right near the Russian River and it is breathtakingly beautiful. Debbie and I were expecting our third child at this time, so since her doctor had placed her on bedrest, we decided that she should fly ahead of me and the kids. We would take the five-hour drive north and meet up with her at the hotel. 
Soon after we arrived, we realized that it would be more difficult than we expected to find a place to live.  We didn’t know the area, and despite my new salary, we found the price of housing to be much higher than we imagined. It would be three or four weeks of house hunting before we finally found a small two-bedroom duplex to move into. It was stressful spending so much time living out of a hotel room, but for our children, Petey, age five, and Katie, four, the hotel was a lot of fun, with a big pool and play areas to explore.  
Costco has consistently provided well for my me and my family, as I have transferred from one warehouse to another over the years. They’ve paid for travel expenses, meals, and at most locations, even arranged for a moving company to pack and transport our belongings. In one location the company even purchased our house, so that we could avoid the hassle of selling after we moved away. Our lodging was always in high quality hotels, and we were allowed to stay as long as was needed until we found a new home in the area. 
When we opened the Santa Rosa warehouse in November of 1986, we opened without an assistant manager for reasons that were never explained to me. Craig Jelinek was the California Manager who oversaw our location, and along with my transfer, I was also now the new, staff level Merchandise Manager. I had worked with Marco, the new Santa Rosa General Manager, while we were both at the Bakersfield warehouse.  At the time, I had more experience than the other managers that would soon be joining us.  Because of this, I was the second manager on site during the construction of the warehouse, and I naturally assumed the role of his assistant. 
  Marco and I had become good friends, and it was just the two of us, working side by side for about four weeks before anyone else came on board. We spent a lot of our time conducting interviews of prospective employees from the on-site trailer. Often, when applicants pulled up into the lot, they would catch our eye from the front window. Sometimes, just by watching as they walked from their car and climbed the stairs of the trailer, we already knew that they would be part of our team. Or instantly that they wouldn’t.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 Overall, the pre-opening of the warehouse went smoothly. The week of the grand opening had arrived, and my wife Debbie, was expecting our third child, Maggie, at any time. Her due date was November 12th, and the warehouse was set to open the day before. The last few months of her pregnancy were difficult, and she was placed on bed rest, even though she still had our two young children, Petey and Katie to care for. I did my best to try and help her, while working to get the warehouse ready for the grand opening. I came home during my shift as often as I could during that last month before Maggie was born.  I raced over on my lunch break, to check on her, and helped with the kids in the evening when I got home. Being relatively new to the area, and with no family nearby, there wasn’t anyone available to help out.  This was a very challenging time for both of us.  
Debbie went into labor on Friday, the 7th, just four days before the grand opening. After arranging for our friend Renee, the Membership Manager, to stay with the children, we took off to the hospital. When we arrived, we were told that nurses at the hospital were on strike, so the staffing was very minimal. The maternity ward was almost empty and seemed very quiet. Dr Renfree, Debbie’s obstetrician, came in several times to check on her progress, until it was finally time to wheel her into the large birthing room. 
I had never met Debbie’s doctor before, and he was very personable. He was a tall, older man and easy to talk to. As Debbie continued the process of her labor, somehow the topic of the Costco grand opening came up. He was really interested, and we chatted about how things were going so far.
  “When does it open to the public?” He asked. Debbie began taking small breaths as she began another contraction. “Next Tuesday,” I replied. I reached over and held my wife’s hand. She was on a small stretcher in the middle of a very large room.  The sound of our voices echoed as we spoke. “I can’t wait for the building to open so that I can start shopping” Dr Renfree said. I told him about the pre-opening party that Costco puts on the night before the big day.
  “Hey, would you like to come?” I asked.  This made him even more excited, and he told me that he would love to be there.  The conversation quickly turned to all things Costco, and we were deep into it, when suddenly my wife spoke up.  “Do you mind?” she hissed, “I’m trying to have a baby here!” Within the hour, our new daughter Maggie was born.
The next day, I was able to take off work to stay home with the kids, while Debbie and the baby were still in the hospital. The warehouse was set to open in just three days. The next morning, Debbie was being discharged, so I got Petey and Katie in the car, and set off to pick her up and bring her home.  I didn’t want to tell her that I wouldn’t be able to stay there with her.  Earlier, I called Craig, the California Manager, and asked him if I could take a half day since we didn’t know anyone other than my co-workers at Costco, and there wouldn’t be anyone to help. 
“That can’t happen Pete.” he said, almost in astonishment that I should ask. “We have a warehouse to open.” I was disappointed. I understood his position, but at the same time, I felt pulled in two directions. How could I leave Debbie all alone with the kids and a newborn baby? At the same time, the pressure we all felt with only two days until the grand opening was real.  I knew I had to be there, so after getting my wife settled in at home, I got back in the car and drove to work.
   In the afternoon of the pre-opening party, we were busy doing all the last-minute preparations before Jim and his entourage were due to arrive. It was procedure to have one last walk around the building, as soon as the higher ups walked in. This gave them the opportunity to make sure that everything was clean, neat, straight, and merchandised properly. It was done early enough before the party started, to enable any necessary last-minute changes. In addition, lots of people from the home office would be attending the party too. There would be corporate buyers, and staff from the marketing department, along with numerous city officials, and other VIP guests. 
The pre-opening parties are gala events. An array of specialty foods was laid out onto covered banquet tables, along with a variety of sodas, beer and wine. People mingled with each other and wandered down the aisles to preview what would be sold the next day.  Though it was more common to see a local news team on site for the grand opening of a Costco warehouse, they would often be filming a pre-opening party as well. As Costco Wholesale continued to grow, the company became more recognizable. Many people were eager to learn more about the giant new warehouse in their community, and curious about what it had to offer. 
I was up front near the Membership desk when I noticed Debbie’s obstetrician, Dr. Renfree. I immediately went over to him and said hello. He introduced me to his wife, and they both looked around in amazement. Thanking him for coming, I asked him what he thought of the place. We made small talk for a few minutes, and then I pointed them both toward the banquet tables. Just as they began to walk away, my wife and kids came in the door. She was holding four-day old baby Maggie at her side in a carrier, while the other two skipped and jumped ahead of her. 
“Daddy!” Katie yelled, when she spotted me.  Both her and Petey ran to me, pulling at my hands and hugging my legs.  I was surprised to see them. I hadn’t expected that Debbie would feel like driving across town with the kids and a newborn in tow. Evidently Dr. Renfree was surprised too, because he took a long look at her and said in a loud voice, “What in the world are you doing here?” I wondered the same thing. Debbie looked at me and smiled.  Suddenly, it hit me. Today was November 10th, our seven-year wedding anniversary.

  We had a great crew, and we were hungry to prove what we could do. Santa Rosa opened with outstanding sales that never fell off after opening. In the spring of 1987, we got a new district manager named Joe Portera. I knew who Joe was by then but had never met him. When I finally did, I got the impression that he was going to be great to work with.  He seemed like a genuinely nice guy, easy going, and someone who enjoyed telling a joke or two.
From the very first walk that I had with Joe, I quickly figured out that he wanted clean, crisp, well-stocked warehouses.  Even though we were always specifically told by Jim, or Dick, that there would be no facing up of a product on the pallets, Joe would say, “Do it.”  On one occasion shortly after Joe took over the Northern California region, all three of them came in to walk with me and my crew. As Dick walked slowly down the cereal aisle, he began to push over each box on the top layer one by one, all the while saying, “We. Don’t. Do. This.” Meanwhile, Joe shot us a big grin and winked, completely confident that we would be willing to be his partner in crime.
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 	
FIRING THE SAMOAN
We were fortunate to be able to hire some employees of Samoan decent. Eddie T, Lafo and Tusi, among others, were some of the best employees I have ever hired. They were friendly and easy going, and their work ethic was second to none. Eddie was a very big man, and we were all in awe of his strength, and the amount of work that he could do in one day. The guy could hump more freight than anyone I ever worked with. He and I became particularly close during my time in Santa Rosa, and I considered him one of my best friends.  
They all belonged to a large group of Samoans who lived in Santa Rosa, and they attended a lot of gatherings with each other. Barbeques, birthday parties and pig roasts were held frequently, and the food was fantastic, and plentiful. They often invited me and my family to attend, and though I only attended occasionally, they sometimes brought leftover food to our door.  My wife and I might be at home just settling in for the night when we would hear a knock at the door.  Standing there would be whichever one was designated to deliver, with both arms wrapped around large platters of pork, rice, fish, and tropical fruits. Many of the Samoans spoke broken English.
  	“For you” one might say to us, before turning to leave immediately when the food was handed over.  On other occasions, we would answer the door to find food left on the step and a car speeding away. 
As time went on, I hired other friends or family of Eddie and Lafo, and just like I knew they would be, they were great employees. But there was one exception. This new employee was quiet, polite, and a giant in our eyes.  Even Eddie stood in this guy’s shadow. He stood a few inches over six feet and carried at least two hundred and fifty pounds of what appeared to be all muscle. Our new cooler stocker appeared grateful to have been hired on with Costco, and he worked hard and diligently, doing the job of two men most days. 
About two months later, in the early morning before we opened, someone found an empty orange juice container in the cooler. When it was first reported to me, I didn’t think too much of it, until another empty carton was discovered the next day, and as a few days went by, more juice containers continued to be found. It wasn’t long before those of us who were aware of the situation, agreed that it had to be an employee who was knocking back the juice early in the mornings. 
I asked the loss prevention guy to keep an eye on the cooler for anything suspicious. After a few more days, he approached me and told me that he’d been seeing the big Samoan that I had recently hired, drinking the juice, and tossing the carton into the cooler. I was sorry that it was him because he was such a badass employee and worked so hard. But it was theft, and Marco and I soon concluded that he would have to go.  
About this time, I left for a week or so, to take a trip with my family to San Diego. I assumed that the cooler stocker would be terminated immediately while I was away since that’s standard protocol. Much to my surprise, on the very first day that I returned, lo and behold, the guy was still there, stocking the cooler. I couldn’t believe it—it had clearly been internal theft, case closed. Why was the stocker still here?
 It was early in the morning and Marco hadn’t arrived yet. I started asking around about this. Some of my fellow managers just shrugged or shook their heads, claiming that they had no idea why he was still in the warehouse.  It wasn’t much later though, when I approached another manager about the situation, and with some hesitation, he came clean. Nobody wanted to be the one to fire the Samoan, he told me. He was big and intimidating, and they weren’t sure how he might react to the news. The question of which person would be the one to terminate him was left unanswered, and it seems that the unspoken decision was to wait for me to come back from vacation to do it. They were all just too fucking scared to fire the guy. Most everyone believed that since I was the one that hired him, I should also be the one to fire him. OK, no problem, when an employee must be terminated, I speak truthfully, show kindness, and treat them with respect. 
Sitting in the office the next morning, the stocker and I discussed the reason for letting him go, and he accepted it without incident. He honestly didn’t seem to understand why what he did could be such a serious offense. Why shouldn’t he have a little juice in the mornings before the warehouse opened? After all, there was lots of it, and he was working hard in the cooler. True to his nature though, before he left the building, he apologized for his actions, shook my hand, and thanked me for hiring him. 

 Costco opened at noon on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for all members, but on Tuesdays and Thursdays, business owners were allowed to come in at 10:00 a.m., two hours earlier than the Gold card members. One Thursday morning, as we were rushing to get open, I hopped on a forklift to pull a pallet of liquid shorting out of the top of the steel in the baking aisle. While I was lowering the forks and turning the lift at the same time, the pallet suddenly shifted and fell about fifteen feet to the floor. The sixty, heavy plastic five-gallon containers broke open and spread oil two inches thick, throughout several aisles. My heart dropped. Oh my God. 
Laurie, the Center manager was nearby, so I asked her to run up front and make the Membership manager Renee, aware of what had just happened. In about twenty minutes, the door would be rolled up and the members would begin to arrive. Paula, the Front-end supervisor, sent anyone that wasn’t needed up front back to me to help clean up.  I grabbed Lafo, one of our Center stockers, and a couple of other guys and instructed them to place cones at the ends of the aisles in question. I told them to stand watch and keep the incoming members away from the area. Chad, my Foods manager, was supervising his guys as they put away a freezer load.  I shouted to him to round up everyone that he could find in the back to come and help.  
Within a few minutes, callers, cashiers, and stockers, were swarming the area. They brought mops, and brooms, shovels, and ice scrapers; anything they could find to use to remove the slick oil from the concrete floor. The thick, chunky pieces were picked up by hand, and hurriedly tossed into cardboard boxes. Finally, ten minutes or so after the warehouse opened for the day, the aisles were clean again, and they looked as if it had never happened.  I thanked everyone for their help, and then it was business as usual, that is until I remembered that I would have to tell Marco.

 Back in the early days of Costco there was no clear direction to lower level and staff level managers on what the policy was when it came to having to confiscate a member’s card due to language, bigotry, or harassment. Basically, we were all supposed to take our concerns to the warehouse manager. I never really had any big issues with members until I was promoted to Merchandise manager in Santa Rosa. In Marco’s warehouse, we had opened without an official assistant manager, so the senior most staff level manager was me since none of the managers had any senior managerial experience. 
  At some point in that first year, I was called over to the hardlines side of the warehouse to deal with an irate member. Marco had already gone home for the day. I can’t recall what caused the member to be so upset, but I definitely remember that he was screaming, cursing, and calling my employees derogatory names. Even though I tried to calm him down, which I was usually   good at doing, it wasn’t working, and the situation was escalating. I finally decided I needed to take his membership card and get him out of the warehouse. 
 As the man ranted on, I waited, and then asked in an exasperated manner if he was even a member. “Of course, I am, he said”. I asked him to prove it. “Nobody seems to have actually seen your membership card.” I told him. Now he’s shaking and fumbling, trying to get his membership card out of his wallet, as he continues with threats against all of us. Then he proudly shoved his membership card in front of my face and said, "see here’s my card!” 
 I reached out and snatched the card out of his hand and said, “Well it’s mine now.” The man just stood there staring at me, obviously stunned.  I told him that he would need to contact the warehouse manager, to request that he be given his membership card back, and in the meantime, he should leave at once. Somewhat deflated, the man left without any more incident, and later after issuing an apology, his card was returned. 
The Great Foot Race
At Costco, the two largest departments in terms of the number of employees are merchandising and the frontend. Typically, the frontend has more employees mainly due to the fact that they have more part time employees although with higher the sales volume the frontend grows exponentially compared to the merchandising. Needless to say, there has always been a friendly rivalry between the two departments. 
In Santa Rosa, I was always chiding the frontend manager Peter, about how his department needed to hustle more and be more efficient. I used to tease him that his employees were not as fast and efficient as they could or should be because Peter was an old man (he was probably four to five years older than me). I would constantly talk shit to him about him being not just a step behind me but more like a mile behind me and that his employees were following in his footsteps. It was good banter, and the employees of both departments loved to hear it. 
One day, after yet again, me telling Peter that he and his department were as slow as molasses, he shot back at me saying that maybe we should settle it out back with a foot race. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How could he even think he could beat me in a race? I mean not only was I much younger than him but, how could he possibly think he could beat speedy Petey?  I was giddy just thinking about beating him in front of all our employees. We set a time and date which was like a week away, and then the shit talking really heated up by both of us. I put up a picture in the break room of a tortoise and a hare racing (with my name under the hare and Peter’s under the tortoise) that showed the hare handily beating the tortoise. I would ask the employees on the frontend if they would be calling out sick the next day after I beat their manager. I was a nonstop shit talking machine. Now to Peter’s credit, he kept his talking to a minimum, basically just saying that we would settle who’s faster at the race. 
The race was going to be held at 3 PM on Friday out back behind receiving. We were going to free up as many of our employees as was possible, so they could watch the race—after all, we still had a business to run. Quite a few of the merchandising employees, who worked mornings and were already off for the day, showed up to watch the race. I was pumped up and ready to win. After some build up and shit talking by both Peter and I (he really brought his A game that day), we were lined up at the start line and Roland the receiving manager was ready to start the countdown. We were running a distance of about a hundred yards. I remember he started saying ten, nine, eight and the rest was a blur as I was in a zone. When I heard one, go, I shot out like a rocket, and I pretty much knew that Peter didn’t have a chance in hell. Well, son of a bitch, Peter came out faster than me, WHAT? All I could see was the back of his shirt as he sped past me and won. How in the hell did he do that? That pretty much shut me up for a few days. As much as I didn’t like losing it was a great morale booster, and it definitely gave the frontend some bragging rights. In fact, I believe that the frontend actually increased their efficiency after that day!

At the time, the Santa Rosa location only had pure bulk walls, meaning that while the steel in the aisles was fifteen feet high, the outside walls didn’t have any steel at all to contain the product. Because of this, we had to carefully choose a product to stack that squared up well, was heavy, and wouldn’t collapse. Some examples of what we stacked are: soda, beer, some detergents, motor oil, canned foods, some juices, some dog foods, toilet paper and paper towels. The paper was light, and the dog food didn’t stack well, so both were often used back then, to top off the other items. Typically, we would stack it three pallets high, unless it was too heavy, which is when the paper came into play. Not only were the bulk walls three pallets high, but also three to four deep. They were massive, and it was always a challenge managing them.
  Because working the outer walls in those early years was no easy task, a good forklift driver was worth his weight in gold. Not only are forklift drivers expected to drop product for the stockers, but they also need to run pallets of merchandise from the receiving dock to the sales floor. Then they are required to set those pallets up in the steel, while arranging the placement of all products to maximize efficiency.  
There were occasions when product fell over, which usually occurred when something heavy was stacked on top of a pallet of unstable merchandise. All too often, those mistakes were made because the managers and drivers were in too much of a hurry to get shit done. 
  The Santa Rosa location was busy and full of activity. We were constantly hiring, and as was the case with most Costco’s, we always needed more help. There were numerous times that I would go into the warehouse early, around 2:00 a.m. instead of the four or five o clock start time. Coming into the warehouse this early and alone was not company policy but tolerated and approved by my warehouse manager. He trusted me, and the benefits were enormous. Whether on my own, or with another floor manager, arriving early gave me the extra time needed to address any concerns I might have with the bulk wall. It also provided the opportunity to drop merchandise for all the stockers. When the forklift drivers came in, they could immediately begin reworking the outer walls, and running product off the receiving dock. 
As Costco grew, we erected the same 15-foot steel that was already being used throughout the warehouse, onto the outer walls. This allowed us to add another aisle or two of steel in the back, and another bay of steel (one nine-foot section) at the end of each aisle, to add length.
One Sunday, about a year after we opened, we received an unplanned visit from the EVP, Dick Dicerchio. Marco had the day off, and so naturally, I was the one running the building. Weekends are the busiest days of the week for Costco, and this day was no different. We were deep in the weeds. There weren’t enough registers open, so consequently, there were long lines of members waiting at the cash registers. There were carts scattered throughout the parking lot, equally long lines at membership, and we didn’t have enough supervisory staff. I knew right away that Dick was not happy. Although he kept his cool and didn’t yell at us, on his way out of the warehouse he made it clear that we needed more help.
  At the next Monday Managers meet the GM announced that we would be adding an assistant manager position to our location. I noticed that most of my fellow managers in the meeting smiled or winked at me, giving me that look of assurance that the position would be mine. It’s already been said that even though I was the Merchandise Manager, I had assumed the job of Assistant GM since the warehouse opened. Marco told me that it would be a few weeks before a decision would be made. He didn’t tip his hand as to whether or not I was the front runner for the position. 
  About two weeks later, after finishing a fourteen-hour shift, I walked out of the office and around the corner and almost ran smack into Joel, the former merchandise manager from Bakersfield. I couldn’t believe it. Joel, who had previously been banished to Canada was greeting me and telling me that he was really looking forward to working with me again—as my Assistant Manager. Could this be true? After excusing myself, I marched directly into Marco’s office and slammed the door behind me. I could barely keep my composure as I asked him how in the hell and why in the hell, I didn’t get the position. I’d been successfully doing the job since day one with him. Why, out of all the people they could have hired, why Joel. Marco was completely aware of the history that Joel and I had, as well as with others that had transferred up from Bakersfield.  
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked him in disbelief. He said ultimately that the decision was out of his hands and apologized for not telling me himself.
 “It’s just the way it’s going to be Pete” he said. He tried to speak to me some more about it, but I told him to just shut the fuck up and let me gain my composure so I could get out of there and go home. 
My first career setback and boy did it hurt. So, I left the building, and walked across the parking lot to my car. With the engine idling, I sat there in shock, and wondered what I should do next. I didn’t know Joe very well, but I knew he oversaw the Canadian division, prior to Northern California. I was certain that he’d been the one to make the decision about transferring Joel to Santa Rosa.
 I decided to call Dick, who had assured me many times in the past, that Costco had an open door. “Don’t hesitate to call me anytime” he had told me. So that’s what I did, and I explained the concerns that I was having with the decision to promote Joel. Additionally, I said that there were a few other managers that had transferred from Bakersfield that were also pretty upset. Dick was as usual, very calming, and reminded me that he had mentioned in a recent walk that we needed more help, including an Assistant GM. 
 “Take it easy Pete” he said, “things will get better”.  Before I hung up the phone, he told me that I would be hearing from Joe before long.
I really hadn’t thought much about the possible consequences that might arise from making that call to Dick.  It wasn’t too long though, before I was made aware that the Senior VP Franz, and District Manager Joe Portera, were not happy that I went over their heads. I didn’t really give a shit what they thought at the time.  I refused to believe that there had been anything close to fair about their decision not to promote me. 
  A few days later I got a call from Joe, who said that he would be in Santa Rosa soon, and wanted to take me to lunch. Just like he said he would, Joe walked into the office the following week. Although I was nervous, and still angry, he was pleasant, and greeted me with a smile. 
“How are you doing today, Pete?” he said. “Are you ready to go?”  Even as we walked out of the warehouse and got into his car, I understood that despite his friendly attitude, the situation was serious.
 Almost as soon as we were seated at the restaurant, he told me that he and Franz weren’t pleased that I went over their heads. “You should have called me with your concerns Pete” he said.  He continued to tell me how lucky I was to have started as a part-time caller in Seattle in 1984.  “Look at how far you come in less than three years” he said. I just stared at him, too angry to speak. Before I could reply, he leaned closer across the table, and said, “Maybe you might want to consider if Costco is the right career choice for you.” 
I was floored. I took a deep breath, and then in a louder voice than I intended, I said, "No Joe, I didn’t start as a caller in Seattle, I was a salaried Foods Manager trainee in Tukwila.” I went on to inform him that I’d been transferred to Bakersfield as a Foods Manager, then as a Center Manager, before my promotion to Merchandise Manager. If he was surprised by any of this, he didn’t show it. 
 “I’ve been doing double duty as the Assistant GM in this building since it opened Joe,” I said. He clearly didn’t know my background, and I wasn’t completely sure at this point if it even mattered. Still trying to make my case, I told him that when I started working for Costco, I’d already had ten years of retail experience behind me, the last two as a manager.  
Joe picked up his menu and glanced at it. He didn’t say anything to me, and for a long moment we sat in silence.  I took a sip of water from my glass and waited. Finally, he looked thoughtfully at me and said, “Well if that’s the case then we’ll give you the next Assistant Manager position that opens.” I should have been happy to hear this, but unfortunately, in my mind the offer was a day late and a dollar short. I was still too outraged about being passed over, to show Joe any gratitude on this day. After we finished lunch, I thanked him, and we left the restaurant. 
That was the first time I made the mistake of calling over Joe’s head, but it wouldn’t be the last.  And though I couldn’t have known at the time, it would be years before I would be promoted to the Assistant General Manager position.

RETURNING TO BOISE, IDAHO
When it was announced that the Boise location was to open in November of 1988, it was not projected to be a large volume location. Any current managers who put in a transfer request, were advised that doing so might stagnate their upward growth in terms of promotions. I thought hard about this. There was a real possibility that I could languish in my current position for a long time. But considering what had just taken place in Santa Rosa, I felt that it was more important to just get far away from Joel. My transfer request was approved by Joe Portera, and it would be a lateral move to Boise as the new Receiving Manager.   
By the time Costco opened there in 1988, my prior employer, Buttrey Foods had closed all the company’s stores in Idaho. Most of my friends at Buttrey’s had gone on to work for the local Fred Meyers, or Albertsons. I was beyond proud of the fact that I was “coming home” with Costco. I was in a management position at a great company that many people still didn’t know anything about. It wouldn’t take long though, before everyone in Boise would know about Costco, and what it had to offer. Just as in any of the locations in those days, Costco would become a sort of status symbol for anyone who could find a way to qualify for membership.
 For all those people that thought I was nuts to move to Seattle, and to go to work for some unknown company in the first place, this was my sweet answer.  I was confident that I had a lifelong career with Costco, even though I worried that it could be a long road to promotion, if I opted to stay in Boise. For now, it was worth it to bring my family back to a safe familiar place.  Our return to my wife’s hometown, and where two of our children had been born, was easy to do.  We still had family in the area and knew the city well, and with our fourth child on the way, it seemed like the best place to be. 
  When I arrived on that first day at the warehouse, it became apparent right away that the relationship between me and my new General Manager Craig, had changed. The only other time that I’d met him was during our interview at the Richmond, California regional offices. We’d got along well, even had a common friend, and both of us had lived in the Boise area prior to working for Costco. Now that I was in Boise, Craig seemed cold and indifferent towards me. The only reason that I could find for his behavior, was that maybe Joe had warned him that I might have been a problem employee in the past. 
The Boise location started out slower than anyone expected. Over the course of the first six months, we were open, as the Receiving Manager, I transferred out more merchandise than we sold. It wasn’t how we were expected to start out, although it didn’t take long after that before we began to do some respectable sales.  
Because of time spent together at work, most Costco employees usually became close, and typically socialized together outside of work. It soon became clear to my wife and I, that we weren’t going to be invited to many of these get togethers. At least not any that my fellow managers and some of the hourly employees were going to. There was a clique of people that were “in” with Craig, the warehouse manager, and we were not one of them. At the time it wasn’t a big deal to me because I had friends outside of Costco, including two childhood friends Mark and Bob, who had recently moved to Boise from San Diego.  
Debbie was a few months into her pregnancy with our fourth child, who was due in March 1989. She was working part-time for Costco in the Membership department, and the pre-opening marketing was in full swing. Led by our marketing representatives, Liane and Sherry, the team’s job was to familiarize the area businesses with Costco Wholesale, and then sign them up for membership. This meant that she’d need to be at the warehouse early in the mornings and required to do a lot of walking around the community.
 As she got further along in her pregnancy, it became even more difficult for her to get Maggie to daycare, and Petey and Katie to school. Her doctor advised her to try to get some help around the house. I spoke to my warehouse manager, Craig, and told him about my wife’s situation. Since my workday typically started at 5:00 a.m. or earlier, I asked him if I could take my lunchbreak around eight or nine on some mornings, so that I could go home to help Debbie. He assured me that it wouldn’t be a problem.
  In late January, I began driving home two or three times a week to get my kids ready to leave the house for the day.  Even though I only had an hour, I continued to come home to help in the mornings, until my son Sam was born on March 17, St. Patrick’s Day.  
 At the time, I was relieved that Craig had been agreeable and flexible with my schedule, so that I could be there for my wife when she needed me. It was a kindness from him that I appreciated, and I respected him more because of it.
 Maybe he’s starting to see that I’m not the problem employee that he thought I was, I told myself. I felt motivated to prove to Craig that his decision to transfer me to Boise was the right one. I was a good manager and I worked hard every day.  I felt as if I might be finally getting on the right track with Craig, and that things would change for the better between us.  But four or five months later, I realized that this idea just wasn’t going to be the case.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
The Gorilla Walk
In March of 1989, and within days of the birth of our son, I was scheduled to have a vasectomy. I booked it for a Friday morning, and I also took the following Monday off per the recommendation of my doctor. His name was Doctor Hecker. I was advised that it would be a simple outpatient surgery, with a relatively quick recovery. 
  Within an hour, I left the office and returned home with some pain medication in hand. Saturday came and went, and then on Sunday, I began to worry that one of my testicles was getting larger. I had no idea if this was normal, so I just stayed on the couch with an ice pack and continued to take my meds. By Monday, my left testicle had rapidly swelled, and it was now the size of a baseball. I called the doctor’s office at eight in the morning, and they asked me to come in later that day.
The size seemed gigantic now, and it was painful to move, so I used my right hand to cradle my junk, whenever I had to stagger into another room. 
“It’s just a bit puffy” Dr. Hecker said, as he examined me. “I don’t think we have anything to be concerned about here.” He gave me some sort of shot, and some more pain pills and sent me on my way.  
The next day I was scheduled to go back to work. When I woke up that morning, my left testicle had expanded even more, and it really hurt. I’m not the type to call out, so I dragged myself to the shower and got dressed. I figured that I could just sit in a chair in the Receiving department all day anyway. 
The problem was that I still had to clutch at my crotch whenever I needed to walk, whether it was from my car and into the warehouse, or up front to the office. My predicament was noticed immediately, and it seemed like everyone I passed either snickered behind their hands, or just openly roared with laughter. Who could blame them?  I was a sight, leaning slightly to the right, with one hand on my groin, and my left arm swinging wildly with every step I took.
  “Hey Pete!” Stuart, a forklift driver shouted, his voice echoing in the aisles. “What’s up with the gorilla walk?” 
  Things didn’t get much better over the next couple of days. I was still lurching and swaying through the warehouse, my right hand protectively resting between my legs. “Pete’s gorilla walk” became an instant hit with all my coworkers, and the tag stuck. Unfortunately, it painted a pretty accurate picture of the way that I was forced to get around, and there wasn’t a damn thing that I could do about it.
 A few days later, the pain had become excruciating, and my testicle once the size of a baseball, had swollen to softball size now. I called Dr. Hecker to let him know that things had gotten worse since my last appointment with him. He still seemed indifferent to my situation and didn’t think that there was a need for another appointment.  “You just need to wait it out”, he said over the phone, “the swelling will subside in time, you’ll see.” 
The next morning, I called out from work. I hated to do that, but I just couldn’t it take any more. I decided to see another urologist to get a second opinion and I was fortunate to get an appointment that same day.  
 It only took a moment for the new doctor to see what was wrong with me. “You have a significant infection, he said, “it’s no wonder you’ve been experiencing so much pain.” I told him that in the last week or so, Dr. Hecker had failed to offer further help, and that he seemed unconcerned with my worsening condition.
 “I don’t know how he got his medical degree, but I should sue him.” I grumbled. The doctor shook his head at this but didn’t say anything.  Still sitting on the stool near the exam table, he rolled over to the counter nearby. He spent a few minutes doing some writing in my chart, and then returned to me.
“This ought to do help with the pain,” he said.  He leaned over and gave me a shot. “But we’re going to need to get you into outpatient surgery to get this right again.”  Again?  I was feeling really pissed at Dr. Hecker, and at the thought of what his incompetence had put me through.  A few days later, I was back on the couch with an ice pack, but soon after, I began to feel better. I canceled my upcoming appointment with Dr. Hecker and went back to work. I was done with this guy.
One day in early June, my wife and I invited some friends over for a BBQ. At some point, the topic of my botched vasectomy came up.  One of our guests was particularly interested in my story since she worked in a hospital in Boise. “What’s the doctors name?” she asked. When I told her it was Doctor Hecker, she gasped and laughed at the same time.
 “Oh, I know about him!” she giggled. “Do you know what they call him?” I said that I didn’t. “He’s called Dr. Hecker, the pecker wrecker!” She laughed again. That made sense to me.  How could I have ever been so lucky.

Don’t Swear at Me
One day in the spring of 1989, we received a split load of produce. The Spokane Costco warehouse had taken the first delivery, and our building was to receive the second, with Salt Lake City slated to accept the last of the load. 
When the truck arrived, we rolled up the door on the loading dock, and looked at a few boxes of produce.  The product looked old, and somewhat wilted. By coincidence, I had just attended a produce seminar in the San Francisco Bay Area the week before. In that seminar which was presented by the buyers, and Ben, the vice president overseeing produce, they talked at great length about ensuring that we only accept "top quality product" and to refuse anything that didn’t meet Costco standards. 
  Taking my recent training and direction into account, in addition to my years of grocery experience, I determined that I wouldn’t accept the load. The delivery came early in the morning, so there wasn’t any opportunity to speak to the buyers at our regional offices in Richmond, to discuss what options we might have. I refused our part of the load, and the truck went on to Salt Lake City. 
  Once the buying offices opened and word spread that I had refused the load, it got to the vice president over produce who was based out of Seattle. Later that morning I received a call from Ben, the vice president over produce. The conversation started off well with Ben asking
 why I would refuse a split load when in fact both the Spokane and Salt Lake City locations received the product with no concerns. Then his attitude about the situation changed. 
 “What’s the fucking problem?” he asked me.  
Who the hell does this guy think he is?  I thought.  He can’t swear at me like that. But Ben was on a tirade, and since I couldn’t get a word in, all I could do was wait, as he continued screaming and cursing. The more I heard, the more pissed I got.
  “Excuse the fuck out of me!” I shouted into the phone when there was a break in the conversation.  I was just following the directions that he had given no more than a week earlier. He kind of stumbled and stuttered at this for a moment, then continued with his rant, so I let him have it.
 “Listen man,” I said, “You don’t need to speak to me like this. I was just doing my fucking job.”  Shouting and swearing at a Vice President of the company isn’t something that I typically do. But if Ben was going to talk to me this way, I was going to give it right back. 
 “Fuck off” I said and hung up.
 About a half hour later, my GM Craig, came back to the receiving dock and said, “Did you really just cuss out the VP?"  I admitted that I did, but only after he started swearing at me first.  Craig laughed.  I never heard another word about it after that.

In late summer of 1989, Craig called me into his office to give me a copy of my annual review. “Here you go Pete”, he said, as he pushed the paperwork across his desk to me. To say it was a horrible evaluation would be an understatement. Craig had marked off a laundry list of areas in which he believed I needed improvement. As I read through it, one alarming line loomed up from the page.
 “Pete would always go home at 8 or 9:00 a.m. to shower and clean up after drinking the night before.”
 Lie. I clenched my teeth and stared at him. I couldn’t believe what I was reading.  It was bad enough that he’d only marked a couple of section in my performance review as satisfactory. Worse, though, my General Manager had attacked my character and work ethic over a request that he’d approved himself months ago. This dishonest bullshit claimed that in the previous winter, I’d taken early lunch breaks for reasons other than to help my wife.  Unbelievable. Craig knew the true reason that I went home. He hadn’t given me any signs that he had regrets about his decision to approve my request. Why did he write this in my review?
“This entire review is nothing but bullshit!” I said loudly. Craig looked back at me over his desk. I reached for the papers in front of me and stood up.  “I’m going to call Joe about this,” I said. 
Craig just shrugged his shoulders and said, “Do what you have to do, Pete.”   He appeared completely unconcerned about my distress.  I refused to sign the review and walked out of the office.
I walked back to the Receiving department and sat down at my desk to call the Regional VP, Joe Portera. As I punched the buttons on the phone, I noticed that my hands were shaking a little. Apart from the conversation that Joe and I had in Santa Rosa about Joel, I hadn’t talked to him much since then. He came into the Boise warehouse on occasion, but I was rarely invited by Craig to walk with them. I felt as if Craig, and the other managers weren’t interested in whether I joined them or not, so I mostly kept to myself back in the Receiving department.  
When Joe picked up my call, I immediately described to him what had just taken place in Craig’s office.  I told him that Craig had never given me any indication in the past, that he’d been unhappy with my management skills or that my performance was subpar.  I spoke to Joe about the low score that I received throughout the review.  
“Anyone who has worked with me, knows this isn’t the kind of employee I am” I told him. Joe was quiet on the other end of the line, except for an occasional “uh huh”.  I started to get the feeling that he already knew about my evaluation, and that what I was telling him wasn’t news.
 I reminded him that our last two inventories in the warehouse were good, and this was a direct reflection of my departments ability to ship and receive with a high level of accuracy. Especially considering what had been shipped out in the first six months since we opened. “How could I have been given such a bad review when I had good numbers?” I asked him. 
I knew that Joe understood as well as I did, that a major factor in a Receiving Managers review, should be based on the bi-annual inventory numbers, good or bad. He also knew that the manager was ultimately responsible for the number of errors made by the Receiving department throughout the year.
Instead of answering my question, he changed the subject and said “Well, I’ve heard comments about you taking your lunch early several times now, Pete” I was surprised at this. What had prompted Craig to say this to Joe, and on several separate occasions?  I explained to him rather defensively, exactly why I’d made the request the last few months before my wife’s due date.  Just thinking about it pissed me off.  
I took a deep breath and said, “Craig knew exactly why I was going home, Joe.  He approved it.”  
I offered to provide him with a statement from Debbie’s doctor, but he said that it wouldn’t be necessary, and that either he or Craig would get back to me. We hung up and I got back to work.  
I don’t know what transpired after my conversation with Joe, but roughly a week later, I was back in Craigs office with a revised evaluation in front of me to sign. The entire document had changed for the positive. Those areas that were previously deemed unsatisfactory, were now graded as satisfactory, or in some cases above average. To my surprise, I was also given a ten percent raise in my annual salary. Craig didn’t have much to say about the changes, and he didn’t apologize for the earlier review.  I didn’t really care at this moment.  I was just happy that the situation had been resolved, and that I was being acknowledged for the good job that I knew I had done running my department.  

You’re Going to Jail
In December of 1989, I had an incident in the Receiving department with a truck driver. Part of Costco’s shipping agreement with the trucking companies who do business with us, states that the drivers must put all merchandise on pallets that we supply, if they are not already palletized. 
  It was a chilly Christmas Eve, around one in the afternoon, and the last delivery had just pulled up. I was anxious to get finished, so that I could leave to go home and spend the evening with my wife and kids.
I let the driver in, and he handed me his paperwork, “Use door three” I said, as I buzzed him out of the side door near the dock. He backed the trailer into the bay, then chalked the wheels and then rang to come inside again. The guy seemed nice enough, but his attitude changed quickly. I rolled up the receiving door, as he lifted the door at the back of his truck.  Pulling the chain at the base of the dock plate, I walked it down to the inside of the truck. We both looked at the freight that was loaded onto the back of his trailer.  None of it was on pallets.
 “Well, there it is,” the driver said, “I’ll be in my cab, just let me know when you’re done”. He stood by the door and waited for me to unlock it. I explained that we couldn’t receive product that wasn’t palatized. It was his job to do this, not ours, and I wouldn’t sign off on the delivery until this was done.  
He didn’t like hearing this at all. “I’m not going to do it” he said.
This was a situation that I didn’t run into often, so I repeated that it was his job to stack the product onto our pallets if it arrived without any. The guy stared back at me and chuckled, as if I had just said something funny. “Can I use your phone?” he asked with a smirk.  
  I was pissed off. Most of my staff had already left to enjoy the holidays, and this guy was keeping me from doing the same thing. “No, you can’t use my fucking phone!” I shouted.  “If you need a damn phone, there’s a convenience store next to our parking lot. Use that.” 
He shoved past me through the door, swearing loudly as he made his way across the lot. 
About a half hour later, he rang again at the receiving door. “My boss just told me that you have to take this shit off my truck so that I can get the hell out of here.” He yelled. Right. Like that was going to happen. 
“Get your ass off Costco property” I said. “I’ll call the cops if you don’t.”
The truck driver laughed.  “I ain’t going nowhere.” He leaned back with one leg propped against the concrete wall behind him, and grinned at me.  
Ignoring him, I left to find a couple more coworkers to help me convince this guy to leave the building. By the time we got back to the Receiving department, someone had already buzzed him back out the door. He was sitting in the cab of his truck with his window rolled down, so I sent the guys out to advise him to move his semi off our lot. Within a minute or two, I heard more yelling, and I’d had enough.  I picked up the phone and dialed the police.    
When the officer arrived, he politely told the guy that all he had to do was move his truck, until it could be decided what to do next. The guy stepped out of his cab. “I ain’t moving!” He said, launching a string of obscenities in the cop’s direction.  It didn’t take long before the officer had the guy in cuffs and in the back of his patrol car.  He asked me if I wanted to press trespassing charges, and I said that I did, and off he went.
The phone at my desk rang an hour or so later.  It was Bruce, the manager of corporate traffic for Costco. “Hey Pete” he said, I heard about what happened over there this afternoon. Since you’re the only one that can drop the charges, we’d like you to go ahead and do that.”
“No, I don’t think I will just yet Bruce,” I said, “this guy has definitely earned a night in jail.” We talked for a few more minutes, but I refused to let him persuade me to spring the driver.
“But it’s Christmas, Pete,” Bruce said. We hung up and I was pretty sure that the traffic manager wasn’t happy with me. I didn’t give a shit. I was tired, and I still had work to do before I could go home. This lazy truck driver had cost me time with my family, so as far as I was concerned, he could eat his holiday meal off a tray. Ho, ho, ho.  
Just as I was getting ready to leave the building, my warehouse manager, Craig, caught up with me. “Pete, I just spoke with Bruce. He says that you absolutely need to drop the charges on this guy.” I still wasn’t convinced. “Don’t you think it’s about time?” he asked.  
I realized that I wasn’t going to be allowed to let this go, and that if I didn’t make the call, I’d be in the warehouse all night. I thought about my wife and kids waiting for me at home. I was a lucky man to have them to come home to.
“Okay Craig, I’ll do it” I told him. I walked back to the office to phone the jail.  As I sat down at the desk and picked up the receiver, I wondered where the guy would go after he was released. After all it was Christmas Eve.
One day my Receiving secretary Robin, invited my wife and I to a party that she was having at her house. She and her husband Chris were good friends with our GM Craig.  It’s always been my nature to be the funny man at parties, so it wasn’t long after we arrived, that my stand-up routine was in full swing. I must have done a decent job telling my jokes, because they were laughing so hard that some of them were crying. I was a hit! 
I was getting to know my co-workers more, and the next thing you know, my wife and I were being invited to all sorts of functions. This included a few times at the warehouse manager’s home. As soon as my wife and I walked into his house, we could see that Craig’s parties were pretty wild. They were sort of legendary and talked about by a lot of people in the warehouse. He and his wife, and many of my co-workers, got together at his house on a regular basis. I think there were quite a few others who would have liked to have been invited, and probably felt left out. 
By this time, Craig’s brother Dan, my RTV Clerk, had become one of my best friends. Working together in the Receiving department, we had gotten to know each other pretty well. My relationship with Craig was getting a little better as well, and even our two sons had become buddies, and occasionally spent the night at each other’s house. Nothing was ever said about why our relationship had started out so badly when I first arrived in Boise.  I was glad that my friendship with Craig and some of the other managers had improved, but at times, I wondered if it was genuine. 
Pay Your Mortgage
 I was constantly trying to think of ways to prank people. It’s just who I was, and what I liked to do. On this occasion, I chose Jess, the cigarette stocker, as my next victim. It was a Monday morning, when he came into the Receiving department, and I was ready for him.  Looking up as he walked toward my desk, I said, “Hey Jess I just got a phone call from somebody at your mortgage company, and they told me that you need to call them right away.” Jess was skeptical about this. “Yeah, right Pete” he said before walking away.
   The next day he walked in, and I told him that I got another call from his mortgage company.  “I really need you to talk to these guys Jess. They shouldn’t be calling her” I said. For the next two days I didn’t let up. Each day I became more insistent that this bullshit had to end, and that he needed to return their call. Jess just grinned and waved it off, “Yeah, yeah, I’ll call em” he said.  
  Finally on Friday, when he came in, I’m acting really pissed off. I’m yelling and shoving things around at the Receiving desk. Standing there with my hands on my hips, I glared at him. I told him that I wasn’t going to stand for this any longer, and that he absolutely had to contact these people immediately. “I don’t know whether your behind on your mortgage or not, but they can’t keep calling here,” I yelled, “this constant interference is making it hard to do my job back here Jess.” 
At this, he closed his eyes and frowned, pressing his fingers against his forehead. “Well?” I asked. Obviously frustrated, Jess raised his arms, palms up in the air, and said, “But Pete, I don’t even have a mortgage.”
  That didn’t deter me one bit. I told him that I didn’t give a shit. Mortgage or no mortgage, he needed to make a call and tell these jackasses that they couldn’t keep calling at his place of work. I handed him a piece of paper with some random name, and a bogus phone number. Visibly pissed off, Jess snatched it out of my hand and stomped off, mumbling that he was going to tell those fucking guys off. I should have felt guilty about what I’d put Jess through the last few days, but that’s the thing, I didn’t. It was just funny as hell to me.  
It was only about twenty minutes later when Jess came storming back. A truck had just arrived at the loading dock, and I was standing near the open overhead door. His face was red and sweaty.  “Pete you asshole!” He shouted. As he got closer, I could see that he was trying not to smile. “I can’t believe you would do this to me.” He was shaking his head in disbelief as he started to walk away, and then he stopped to look back at me. “You better watch your back Pete” he said. I just laughed.  Chances were pretty good that I’d get him again before he could even begin to devise a plan to trip me up.   

Where’s My Car?
Looking back, I think karma from the shit that I pulled on other people, sometimes came back to bite me in the ass. I was constantly messing with my co-workers, and though it was good natured, it was only a matter of time before it was my turn. It wasn’t too long after duping Jess when the latest joke was on me. 
One day a group of employees got together with my wife, Debbie, and decided that it would be hilarious, to have my car towed out of the Costco parking lot. They were aware that my family and I had plans to drive to San Diego in a few days. Debbie told them that we would be leaving that upcoming Friday afternoon, and that I had planned to take my car to have the oil changed when I got off work. After she gave them the name of where it was being serviced, they decided to have it towed there on Friday. My wife handed off the keys to one of my staff, and the time for the tow was scheduled.  
 Around noon, my Receiving secretary Robin, sent me up front to lock up some jewelry that we had received earlier that day. The plan was set in motion, and as I made my way back to the Receiving department about fifteen or twenty minutes later, it was all systems go.  
I noticed more employees than usual wandering around the receiving area. One of the guys, in an obviously panicked state, came running up to me and said, 
“Pete! Your car is being towed!  Sure, I thought. Of course. I could see that I was being pranked, and that as soon as I got up and looked out the door, they could all laugh and say, “We got you!”
  Well, I wasn’t going to fall for that trick. I refused to go along with their joke, and I wasn’t going to look out the door. I laughed at them all. After a few more pleas from the group to go check on my car, the realization began to set in that they didn’t appear to be bullshitting. I opened the door just in time to see my car pulling out of the parking lot on the back of a tow truck. Suddenly this wasn’t funny anymore. Rattled now, I asked if anyone saw the name of the tow truck company. Nobody had.
“Are you kidding me?” I yelled. “You mean to tell me that not one of you saw the name of the company that towed my car?”  They all looked down or away. Finally, after a little more cursing and stomping around, someone walked up and handed me a post-it note with a phone number on it.  
I was instantly all over the guy that answered the phone at the tow company.  “Where did you take my car?” I demanded. “What do you mean you don’t know?” I told him that there had been no reason to pick up my car from the Costco parking lot. I could feel the blood pulsing near my temple. My shift would be over in a few hours, and I had no idea where my car was.  Fuck.  
“Hang on, I’ll see what I can find out” the man said.  
For the next five minutes or so, I waited irritably, while classical music blared in my ear. Most of my co-workers were still in the area, curious to see what the outcome would be. I noticed my RTV clerk, Dan, standing a little further away, his arms crossed over his chest, watching. He regarded me warily, as I paced back and forth near my desk, the long phone cord dragging behind me.
“Damn guy put me on hold” I fumed. One of my employees put a hand over her mouth as if she were trying not to laugh. 
No. A suspicious thought began to take shape. Was I being duped after all?  But how? I had seen my car being towed away with my own eyes. 
“Mr. Carter?” the man from the tow company was back on the line. “I did some asking around, and it seems someone at Costco called us tow your car to a Jiffy Lube?” 
“Thanks, I appreciate you looking into this for me,” I said. “Oh, and I’m sorry for the yelling. This wasn’t your fault.” Not taking my eyes of the group of people in front of me, I hung up the phone. “Okay” I said, “You got me. Now tell me this. One of you smartasses is going to drive me to my car, who’s it gonna be?”  Everyone began howling with laughter.  

It was October 1991. It had been about three years since I’d been transferred to Boise, and my wife and I were still feeling as if we were being kept outside of the circle at the warehouse. Debbie worked in the Membership department, and we both felt uneasy at times, as if secretive things were going on around us and we were being kept out of the loop. We overheard troubling bits of conversation from time to time, about what was going on with other employees, and we knew if it was true, it wasn’t acceptable. 
During this time, the position of Administrative Manager became available. This position had been posted once before, in 1990, when Don, the previous manager, left to take a job with the corporate offices. Even though I applied for the position, it was ultimately given to Chad, who’d been my Foods Manager in Santa Rosa. I didn’t know why it was agreed to pass me over, but I had a pretty good idea who had delivered the blow. And it really stung. The opportunity for a lateral move didn’t come up very often in Boise, and at the time, I figured that door had slammed shut for good. 

In the Fall of 91, Chad transferred to a warehouse in in Missoula, Montana. He and I had become good friends over the years, and I was sorry to see him leave. Debbie and his wife Mindy were close, and our children played together.  I didn’t know at the time, but Chad was also having concerns about what was going on in the building. As Administrative manager, he’d on occasion been asked to do things that didn’t seem upfront, and he had seen things taking place that he knew were against company policy. 
One day he approached the Assistant general manager, Jim. “They’re drinking beer up front during inventory,” he said. “How can you stay quiet about this?” Jim didn’t have an answer.  He was a nice enough man, but not overly assertive, and though not involved, he seemed to be content to go with the flow.    
Chad finally decided that he’d enough and put in for a transfer. He told his wife one evening, that they needed to get away from the Boise warehouse. He had become increasingly worried that he might get caught up in it all. 
Chad left in September of 91, but the position stayed unfilled for a few months. Even though I wondered if I’d be considered for the position, I applied for it anyway.  I needed to further round out my position as a staff level manager on the other side of the registers. I felt that I wouldn’t  be promoted to an Assistant Manager position if I wasn’t trained in the Admin Manager position or the Frontend Manager position first.
 At some point during this time, I received a phone call from a friend who had worked in the Santa Rosa warehouse with me.  She informed me that there was a rumor that someone in the Boise warehouse had an extra key to the building. Being the Receiving manager and in charge of all the products that were received in and out the back door, this really concerned me. There were only six key holders in the entire warehouse, and I was one of them.  These keys opened every door in the warehouse, and I took my responsibility as a key holder seriously.
Throughout the decision-making process for the new Administrative Manager, I became increasingly upset about the likelihood of not getting the position. My wife and I were both panicky as well, about the extra key being carried around in somebody’s unqualified pocket. For no apparent reason, some of our coworkers continued to act distant towards us, and I worried that I was being set up to take a fall.  I didn’t want anything to leave the building unauthorized from the Receiving Department, and I was afraid that I would be blamed if it did.  
 So once again, I called Dick Dicerchio, the EVP, and spoke briefly to him about my concerns. Dick listened, and then assured me that he would find the time to talk to me more about it when he could. A few days later, I was sitting on the couch with Debbie, watching a movie, when the phone rang. It was my brother-in-law, Brian. He and my sister Lynn were in Seattle, visiting my parents on Mercer Island. They had just finished having dinner that evening with Dick and his wife.
 “Dick tells us that he, and Jim, are flying to some sort of retreat in Arizona tomorrow.” Brian said.
 “So?” I wondered why he felt this bit of news was important enough to call me about. 
“He’s stopping in to talk to you.” he said. “They’re all coming in Pete.” 
I was stunned.  I hung up with Brian, and immediately turned to Debbie. “What is it?” she asked. Still trying to process what I had just heard, I suddenly felt excited.
 “I can’t believe it” I said. “Dick Dicerchio is coming to see me tomorrow.”
  I went to work the next morning and immediately told Craig about my conversation the night before with my brother-in-law. I told him that Jim, Dick, and the whole entourage would be coming to Boise that very morning. Craig looked at me and laughed. “Come on Pete, are you telling me that Dick is coming into the warehouse just to see you?”  He laughed again. “Right” he said, sounding out the word slowly. “They’re all on the private jet headed to Arizona, and YOU think that their stopping here first.”  He shook his head and walked away.”
About ten that morning, I happened to be leaving the Membership desk when they all walked in. Someone ran to the office to alert Craig, and he met them with a startled look of surprise. The warehouse was not at all ready for a visit, and as the GM, the current state of the building would be on his head. 
There was some discussion in front of the registers, and then Craig led Jim and the group further into the warehouse for a walk. I noticed some of the other managers scrambling over to join up with them.
Dick walked over to where I was standing and smiled at me. “Hi Pete, how are you doing?” he asked, as we headed for the office. I dragged a couple of chairs into the EDP room (computer room) and we sat down. Within minutes I was waving my arms and talking fast, springing from one topic to the next.  I told him about the missing key to the warehouse, and my fear that I was being set up to take the fall for something. I went on to explain that I had been passed over for the Admin Manager position once already, and I was pretty sure that I was going to get passed over again. The more I talked the more pissed off I got.  There was the negative review that Craig had given me a few years ago, and the lie that was written about me in it. I remembered my conversation with my VP Joe Portera, about Joel in Santa Rosa. All the frustration that I felt came to a head. It seemed to me that I had more than earned a promotion to Assistant Manager, and I wanted a fresh start someplace else. Anywhere else.
“I’m tired of being fucked over by Craig, and Joe too!” I said loudly. “I just want out of this damn warehouse!”
Dick laughed at this. He had stayed quiet during my tirade, occasionally nodding his head as I talked.
We discussed things a few minutes more, and then he got up to leave. As I walked him toward the front of the building, he told me that he would speak to Joe and have him get back to me soon. I thanked him and watched him follow the other higher ups on their way out the door.
 A few weeks later, Joe arrived in the warehouse accompanied by the newly promoted regional manager, Jim Murphy. Back in Receiving, I got the call to come up front, and when I walked into Craig’s office, the three of them were already seated around his desk.  I shut the door behind me and turned around to face them.
“Well, Petey, you fucked me again.” Joe said calmly. 
As soon as the words got out of his mouth, I yelled back, “Excuse me, I fucked you? No Joe, you fucked me, and I want out of this warehouse!”  If Joe was offended at all by my outburst, he didn’t show it, and appeared to be thinking things over.
“So, Dick tells me that you want an Assistant Manager position.” Joe said. “I can put you in the Chico location, if you want.”  
I was shocked and infuriated. After all the wrongs real or imagined that I felt had been heaped on me, why would I want to do that? In fairness to Joe, what he offered me, could have been regarded as a peace offering, but I was too stubborn to accept it. Chico is a beautiful town in Northern California, and it could have been the right move for me and my family. 
“I just want out of your region all together Joe.” I told him. The room felt uncomfortably quiet. 
“Okay Pete,” Joe said evenly, “I’ll do all that I can to honor your request.”  
Craig and Jim began to get up from their chairs, so I opened the door to leave. I looked back over my shoulder and mumbled a “thanks” to Joe before leaving the office. Despite my anger, it was hard not to respect him, and recognize that he was an exceptionally decent guy.  
Cigarette Stamps
In January of 1992, I left the Receiving department to be the newest Administrative Manager. I looked forward to learning the position, as the responsibilities included oversight of payroll, the vault, and all the expenses involved with the operation of the warehouse. The position also included oversight of the State of Idaho controlled cigarette stamp report, which was given to our corporate accounting department on a periodic basis (13 four-week periods in the fiscal year). 
  Most of my duties were easy to pick up, but from the beginning I had trouble getting the cigarette report to balance. The report basically accounted for all the stamps we used throughout the previous period. The problem was, that each period that I would send the report to corporate, it would be off by hundreds if not thousands of stamps, and I couldn’t figure out why. I was good at math, so it was doubly frustrating for me. 
As in other states, the State of Idaho requires that a tax stamp be affixed to every package of cigarettes that is sold. The machine that was used at that time to affix the stamps, was kept in locked cage in the Receiving department. Every day, Jess, the Cigarette Clerk for Costco, would ask a manager to retrieve a sleeve of stamps from the vault, and they would be brought back to the cage for him to use there. For a couple of hours, Jess would feed cartons of cigarettes into the machine until all of them were stamped and ready to be sold. Any leftover stamps would be brought back to the office, to be stored in the safe.
One afternoon, as I was trying again to get the cigarette report to balance, I suddenly remembered when Chad, the previous Admin Manager, had experienced the same problem about a year and a half earlier. For days he told me later, he’d struggled to balance the report, but it just wouldn’t add up. He looked in the cigarette cage, to see if there were missing stamps that had been accidently left behind at the end of the day. He checked again in the safe, and on all the shelves within the vault.  Chad just couldn’t find the missing stamps that would balance the report. 
“This just doesn’t make sense,” Chad said, one day as he was working on the report, “there must be more tax stamps around here somewhere.”  One of the women who worked in the office overheard him.
“Have you checked the ceiling?” she asked.  
At first Chad thought the woman was joking. He looked over at her at her desk and he could see by the expression on her face that she was serious.
“Look in the ceiling,” she said again, “that’s where Don used to keep them.”  
He’d brought a ladder back a few minutes later, he told me, and removed the panel in the ceiling.  Sure enough, there were some boxes sitting up there. The missing tax stamps. 
A shadow of a thought began to cross my mind. No, I told myself.  Lighting doesn’t strike twice. Or does it?  All at once, I jumped up from my chair and hurried out to the maintenance closet to find a ladder. A few minutes later, I was removing the panel and peering around in the semi darkness of the ceiling.  Sure enough, a little bit farther away from me were several boxes.  I wasn’t sure how Chad had missed these the first time around, but there they were. When I pulled one of the boxes closer and opened the top, I knew what I would find. Random amounts of cigarette stamps along with copies of various cigarette stamp reports. 
Wow. I hadn’t expected to find that the answer to my problem would be by discovering even more hidden boxes in the rafters of the office ceiling.
It turned out, that the original Administrative Manager Don, couldn’t figure out how to balance the cigarette report, so he just did a force balance whenever necessary. If he was under, he climbed up to the boxes that were stashed away and pulled out as many tax stamps as needed.  If he was over, he added more to a box. 
I was relieved. The problem was solved, and I never had any trouble balancing the cigarette report again.

I walked into the office one day a few months later and noticed a posting for an Assistant Manager position in Nanuet New York.  That night I discussed the possibility with Debbie. At the time, we had fairly narrow view of what life would be like in the Northeast. Without any evidence, we both assumed that the entire area would be overcrowded and full of crime.  But we were both ready for a change and moving across the country seemed like a good way to do that.  It would be another adventure for us and for the kids. I hoped that it would also give me a better opportunity for advancement.  We agreed that it wouldn’t hurt for me to apply for the position and see what might come of it.  Within a week, I was flying out to New York for an interview, and was offered the job soon after returning home to Boise.  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
NANUET, NEW YORK
In May of 1992, I was promoted to Assistant Manager of Merchandising, in what would be the first Costco in the state of New York. I’m pretty sure that all our friends and relatives thought we were a little crazy, except for two. My wife’s best friend from high school, Colleen, came to visit one day before the move to New York. She and Debbie were very close, and along with her small son Joey, they were considered a part of our family. Debbie, still working part-time at Costco, told her that she was going to be required to begin working almost as soon as they were settled in New York.  She was worried about where she would find childcare for the kids, particularly four-year-old Maggie, and baby Sam. 
To our surprise, a few days later, Colleen and her boyfriend Shane, dropped by with an offer to come with us. Shane was eager to start a new career, and “Auntie Colleen” as the kids called her, could babysit. Just like us, they were both ready for a change and a new adventure in their lives. The plan made sense to us, and we quickly agreed. Pete would hire Shane to work in the Nanuet warehouse with him, and Colleen and I would join them with the kids a few weeks later. It was decided that they would live with us for a while, until they could a place of their own.
 Although I thought I had some knowledge of New York and the northeast, I really didn’t have a clue. Before I arrived for my interview with the General Manager, Chris, I had imagined the entire area as if it were a concrete jungle stretching from Washington DC to Boston. As the plane landed at the tiny airport in Westchester, I marveled at the beauty below. In addition to the skyscrapers, busy highways, and crowds of people, the surrounding landscape also included mountains, and forests of lush green trees as well. 
I began working in the Nanuet warehouse approximately several weeks before Debbie and the kids arrived.  It took me four long days to drive across the country in my Toyota station wagon. My wife would stay back in Boise to supervise the moving company, and then she and the kids would fly out later to meet up with me. I got settled into my hotel near the warehouse, and Colleen’s boyfriend Shane joined me about a week later.
When my family arrived, stayed for a short time at a hotel before moving to the tiny hamlet of Mountainville, about a forty-five-minute drive from Nanuet where I would be working. Driving in off the main road, the entire tree lined neighborhood consisted of about fifteen homes. Petey and Katie quickly discovered other children to play with nearby, and they ran back and forth along the lane to visit each other. In the fall, the school bus stopped in front of our long driveway and transported the kids to the quaint village of Cornwall. It would become a safe retreat from the city to come home to each day.
We realized right away that we were literally living in the woods. The backyard of the house that we rented bordered the Schunnemunk State Park, so there was wilderness right out our back door. The short stone wall that ran the length of the front of the house, was built a couple hundred years ago. Deer grazed in the field down the street, and hikers showed up on weekends to climb the mountain a block away. We were located about twenty minutes from West Point, and the Hudson Highlands, in close vicinity to the last encampment of the revolutionary army. We were glad that we still had the summer left to help the kids adjust to their new home. In our spare time, we explored Bear Mountain State Park, the nearby art center, and Fort Montgomery to watch the reenactment of a fierce battle. 
There were lots of places that sold pizza or “pies” as they were called, up and down the windy roads near our new home. One day, as we were driving back from the grocery store, Petey and Katie spotted one and wouldn’t take no for an answer. 
“Please, please, please?” they begged, “please Mom? Make dad take us there!”
When we walked inside the small shop, the kids were instantly awestruck by the site of the man behind the counter, expertly twirling pizza dough above his head. 
A woman sitting at a table near the window was busy eating a slice, and I couldn’t help but stare either. I had never seen such a large slice of pizza before, or the way that she held it, folded in half like a sandwich. There were a lot of choices, and we took our time, as the kids pleaded for pepperoni, and Debbie and I pushed for sausage. The man slid another pizza into the big oven, then walked toward us, wiping his hands on his long apron. He stood there with his hands on his hips and looked at us.
“How ya doing? Are ya gonna order or what?” He asked us loudly. 
Maggie, who had been humming to herself and running her fingers along the counter, jumped, and ran over to wrap her arms around Debbie’s legs.
Back in Idaho, we might have been offended by this, but oddly enough, the impatient way in which he spoke to us was becoming less of a shock. Even though our first impression had been that New Yorkers were blunt and offensive, the truth was that they actually weren’t. In fact, we soon came to realize that most New Yorkers are extremely outgoing and approachable. And loud, very, very loud. But that’s not such a bad trait to have. After all, in such a crowded, busy place, it pays to be loud if you want to be heard.
 I am a loud person, with a very loud family. I had a good feeling that we would fit in just fine, considering that everyone in this place it seemed, was loud all the time, just like us.
    Soon after she arrived in New York, Debbie was informed that she would be working in Clifton, New Jersey. Just as in New York, it would be the first Costco in that state. Because the building was within driving distance of the Nanuet warehouse, she wouldn’t be allowed to work in the same one with me any longer. She had worked in the Bakersfield, Santa Rosa, and Boise warehouses with me, and it had never been an issue before. She wasn’t happy with this news. The commute to New Jersey would be at a minimum about an hour each way, so it would even be more time away from the kids. She had never driven on such a busy Interstate system and at the time, there was no GPS to rely on. With a total of five tolls to pass through, and so near New York City, she cried at the thought of navigating her car in such a congested area each day.   
For a couple of days before Debbie had to report to work, I rode in the passenger seat with her so that she could practice her drive to the Clifton warehouse.  I felt bad for her, but I was already busy at my warehouse in Nanuet by this time, and it was the best that I could do for her.  
Helping to open the brand-new warehouse in Clifton, New Jersey was a profoundly unique experience for Debbie, and unlike one that she had ever had before. While she was still learning to maneuver her way from Mountainville, she was also being introduced to a culture that she had never known.  
Even though she was born and raised in friendly Idaho, Debbie recognized that some people can cleverly keep their ill-mannered thoughts and feelings hidden behind polite words. Smiling agreeably, they can send out a cloud of rude stench, while pleasantly saying things that will make you second guess yourself the moment that you’ve walked away.
On her first day of work in the Clifton warehouse, it seemed that bad manners and vulgarity were not only tolerated, but the norm. It was incredibly noisy everywhere in the building. She saw a woman down by the cash registers, yelling loudly at a couple of people standing in front of her.
“Hurry up! Get the fuck down there now!” the woman screamed.  “When I say run, I mean run!”
She heard the sounds of forklifts moving up and down the aisles, and hard rock music was playing over the loudspeakers. As she walked past the Membership desk, she noticed a woman stacking paper into piles along the counter.  “How ya doing?” she asked, loudly snapping her gum.
Debbie had already been told that there were no openings available as a Membership clerk, even though she had held that position for years.  She was to be trained as a cashier, take it, or leave it.  
Continuing toward the front-end, she heard a long whistle of approval coming from above her.  She glanced up and saw a couple of men sitting on a scaffold. A partially installed light fixture hung crookedly from the ceiling nearby.
“You two look as if you’re working hard this morning” she said sarcastically. “Is this the way that you greet all the ladies that come in?” The men, both dark haired and stocky, grinned back at her. They seemed good natured enough, but as she moved away toward the cash registers, one of them called after her.
“Hey, yuh doan sound like you're from here.” The man said. He took a long drink from his thermos. “Where yuh from?”
Debbie stopped and peered back up them. “I’m not,” she said, “I just moved here from Idaho, ever heard of it?”  
At this, they stared blankly at one another for a moment, and then the older of the two shouted, “Oh I know where dat is! Dat’s where they grow all dat corn!”  Both men laughed.
Debbie quickly glanced back at them. “Wrong,” she said, as she walked away, “that would be Iowa.”
She hurried toward the long row of cash registers, and quickly realized that the screaming woman was standing at the supervisor’s podium. Debbie approached her and introduced herself.  Despite the profanity that she had heard coming from her new supervisor, she was very friendly.  “Nice to meet ya Debbie,” she said, “would ya clock in then meet me back up here?”
Debbie was beginning to realize that chatter and cursing going on seemingly everywhere was probably more of a cultural thing than just rude behavior. After she was sent to the register than she would be training on, she was immediately greeted by the middle-aged woman standing at the register next to her. Her name was Patty, she told her, and she’d lived in New Jersey her entire life. Debbie was fascinated by the wonderful way that Patty and some of the others around her sounded. Coffee was Cawfee, and a car was a Cah. Most of the women up front wore high waisted jeans and oversized neon tops. Whether their hair was pulled up with a large hair clip or teased impossibly high, the scent of hairspray wasn’t hard to miss.   
That evening when she got home, she talked excitedly about her first day and despite her initial fears, she was looking forward to getting to know her co-workers better. A couple of weeks later though, she told me about a scary experience that was become a daily occurrence at her warehouse.
There was only one road to enter and exit the Clifton Costco and as the warehouse and shortly after the grand opening, the union protesters began to show up. The warehouse manager made it clear that all employees should take off their badges while driving down the road to the parking lot. most days as she drove down the public narrow street, they would be lined up on either side, holding signs, and banging on the hoods of each car that headed toward the building.
Being the first Costco in the state of New Jersey, the picketers either didn’t know or didn’t care that Costco offered as good or better wages, and outstanding benefits. They were angry and worked up, willing to intimidate her and her fellow workers to get their voices heard.
One day, Debbie told me, she was helping in the Membership department, when one of the clerks was sent outside with a camera to take pictures of the protesters. He was a young guy in his mid-twenties, and not at all concerned about facing the angry mob. About twenty minutes or so after leaving the building, someone ran inside, shouting something that Debbie couldn’t make out.  A few minutes later, a couple of managers ran past the Membership desk and out the door.  One of them hollered over to us to call an ambulance.  It wasn’t until after she had been pulled back to the front-end an hour or so later before she heard what had happened outside.  
When the employee went out there with the camera, he began getting closer and closer to the protesters. Wanting to get some good shots, he walked even closer to the public access side of the road where he was hit in the head with a rock. His camera was yanked out of his hands, a cashier told Debbie, and it was thrown to the ground and smashed.  By the time another employee spotted him, he had been badly beaten and was lying unconscious on the pavement in the parking lot. Fortunately, he would only be in the hospital for a few days, but the union protest would continue for several months

While working in Nanuet, I was amazed at how many of the nearly two hundred employees that we hired had never been even the forty-five miles up north where I lived. To many of them, this small distance away was considered “upstate” and there was no reason to travel that far away from home. For me though, the forty-five-minute commute each way was a daily occurrence, as were the twelve-hour days.
The Nanuet warehouse is in Rockland County New York and has the largest Orthodox Jewish population by percentage of any county in the United States. It is also home to the largest Hasidic Jewish population outside of New York City.  At the time, I don’t know if I had ever really met anyone of Jewish descent in my thirty-four years.
 Considering the high Jewish population, Costco decided that it was going to open the first ever Costco kosher Bakery. It was decided during the pre-opening, that I would be placed in charge of meeting with the people who headed the various kosher certification agencies in New York City. These organizations provide the authority to grant a hechsher, which is Hebrew for “seal of approval”, and it would allow the Nanuet Costco the ability to verify that the kosher food being prepared in the bakery followed kashrut (Jewish dietary law). It soon became clear to me that these people that I would be meeting with would almost all be Rabbi’s, which of course, would be an entirely new experience for me.
My involvement required me to contact these companies in New York City, and meet with their representatives to determine which one would be the best fit for Costco. The home office did their research and provided me with the leads and contacts, and then I did the rest at the local level.   
My first encounter with this group of men from the different kosher certification organizations was a trip to say the least. They spoke with a heavy Yiddish accent and dressed in black suits and wide brim fedora hats or a yarmulke, a type of small skullcap fastened to the head with hair pins or tape.   When these men arrived in the warehouse, sporting thick beards and long curly sideburns called Payot, they appeared to be all business—at first. As I continued to talk to and narrow down who we would be using to certify our bakery products, I started to feel very comfortable around my Ultra-Orthodox Jewish friends, and realized that they were just regular people, just living a different lifestyle than any other people I had ever known. 
On the night of the Nanuet Costco grand opening, I was walking near the bakery, and I spotted the rabbi that had been chosen for the Kosher certification. After our initial greeting, he began introducing me to several of the men in his group.  Each man reached out to politely shake my hand. There was a woman standing next to him dressed in a dark long-sleeved blouse and ankle length skirt. Her hair was completely wrapped in a blue scarf tied at the back of her neck.  
The rabbi turned to me and said “Peeduh this is my wife.” I moved to grasp her hand, but he calmly intercepted, and lightly slapped my hand away.  “I’m sorry” he said as he smiled, “that is not allowed.” His wife would not meet my gaze and kept her eyes averted toward the floor. Wow, I thought to myself, this is a first.

Living in New York was entirely different than any place that I had lived so far. Starting a new life on the East side of the country, in such a populated area, gave me the opportunity to discover diverse cultures, and to interact with unique sorts of people. Depending on the situation, the way that business was conducted could be unusual too, and in one case, it seemed like the rules were taken right out of a mafia movie. 
 About a month before the warehouse was slated to open, Spence, the other Assistant manager in our building, asked if I could help him out. We needed to call around to some local trash companies he told me and ask them to send us some written proposals to compare for the lowest bid. Simple enough right?  Wrong! 
  The first waste management company that I called was located closest to the warehouse, so it seemed logical to reach out to them first. I introduced myself to the man who answered the phone and told him who we were, and what we were looking for.  
“Oh yeah, my wife has a friend that’s tryin to get hired over there,” he said. “youse guys are gonna be like the BJ’s over there in East Rutherford.”
The man asked me a little more information, then after placing me on hold for a few minutes, I was informed that their business couldn’t do the trash hauling.  
“You’re gonna need to call the XYZ company in New York City,” he said, “we can’t do nothing for ya here.”
  Although what he was telling me sounded like shit-talking, I thanked him and hung-up. I stared at the phone book on the desk in front of me, until I was able to find the number for another trash hauling company nearby. 
“ABC Waste Management, how can I help you?” asked the man who answered the phone.  Once again, I told the man who I was, and described what services the Nanuet Costco would need.  I pointed out that we were in the vicinity of their business, and that this would be a large contract for them.
I immediately got a similar response from this guy, and he refused to allow me to discuss it with him at all. “Oh, you’ll definitely be going with XYZ, “he said, “do you want their number?” 
This really pissed me off.  Who did these guys think they were? Nobody was going to dictate to us who would be hauling our trash for fuck sake. I hung up and turned back to the phone book.
On the third call, I was told that I needn’t bother calling anyone else. The answer would always be the same, the man said. The XYZ company was the only waste management company that could provide the service that Costco needed, and that’s who we would get a proposal from period. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, “they’ll take good care of youse guys.”  
I was really confused about all of this. Why wouldn’t the trash collection companies nearby have any interest in submitting a bid for our business?  I just didn’t understand what the problem was, and it didn’t make any sense. 
I approached several employees who were eating lunch in the break room.  I knew that they were all locals, so I pulled up a chair and began to tell them what I had just heard. When I finished my story, they looked at each other and laughed.  
“Pete don’t ya know?” One of the women asked me, shaking her head. “Those trash guys, everybody knows.” She leaned closer to me and looked knowingly around at her co-workers. “they’re all connected” she whispered loudly.   
They were still cracking up as I walked out of the room. Were they just joking? Or was it true. I wondered.  True or not, it was time to get back to the office and call the trash collectors, the XYZ trash collectors that is. 

All thoughts about my former Northern California Regional Vice-President, Joe Portera, and what had transpired in the past, were completely forgotten with the excitement of the New York move. At the time that the Nanuet warehouse opened, Joe had been promoted to Vice President of Merchandising, overseeing the buying department for all the Costco warehouses across the country. 
Weeks before the warehouse opened, I had confided in Chris about my past problems not only with Craig, but with the problems that I perceived I had with Joe as well.  I told him that I’d had quite a few run ins with Joe in the past, and that I appreciated Chris for bringing me out to New York.  I told him that Franz, my newest regional VP, seemed to like me well enough, and that I was relieved to be out from under Joe.	
On opening day, I was surprised to see Joe Portera walking near the front-end with my General Manager Chris. I was standing at the podium when he noticed me. He was standing in front of a rack of candy, and seemed to be considering me, before he turned away and walked down the crowded aisle toward the Foods department.
It was a crazy, busy day. Jim Sinegal, Jeff Brotman, and Dick Dicerchio were there of course, along with thousands of curious new members. All in all, it was another great Costco grand opening success. 
It wasn’t until a few days later that my boss Chris mentioned to me that Joe had said something to him about me on the day of the grand opening. He told me that they had just started walking the aisles when Joe spotted me and said to Chris, 
“Oh, I see you have Petey now, you know he’s had his share of ups and downs.”
	
	
 
 
 In Nanuet we hired a couple of off duty police officers to work member services at the front door, checking the customer’s receipt on their way out. At closing, one or the other would sit in their car with a radio and a panic button, to ensure that the employees got to their cars safely. They were both friendly guys, with a lot of years of police experience behind them. Valdie was a NYC officer, and Charles was with the New York State police.
In the months that we worked with each other, we became better friends. I kidded around a lot with both of them, and they knew that if they needed help with anything that I was the one to find. One day as I was walking out of the building, Valdie pulled me aside.
“Hey Pete,” said Valdie, “I got something for ya.” He reached into his jacket pocket and handed me a business card. His name, title and badge number were printed on the card, as well as an official looking stamp.
He smiled at me and said, “If you ever get pulled over, make sure you have this in your wallet.”  I looked closer at the card. Valdie didn’t give me any reason why I should have the card handy, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what he meant.  I thanked him and put it in my pocket.  
A few weeks later, about a half hour before closing time, Charles approached me and tucked a card into my shirt pocket. 
“For you Pete!” he said, as he slapped me on the back.  
I pulled the card out of my pocket and read it. It looked very similar to the one that Valdie had given me. At the time, I had slipped that one into my wallet, and forgotten about it. 
“Do you know what this is?” Charles asked me.
His name was printed on the right with the word “Trouper” directly below it. A raised picture of a gold badge with blue lettering read “New York State Police” along with his badge number. All of a sudden, I remembered what Valdie had said when he gave me his card.  This shit only happens in the movies, I thought.
	Charles had an amused look on his face as he stood there waiting for me to say something.
  As I slipped the card into my wallet next to the one that Valdie had given me, it dawned on me that as long as I didn’t get myself into any big trouble, all I had to do was whip out one of these cards and my problem would be solved.  Wow.
“Thanks Charles,” I said, grinning at him. Of course, I knew what this was.  It was a damn get out of jail free card.

The Promotion"
When I transferred out to Nanuet, NY in 1992, it had been for the advancement opportunities and a fresh start in new surroundings. Being part of the Costco Northeastern region was extremely exciting and fulfilling to me. There were many distinct types of people that I was able to interact with, and no two days seemed the same. The place hummed with high energy, and I never regretted my move from Boise, Idaho for even a moment. 
 During the time that my family and I were living in New York, there were about eight Costco warehouses open, including Nanuet. The company was continuing to grow larger, and with so much going on, I couldn’t imagine being in a better position to progress in my career.   
In February 1993, it had been eight months since I transferred to Nanuet, and I was currently the Assistant GM over Administration. It was a particularly busy day, and all the registers had long lines of customers waiting their turn to check out. The aisles were crowded with shoppers, and more were arriving through the front entrance by the hour. 
I was overseeing the front-end, when I heard someone telling me over the radio that I had a phone call. Still keeping my eyes on the long lines in front of me, I pushed the side button and asked if it was important.
“I don’t know Pete,” the voice squawked back, “but it’s Franz.”
Well shit, I thought, as I walked back to the office.  What could the Senior VP of the Northeast region want from me today? As I sat down at my desk and picked up the phone, all sorts of thoughts were going through my head.  Had I done something wrong?”
“Hi Pete!” Franz said, I’ve got Richard here with me on speakerphone.”  
Richard? Now I was really confused. Why was my District VP on the call with Franz? 
He asked me how I was doing, and how my wife and kids liked living in New York. Were we all settling in? Richard told me that he’d heard about the excellent job I was doing overseeing Administration. Bewildered by the call, I played along, answering their questions, and making small talk. What could all of this be leading up to? I wondered.
Then Franz asked me if I’d ever won the lottery. What?  My mind is running wild at this point. My throat instantly felt dry, and I almost choked on the word as I tried to spit it out.
 No, I hadn’t, I replied somewhat hoarsely.   
“Well, you just did, Pete,” Franz said, “congratulations on your promotion to General Manager, you’re going to Colchester, Vermont!”
I was fucking floored. I’ve never had any trouble speaking my mind, but at that moment, I couldn’t think of one friggin word that would express how thankful I was at this news. It felt unbelievable. In one short phone call, my life was altered forever. I could offer financial security to my family. There would be a fantastic health care plan, stock options and bonuses, in addition to the generous annual salary.
My mind was reeling, and I had to concentrate on what Richard was saying.  The warehouse would be constructed this summer he was explaining, and the grand opening would happen sometime in August.
I thanked them both and hung up the phone. What had just transpired felt surreal. Had I actually just been told that I was going to be the General Manager for the first ever Costco in the state of Vermont? It felt like a dream. I couldn’t wait until I could tell Debbie the news. We were going to raise our children in beautiful Vermont. And best of all, I thought as I walked out of the office, I had finally been rewarded for all the work that I’d put in over the years.  It felt damn good.
 


The Great Blizzard of 1993
Even though I had just received my promotion, there were still three months left before I would start working in Vermont, which meant I would have to stay in New York through the rest of the winter. Normally that wouldn’t be a concern but, this was not to be a normal winter. Little did I know that the blizzard of 1993 was right around the corner. 
After living in Boise for a total of twelve years, I thought I understood what living in cold and snowy conditions was all about, but as it turns out I really didn’t have a clue. There was a nor’easter on the way, and the weather service was forecasting possibly 2-4 feet of snow locally. Holy Shit!
 Despite the seriousness of the massive storm headed in our direction, I couldn’t help but feel some excitement about it all. I don’t know if I realized at the time, what kind of damage this could cause, and so for me, the weather event couldn’t come soon enough. 
When Debbie and I went to the grocery store to stock up, we had never seen anything like it. The shelves were almost empty, and it wasn’t going to be long before just about everything was completely sold out. It was hard to comprehend how much was being bought up, and it seemed like people were buying anything they could get their hands on. With all the panic shopping around us, we were surprised to find even a few loaves of bread, and a gallon of milk still left.
Both the Nanuet and Clifton warehouses had already announced that they would be closing early on the day that the storm was supposed to move in. Fortunately, since I was still in the warehouse, I was able to do some last-minute shopping there before it closed.
That Friday, since Debbie had been given the day off, she kept the kids home from school and begin to get things ready.  She cooked some meals ahead of time in case we lost power.  When I got home that afternoon, I could see that we were ready. There were stacks of blankets on the couch, and candles and flashlights on the counter. The TV was blaring with the latest news on the storm, and Debbie was filling a Tupperware bowl with cookies that she’d made. 
Petey and Katie were sprawled on the living room floor with a stack of games, nearby.  Already in their pajamas, Maggie and Sammy ran to greet me.
“Daddy!” Maggie yelled, “lots of snow is coming, will you help me make a snowman?”
The house felt warm and inviting, but I knew that before we could really settle in, I’d need to make sure that we had plenty of wood for the fireplace. When I pushed open the screen door to head outside ten minutes later, it was already starting to snow.
The next day, Saturday March 13th, we woke up to see the snow piled high against the windows. Peering out from our upstairs bedroom, it was difficult to recognize where things had been before. Everything outside was covered in sea of white. Only the top half of our station wagon parked outside was visible. It was unlike anything I had seen before. We still had power, thank God, and the weather channel was telling us that we had already received around 28 inches of snow in our area. The kids wanted to throw open the door and wade their way through our sprawling yard, but no amount of pleading would force us to agree to let them out to play. For little Sam, the snow was deeper than he was tall.  It was overcast and bitter cold. The snow was deep, and still coming down thick and heavy.
We kept the fire going, and played board games all day, while the storm raged on. The wind howled throughout the night, and we listened to the sound of the icy snow as it brushed against the windows.
 By Sunday morning, both our cars were buried. The wind had blown drifts around our yard four feet or higher. At one point during the day, we spotted several deer wandering near the living room window. The drifting snow was piled so high that they appeared to be standing evenly with the lower edge of the window frame. 
Debbie and I attempted to call out from work that morning, but it didn’t matter because nobody was going to be there that day.  Or the next. Besides, it’s not like we could have made it down the street, much less out of our long driveway. It would be days before we could find someone to plow us out. Everything was buried in feet of snow and hundreds of thousands of people lost power. Everywhere businesses were closed. The entire thruway was closed down, and traffic ceased to exist for a few days. I had never seen anything like it before and didn’t think I ever would again. But that was of course, before we made our move to Vermont.

COLCHESTER VERMONT
My first week as the Warehouse Manager for the Colchester Vermont location was the on June 1st, 1993. For a couple of weeks, I made the almost five-hour drive from Mountainville, New York to Colchester every Monday, and returned late every Friday night. Sometimes I could make it in about four hours if I drove really fast. 
  The first day I got to the construction site, I walked over to the superintendent’s office and introduced myself. I could hardly believe that I’d been placed in charge of such an enormous undertaking. At this point in time, the building’s cinderblock walls had only been constructed up about six feet high, and the lot was a busy place. There were electricians, plumbers, and bricklayers scattered around all corners of the lot, working diligently on groundwork for the very first Costco in the state of Vermont.
The construction superintendent showed me to my new office, a trailer situated about 30 feet away from where the building was. The trailer was completely empty but for one folding chair.  I must have sat there for a good half an hour just marveling in the moment. To think that just one year earlier I had been promoted to assistant manager, and now I was a warehouse manager, opening a brand-new building in a new market.  It just didn’t get any better than that! 
  During the day I worked, and at night I scoured the classified ads looking for a home to rent. The rental market was tight, and even more expensive than what Debbie and I had been paying   in New York. 
About thirteen weeks before the warehouse was due to open, I’d received a mapped-out timeline of everything that needed to be finished prior to opening. It specified when I would bring all my managers onboard, and when the hourly employees should begin working. It listed the dates of when to expect the equipment to arrive, as well as when the merchandise would be delivered. 
Even as a new GM, I understood that in addition to these requirements, there would undoubtedly be much more to do before the big day.  I appreciated having the pre-opening timeline list to refer to and I thought it would be extremely helpful in getting me started.  
  I was there for about five weeks before my assistant manager arrived, and then other managers came on board almost weekly after that until all of them were there by week six. During those first few weeks that I was there by myself I spent my time working on the floor layout for merchandising, interviewing locals job candidates and on a few occasions, I drove down to the Boston area to do internal interviews for the manager, supervisor and hourly positions.  
  At the time, our region buying, and operations office was in Waltham Massachusetts which is where I did some interviews while other interviews were done in the actual locations. Costco was going to close the Worcester Massachusetts location so there was a focus on transferring some of those employees up to Vermont. 
  Additionally, I was able to meet and have some great conversations with many of the Vermonters that took the initiative to come by the trailer and introduce themselves. Because Costco had a philosophy about promoting from within, so only one local employee into a management position and that would be for the position of Membership Manager.
During pre-opening, after work on Fridays, my wife and I, and just about all of my managers, would head over to the closest bar (The Ratskeller) and drink some beers, throw some horseshoes, and get to know one another. We did a lot of bonding on those Friday evenings! 
  I made the decision, with my vice president’s approval, on all the transfer’s that were brought in. There was one from Florida, and three from as far away as Idaho (whom I had worked with). Most of the other transfers were from somewhere in the northeast. Opening the building was cool and I learned quite a bit throughout the process. 
I went to the weekly contractor’s meetings in their trailer that was also on the Costco lot. These weekly meetings were held to update me, and all the contractors on the status of the work that they were performing. Although I learned a lot, I found out the night before we opened that I had not learned enough. 
  Every Costco has a pre-opening party the night before the new warehouse is opened up to the public. Typically, there are two to three thousand people in attendance in addition the president, executive vice presidents and many other VP’s and buyers as well as vendors. Well, it turns out that my building was not finished. The front facade was not completed and everyone from Jim Sinegal on down were not happy, especially my senior vice president and my regional vice president. I was fucked. When I was asked why and how it happened, I did not have a sufficient answer. I kept thinking that the SRVP and the VP had just been here three days earlier and why didn’t they raise a concern but, ultimately, I never communicated the concern at all.  What a terrible learning experience. And just my luck, there was a huge thunderstorm that hit right before the party was to start. It temporarily knocked out power and limited the number of guests that would come. 
The first thing Jim would do when he arrived was walk the floor to see how we looked and if anything needed to be changed. The fact that the building was not complete pretty much dictated that the walk would not go well and as soon as we started at the front fence near the entrance, Jim came unglued on us about the items that were merchandised on the fence.  We needed to change the whole thing. It’s funny now, but looking back, we had completely changed the fence after the visit from the VP’s three days earlier.  Now we were essentially going to put it back to the way we merchandised it before. 
  The rest of the walk was not nearly as brutal, and we got all of the moves done in time. What we did not get finished was crushing all the cardboard on the receiving dock and we were setting up at five the next morning for the preopening breakfast that was going to be on the receiving dock—not good! 
We had a successful opening with strong sales that exceeded expeditions. I was beyond stressed at that point and I will never forget when Dick Dicerchio (executive vice president of operations) pulled me aside and said to walk with him. We walked down a few aisles in hardlines, and Dick said something to the effect that OK you fucked up but so have others. He went on to tell me of the issues he had opening one of the Price Clubs in San Diego when he was a warehouse manager. That walk and talk really helped my mental wellbeing. They all left shortly after that, with Jim telling me or shall I say warning me, that he would be back in a month and the place had better be put together and merchandised properly. 
Whew, what a relief when they left. It’s funny because, not long after they left, I was standing on the Frontend at the registers talking to the General Manager of Coca Cola for Vermont when one of our new members came up the Coca Cola guy and very loudly said something like “why in the hell am I paying almost two dollars more per case when I’m buying directly from you?”.  He answered with the classic reason for why we were in existence, hey if you want to buy a full trailer load, I will be more than happy to give you that price. The guy didn’t have anything to say after that. 
Jim Sinegal Visits a Month After the Colchester Grand Openingthe first
Exactly one month later Jim was true to his word and visited us again. To say I was a bit nervous would be a gross understatement. I think my palms were even sweating. We had prepared for this visit for the past two weeks in addition to the contractor who knew that they had to get as much of their construction punch list work done as was humanly possible. The front facade had been finished about a week after opening and would have probably been finished in a matter of a couple days except they had to working around members entering the building. 
  The actual floor walk went well, and he did point out a few positives in merchandising, but the walk was by no means something that we should be proud of as he was only there because I fucked up the opening. As was typical as soon as Jim and the entourage walked in the front door all the ancillary people took off to check out the areas of responsibility. As we would walk each department Jim would kind of have a side conversation with some of regional ancillary managers to get the inside word on how the department was doing. Fortunately, all was good. 
  We were all feeling relieved once Jim got past the front registers and is walking towards the exit (and thank God he didn’t stop for a hot dog). But then, as he right by the exit door he spots the “Tell Us What You think” board that is hanging right at the exit. Jim looks at me and asks how long it had been since I had looked at them, I was so nervous as it had been three days, but I said “yesterday”.  He said OK let’s open it up and look at some of the responses. I was sweating fucking bullets. He grabs a handful as there were quite a few in the box and starts to read them to himself. He doesn’t say a word and, after what seemed like an eternity, he hands them to me, looks me in the eye and said, “your lucky none of them had a date”.  He then walked away without saying another word. 
The Costco-Price Club Merger
In the early fall of 1993, we had our first managers meeting that included both Costco and Price Club general managers, regional managers and buyers. Our meeting was in Boston where our regional offices were. As GMs at Costco, we attended the managers meetings monthly except for the Thanksgiving and Christmas holiday season and during July and August for inventory. 
  For this meeting I drove down from Vermont. I was really looking forward to meeting our counterparts on the Price Club side. Unlike most of my fellow GM’s, I did not have a Price Club in the Burlington market area. I say this because for those GM’s that did, it was very tense at the meetings. There were fellow GM’s staring daggers at each other as, not long before the merger, they were arch enemies that had kicked each other out of their respective warehouses in addition to giving the boot to our competitive shoppers if they were discovered. I thought the whole situation was funny and I made numerous comments trying to loosen these guys up. 
  The senior vice president was also very aware of the tension level. At the close of the meeting, he announced that we all would be going out to dinner at a nearby Italian restaurant. We all sat down for dinner and drinks and as the night progressed the SRVP told me to get some more drinks in these guys and loosen them up. 
  That was not a problem because there’s nothing I’m better at then having drinks, having fun and loosening things up! The Price Club managers were a bit surprised at how much we partied after the meetings but, happy with this new change. Quite a few of us managers stayed on after dinner to continue drinking and getting to know each other. It was the first of many fun times at the meetings!
The Vermont Recycling Refund Disaster
When we opened the Colchester Vermont location, we, as a retailer, were bound under Vermont law to become an authorized can and bottle redemption location. The law states that Costco had to take back empty cans and bottles that we sold and refund the proper deposit that was automatically paid when bought. I had never been in a location that had to do this, so it was new to not just me but to all our employees. 
  Costco corporate set the program up so that all returns would go through the membership refund registers. That process turned into a nightmare quite quickly as most refunds were to small mom and pop places that had in turn refunded their customers at their stores. The store owners would bring in giant bags of empty cans and bottle which would be sticky, leaky and attract flies and other insects in addition to taking up way too much space in the membership department. Even as we tried to speed up removing the bags as soon as was possible it was still a nightmare and we needed to do something about it.
   I don’t remember even discussing alternative options with my boss or with the corporate people. I decided that we could just remedy the situation internally and all would be good. It was decided that we would ask the members to take the bags to receiving where they would be counted and the be given a handwritten receipt that they would then take to the refunds register and receive their refund. It seemed like all was going smoothly until the end of year profit and loss statement came back and it reflected a loss of something like forty-five thousand dollars in the account that the refunds were booked to. 
  Since I nor anyone else in management had never dealt with that line item we were baffled as to what the loss and such a big loss at that. It took many phone calls and a much better understanding of the accounting process before we fully understood how things were booked into that account. After doing some rudimentary math on roughly how many cans and bottles were in an average bag it was determined that there was no way possible that we could have returned anywhere close to the number of bags it would take to come up with such a disparity between what was returned and what was refunded.  We then went back to look at the actual can refund slips the were given out in receiving and then taken to membership for the actual refunds. 
  It turns out that because the slips were handwritten, that some of the numbers on the slips were altered, as an example; 1 could be any number between 11 and 19, 4 and 7 could be a 9 and depending on how much space was left on either side of the number any number could be manipulated into a larger number.  If memory serves me correctly, we ended up losing about sixty-seven thousand dollars before we finally got the program on the right track again. Wow, that was a ton of money and fortunately for me it was found that the accounting process was somehow flawed, in addition to me changing the process. Therefore, other than a stern talking to, I pretty much skated on that situation too! 

Jaybone
 One morning in the spring of 1994 I was bored and trying to think of what I could do for a laugh. Ah ha, it hit me; I asked my Assistant Manager to go out on the floor and bring in Jaybone (his nickname), who had recently transferred up to Colchester from one on the Massachusetts warehouses. 
  My assistant asked why I wanted to talk to him, and I said he would know once we were all in the office. They came in and I asked for Jaybone to sit down on the chair in front of me and I asked the assistant manager to stay in as a witness. As soon as said for him to stay in as a witness I could see Jaybone’s eyes get big and he kind of squirmed a bit in his seat. I said something like “do you know why your here”? And he responded that he did not. I then raised my voice and started yelling at him telling him that I had been hearing of all the shit that he had been talking about me and how could he do that after I approved his transfer request and brought him up to Vermont. 
  He was speechless but eventually muttered that he never said anything about me. I tried to respond forcefully but at that point I couldn’t hold it back and I just started cracking up, as did my assistant. It took Jaybone a few minutes before he saw the humor and then he told me what an asshole I was and that he almost pissed his pants. It’s kind of funny, recently I was speaking to my buddy Paul who lives in Vermont and used to work for Costco.  I told him I was authoring a book about Costco and some of the things I used to like to do with employees and he said, “oh yeah like the time you pulled me into the office and screamed at me for whatever and then said let’s go have a beer?”. Yep, that would be it!
The Mayor Doesn’t Shop at Colchester Costco
When Costco first made its intention to open a warehouse in Vermont there was a lot of push back from the local government in Burlington which ultimately is why we are located in Colchester (basically a suburb of Burlington).  There was a movement at the time that was adamant that no big box retailers should come to Vermont as it would only hurt the small mom and pop convenience store owners and all other small retailers. Because of that not only did we not build in Burlington proper, but we also did not know any of local Burlington city officials that shopped at our locations. 
  That being said, my youngest son Sam was an inline skater and was incredibly involved in the movement to get a skateboard park built on the waterfront in Burlington right on Lake Champlain. Sam had been to numerous media events and had even stood side by side with Governor Howard Dean while he was speaking at some sort of skateboard park rally. So, he day my son gets invited to a luncheon in Burlington to be honored for his activism in promoting the skatepark. It was going to be hosted by the mayor and other city officials in addition to some prominent local businesspeople.
   My wife and I attended the ceremony with Sam. After my son was honored by the mayor, he came over to introduce himself to my wife and me. It wasn’t long before the mayor asked me what I did for a living.  I told him that I ran the Costco in Colchester, he was a bit surprised and said “you know I opposed Costco coming to Burlington. I said yes that I knew he had. He then winked and said with a smile “I just have my neighbor buy what I need”.  Just goes to show you that most people can’t resist the temptation to save money at Costco especially in a small market like Burlington where prices were very high compared to larger cities and the savings can be significant!
Inspectors
Vermont was unique in terms of other locations, in that it had state meat inspectors that would visit every day, seven days a week. Because they were there to ensure that we were cutting and packaging meat in a clean sanitary environment, we couldn’t start our meat production until the department was signed off. Costco literally had to pay for them to inspect our meat department. Since Costco had already developed a stringent cleaning and sanitation procedure, we didn’t have too many concerns, and never anything too difficult to correct. As often as we would see the inspectors it was almost like they were fellow employees—real nice guys.  
In addition, the State liquor inspector Paul, would also stop by each time they received a complaint, informing them that we might be selling our beer or wine under the purchase price which is illegal in Vermont.  
  There were numerous complaints, mostly from mom-and-pop stores, and especially during the first two years after we opened.  Big box retailers were not particularly welcome in Vermont at the time and were still being perceived by many as a threat to local businesses and the   small-town way of life.  
Because of this, it was not uncommon to see Paul drop by several times a month, and we were always able to show him proof of our cost very quickly. It got to the point that he would come into my office, plop down on a chair, and say, “Ok Pete we got another one”, I would snicker as he would tell me what he needs to see, and shortly thereafter he would get up, thank me and be on his way.  
There was one time though, when he was sure that he had caught us on a particular item. One afternoon, he came in to speak to me after receiving a complaint that we were allegedly selling a particular brand of wine under cost. I quickly found the invoice in question and showed it to him, and sure enough it did reflect that we were selling the product under cost. I stared at the page in disbelief.  Costco is always in compliance with state law.  I immediately got on the phone with the buyer who explained to me that the item had a manufacturer rebate, and it had been accidentally left out of the invoice. This made sense to me.  When I repeated this to Paul, he laughed and said” Well, I thought for sure I had you this time!” I just smiled as I watched him walk out of the office. I had always known that in the end there would be a legitimate reason behind this situation.

Pete You Are in The Building Too Much
Ever since I started working for Costco and since I was salaried from day one, I worked on average 12–14-hour days. As a new warehouse manager, I wanted to be involved in everything and didn’t want to miss anything.  One evening around 6:30 (technically I was off at 5 PM) my frontend manager Terry came in and asked if we could speak. I said sure and she went ahead, in a very professional manner, to tell me that I was suffocating all the managers because I was always there looking over everyone’s shoulders and how could they possibly learn and grow within their positions when they couldn’t make a move without me questioning everything.  
  No one had ever told me something like that and I really didn’t know how to respond.  I can’t remember what I said but I’m pretty sure I said I would think about what she said, and we would have further discussion.  I went home and told my wife about the conversation because of course, behind every successful man is his wife. That conversation that I had with Terry really opened my eyes and lead to me going home consistently at a reasonable time and trying to not get too involved in everyday decision making involved in the running of respective departments. 
Colchester, The Land of Refugees
We used to refer to our warehouse as the location that took in all the refugees; those employees that felt unwanted or may have had problems in the past. We took considerable pride in the fact that if you came to Colchester, you had a whole fresh start to you career and a feeling that anything was possible. I was certainly the lead refugee which was only reinforced by my botched warehouse opening. I really tried to project Jim’s opinion that most employees deserve a chance, and that seniority does stand for something when it came to promotions—when all things were equal. I was consistent in allowing employees a shot a management position which was typically but not always a Frontend supervisor position. Most of the time the employees worked out fine and some really excelled when challenged to meet or exceed expectations.
The Costco Member Return of the Weed eaters
In the fall of 1994, we had a member who owned a landscaping business. He had bought five weed eaters earlier in the spring. He was now at the membership counter with five beat up weed eaters and wanted a refund. Now Costco had always been proud of the fact that we were “The Nordstrom’s” of the warehouse club business when it came to returns. Meaning that we would pretty much take anything back. 
  Additionally, Jim Sinegal had just put out a memo about our return policy and letting us general managers know that it was our responsibility to handle returns at the warehouse level and that the cop rate offices were getting too many complaints about their returns being refused. Now this was shortly after the takeover, oops merger, with Price club and those PC guys could be very hardcore about those things. I had shared the Jim memo with all my staff during the Monday manager’s meeting, so they were certainly aware of the most recent direction. 
  I was called up to membership and when I got there, I was introduced to the member with the weed eaters. He was prepared to meet me and before I could speak, he had quoted our return policy posted right in front of us on the wall in membership which said that Costco would return any product for any reason if you were not happy subject to local and state laws. Although I understood my employees concerns my direction was definitive.
  I apologized to the member and ensured that his refund was handled expeditiously. I then went to speak with those employees that were involved with the refusal, the refund clerk, the membership supervisor, the membership manager and the frontend manager. 
  I thanked the refund clerk for her role as she did not feel comfortable with the return and did her job by bringing it to her immediate supervisor, I told the supervisor that she did in fact have the authority to approve the return but that I also understood her concerns. I then spoke to the membership manager asked him if he did not understand the returns memo from Jim that I had just gone over in the meeting. He said he did, but he thought that there was clearly abuse of our policy and that he was not comfortable authorizing the return. I said that he should have done the return and then come to me or his immediate supervisor to discuss the situation. 
  I then spoke with the frontend manager who is in a staff level position which carries much more weight and she told me that it wasn’t right that the member could take advantage of Costco that way and that she could not approve it because it was flat out wrong. I told her that her that Jim was adamant that we do not question returns and that we are fortunate that less then point one percent of Costco members abused our refund policy. I also said that we were given specific instruction very recently on how to handle returns and that her personal feeling about whether the return should not happen, should never come into play. Our job was to ensure that we reflected the polices and direction that we have been given and that ultimately, we are to handle all member concern appropriately and at the warehouse level. To the best of my recollection, we did not have any concerns with returns after that.
Give Him the Pickle

While attending the international managers meetings in the summer of 1994 Costco hired a motivational guest speaker named Bob Farrell. Bob was the founder and owner of Farrell’s Ice Cream Parlour, and he was known for the phrase “give ‘em the pickle”. He went on to tell the story of how the pickle story came about. Basically, Bob had received a written complaint from a good customer who had complained that he always asked for and was always given an extra pickle at no cost with his meal. He wrote that on his last visit that after asking the waitress for another pickle that she had told him he could have the extra pickle but that he would have to pay for it. The customer stated that he would never go back to his Parlour. Bob wrote back and said that he basically begged the man to come back and that he would always get the pickle—for free. He went on to say that there are four basic principles to customer service:
1. Service: Make serving others the number one priority. Great customer service happens when you exceed customer expectations by adding your special touch and by having the courage to make things right.
2. Attitude: Choose your attitude. How you think about the customer is how you will treat them. A shining attitude is contagious and shows in the quality of your work.
3. Consistency: Customers return because they liked what happened last time. Set high service standards and live up to them every day. Add your special touch and exceed expectations.
4. Teamwork: Commit to teamwork. Look for ways to make each other look good. In the end, everything everyone does ends up in front of the customer whether you work the front end or behind the scenes.
Bob was a great speaker; he was very engaging and really funny.

Costco had always prided itself on its great customer service and, specifically, it’s return policy. We used to say that when it came to our return policy that we were the Nordstroms of the warehouse club industry. I didn’t know much about Nordstrom’s but evidently, they had a great return policy. Jim Sinegal had always let it be known that Costco was not going to question our members on items that they return. It was pointed out that less then point one percent of our members abuse the policy. I firmly believe that the renewed emphasis on our return policy, at that point in time, was due to the Costco-Price Club merger. It was very apparent to me that the Price club managers had much more leeway and discretion on accepting returns then the Costco managers. The Price Club guys were known to be “hard asses” when it came to approving questionable concerns. Jim was out to put everyone on notice that the Costco return policy and to a larger extent, Costco’s customer service policy was to be adhered to by ALL the warehouse managers.
Vermont Christmas Party
One of our Christmas parties in Vermont was held at the downtown Radisson Hotel in Burlington. It was my wife’s birthday that night, so everyone made a point to wish her Happy birthday along with bringing a few gifts for her. We had a suite at the hotel and held an after party at our room. 
  That was after someone set fire to the table centerpiece at the table next to us. There were way too many people at the after party in our room. One could barely move in the room. Two of my managers (foods manager and assistant) got into a friendly argument and the foods manager picked up a bouquet of flowers that my wife received for her birthday and hit my assistant manager over the head with the bouquet. There were stems and flowers everywhere and the whole room blew up in laughter.
Joe Returns
In 1994, about a year after I transferred to Vermont, Joe Portera was promoted to Executive Vice President of the East coast and Canada.  This meant that Joe would once again be my senior most manager.  After all my run ins with Joe in the past, I wasn’t quite sure how to feel about this.  Truthfully though, despite our problems, it was hard to dislike him because he had always been such a kind, funny man, who treated me like a friend.   
It was usually once a month that I could expect my Regional VP Richard, to fly in for a walk through the warehouse.  As it turns out, it didn’t take long after Joe’s move to the northeast that my past would catch up with me.  It was one of my job duties to pick Richard up from the airport. inevitably within minutes of getting settled into the car he would turn to me and say, “I don’t know what you did, and I don’t want to know, but Joe says you’re going to cost our company a million dollars.” 
Man, what a way to start off a visit—every time.  He stuck to his word and never asked what happened between me and Joe and I never told him.  


The Knockout
It was about 5 PM on Halloween of 1993 in Colchester Vermont. I was in the office talking to some of my fellow employees when I heard one of my loss prevention employees say over the radio that there were two sleaze bag looking members that had just entered the warehouse. They looked unkept, had long greasy hair and wore long oversized military jackets. They went to the front row of cigarettes, back when we merchandised cigarettes on pallets in front of the cash registers. They both took two cartons each and then split up to go to opposite parts of the warehouse. 
  I was asked what I wanted them to do, and I said to keep someone on each of them. One of the guys got spooked and ditched the two cartons he had taken, on the hardlines side of the building, and left the warehouse. The other guy continued walking toward the foods bulk wall (outside wall on the side of warehouse that groceries are sold), I then heard my LP guy say that he had lost sight of the guy for a few seconds and what did I want him to do. 
  In retail you must have 100% vision of a potential shoplifter to ensure that the person did not have the opportunity to put merchandise down somewhere. Once the person is past the point of sale, we can approach him fully knowing that the person does in fact have the stolen merchandise. I instructed my LP to continue to follow the guy. I was then informed that the individual was walking down main aisle in hardlines (opposite of where he was) towards the front entrance. 
  I hurried over to that side of the warehouse and met the guy in front of the jewelry case. When I met him in front of the case It was me and I think about five other employees. When I asked the guy what he did with the two cartons of Camel cigarettes he had, he quite loudly asked if "I was accusing him of stealing"? I responded that I was not but that I did need to know where he put the two cartons, I said "did you ditch them behind the cans of chili?". He again asked if I was accusing him of stealing and then he leaned into me with clenched fists and said "what, are you fucking accusing me of stealing?" 
  At that point I felt threatened with bodily harm and my immediate reaction was to punch the guy. I hit him hard with my right hand on the left side of his mouth. He went down at once and when his head hit the floor his eyes rolled to the back of his head. Now in my mind I’m thinking fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck as I can faintly hear my employees saying that they thought I had killed him. You should have seen the look of amazement and shock on my employees faces! 
  I stated that I had knocked out someone before and that he wasn’t dead he was just knocked out.  I told them to give it a minute or so and he will wake up. All the while I’m thinking that I really fucked up and I need to call my boss right now.  I tried to hide the worry I was experiencing but I’m sure there was panic written all over my face.  I envisioned my career going down the drain with one shot. After what seemed like forever, the guy started to wake up, I put my foot on his chest and told him he needed to get up, get the fuck out of my warehouse and never come back. 
  As he headed for the door, accompanied by two of my employees, I started running to my office to call my District Manager. I knew this was not good and I was likely in big trouble. Halfway to the office I hear on the radio that the police are outside, and they want to speak to me. I turned and headed outside to meet with them. 
  When I got outside there were two police officers, the two suspects and four of my employees. One of the officers asked the guy that I knocked out what happened. He responded by saying something like “I don’t know man, all I know is that I was walking in the store shopping, minding my own business, and this guy comes up to me and decks me. The officer says ok, can you identify the person that hit you? The guy kind of bends over and stares at the five of us and finally points at my frontend manager and says, "it was that big Indian guy". He was pointing at Gustavo who is about six foot two and 240lbs. The officer literally made the sound of a buzzer and said WRONG, and I said YES! 
  The officer then issued a trespass citation and sent the two of them on their way. I thanked them and then started running to the office again. I don’t remember a lot about what my boss said when I called him as there was just too much adrenaline still running through my body. I do remember him saying that I can’t hit people and that I am going to have to explain this to Joe Portera, the EVP.
  At 8:01 the following morning Joe called, and I knew I was not in too much trouble as the first thing he said was "is this Cassius Carter" which of course was a reference to Mohammed Ali’s name of Cassius Clay before he chose his Muslim name. I stated it was and that I’m sorry I did not mean to hit the guy and it happened in the heat of the moment. After going through all the details, Joe kind of snickered and said something to the effect of let’s see if anything comes of this. He also said he had no idea how Jim would react (Jim Sinegal). We hung up and I sighed a huge sigh of relief!
  That was November first. Over the next few months there was little conversation about the incident as the focus was on the holidays. In January we had our monthly east coast managers meeting. There were about one hundred and eighty warehouse managers, vice presidents and buyers at the meeting. 
  At the end of the first day, Joe stood up on a chair and dinged a glass with a fork to get everyone’s attention. He said that he knew that there were a lot of rumors being spread about and that he wanted to set the record straight; Pete Carter did in fact knock a guy out in front of the jewelry case in his warehouse. I received a standing ovation. As all the participants left the conference room, they formed a congratulatory line and one by one shook my hand and said things like "good job", "I always wanted to do that" and "you really knocked him out". I loved the attention.   
Still, I had not heard anything from Jim Sinegal and probably would not until I attended the International Managers Conference later that year in August. On the opening night of the conference as we are all having cocktails, Jim walked by the group I was socializing with and looked over at me, stopped, and said "Pete did you really knock that guy out", I said "yes I did". With that he kind of gets this half smirk look on his face and says, "well we never heard from any lawyers" and walked away. One more huge sigh of relief.
Fire Your Wife
When I promoted and transferred to Colchester my wife was also working for Costco. She had opened Clifton and then transferred to Brookfield Connecticut and then transferred to Nanuet when I was promoted to the Vermont location. Initially I was told that she could not continue to work for Costco because she was my wife. As you may or may not be aware; Costco the king of nepotism in the retail industry. And there were a few employees transferred in that were spouses. 
  My boss got back to me and said she could continue to work in membership barring any concerns. I was told that she had to work in the pharmacy as it was the one ancillary business that was more of its own stand-alone business, and I did not have nearly as much oversight as I had with all the other ancillary businesses. 
  I was also told that if there were any other issues or concerns that there were no other options for her. Having her work in the pharmacy was fine with her as she loved her job, did not want to leave Costco after almost eight years and she was almost topped out—-meaning that she had worked enough hours to get to the very top of the pay scale. Initially, the pharmacist that we hired seemed to get along with my wife just fine. 
  After about a year of working together their relationship started to deteriorate which one day culminated in my wife and another pharmacy employee being locked out of the department. My wife had not made me aware of the numerous prior encounters that she and the pharmacist had. It was clear that the pharmacist was not going to continue to work with my wife in her department.  
  At that time there was a posting for an open position in the membership department. We took down the posting and transferred her to membership. About a month later I was informed by my boss that someone had complained again about my wife working in my warehouse, this time by the wife of another employee who had hoped to get hired off the street for the position. I was told that the situation was going to be reviewed by the senior vice president and that it didn’t look too good in terms of my wife staying on with Costco.  
   Later, the SRVP called me to discuss the situation and he kept going back to my acknowledgement that I understood that if anything else arose that she would lose her job and that was ultimately the decision.  I was told to fire my wife. I did not know how to even approach the subject as we had talked about it, but she didn’t think it would happen and I knew that in all likelihood it would.  I was told basically that I had to decide between my career and hers. 
  After losing her job she did speak with a lawyer that told her that she had a compelling case, but he also reiterated that it could possibly damage my standing with the company.  Considering that this was less than two years into my time as a general manager I had not really reaped the monetary rewards of being the GM which led to more serious discussions of suing Costco for wrongful termination. There was just no way we could chance getting a lifetime amount of who knows how much through the suit versus the guaranteed salary, bonuses and stock options that were given to me at the time.
Speaking of Stock Options
Now back in the day all of the warehouse managers (general managers) were given a base salary, which for me in 1993 was fifty five thousand dollars plus, a yearly five point bonus plan which was based on results from: 1) inventory as a percent to sales which at the time was .30% or better, 2) actual sales based on the final yearly budgeted amount, 3) net profit based on final yearly budget, 4) controllable expenses based on final yearly budgeted expenses which included payroll and insurance and bonus accrual, workers comp, general liability and typical operational expenses like trash hauling, power and gas, travel and entertainment and local marketing and a few others. 5) discretionary bonus, which is exactly what it sounds like. The regional VP and the SRVP decide whether you get some or all of it. 
  Then most importantly, stock options that were given out each October. The typical amount given were five thousand shares each year. For those of you that don’t know about stock options, they differ from stock grants which are outright gifts of stock versus stock options that are stock given to you at a certain market price at the time Costco set those stocks aside. My first five thousand stock options were given to me at five dollars per share. All stock options or grants were vest over five years which means I had ownership of twenty percent each year until year five when I had one hundred percent ownership. The stock would really add up as they were issued each year and, in some years, they would give more than other years. 
One year I received twelve thousand stock options but never less than five thousand. After five years and then going forward I essentially had one hundred percent ownership of the stocks given in that previous five years based on twenty percent vesting each year. Keep in mind that each year the price at issuance was higher than the previous year. As an example, the first-year issuance was five dollars, and the next year was probably around seven or eight dollars per share although I can’t remember exact prices. 
   I do remember my first sales of stock which we used for a much-needed vacation for our family of six. I sold my full vested amount of twenty percent that was issued at something like six or seven dollars and sold it for something like seven dollars meaning a made about ten thousand before taxes. Pretty hard to believe those number now when Costco stock is about five hundred and sixty dollars per share. 
  The biggest mistake of my life was leaving Costco in 2003 with ownership of over thirty-eight thousand stock options at various prices from around the mid-twenties to the mid to upper thirties. When I left Costco all those shares were not fully vested, or the issuance price was not below the current market price, so I did not get a windfall in stock sales when I left the company. I’ve certainly done the math over the years to determine what I would have gained in income based on what stocks I had and what I would have continued to be given and its embarrassing to say that it would have amounted to somewhere between five and twelve million dollars and that just in stocks!
Peteybucks
The one thing that Jim Sinegal always preached was that the warehouse managers needed to take ownership of their business as if they were the owners. I took that very seriously in my quest for supreme member service and how I would treat my employees. I will say that over the course of my first ten years as general manager I had a ridiculously low amount of member complaints and even less employee concerns which is one my best accomplishments. 
  That being said. In the summer of 1994, a local business approached one of our marketing employees and wanted to start a program where they would buy $1500 worth of gift certificates to use as employee’s incentives and repurchase more when they were low. They wanted the certificates to be $25 each which I said would not be an issue. At some point thereafter I had one of my managers call corporate to see if we could get the $25 gift certificates and they were told that Costco only had $50 and $100 gift certificates. 
  Not wanting to lose this business and wanting an "in" with the company that wanted the gift certificates, I decided that we would essentially type up some paper $25 certificates and give them to the company. Then as soon as two came through registers and in turn through the vault, we would replace two $25 certificates with a $50 certificate. We would crimp the in-house certificates with the Costco Colchester #314 seal that we used for our bank deposits to ensure there would not be any fake certificates. I couldn’t see any real issues with it as long as the money balanced out in the end. I was quite proud of myself for implementing this exchange program. 
  After a couple of months, with the program working very well, an internal corporate operations auditor came into the building. For obvious reasons they always come in unannounced or scheduled. Any time an auditor was in the building everyone was on heightened alert to ensure that we did everything by the book. The auditor spends time in each department and goes through all paperwork and visually observes the employee’s work habits. Once the auditor was done in the vault, he asked to speak to me. He then went on to tell me of the concerns he had about making the $25 "certificates" and that he would have to contact his supervisor to figure out if we could continue with the exchange program. 
  It wasn’t long before he came back and said that we had to discontinue the program immediately and that, unfortunately, I would probably be hearing from my boss soon. Roughly a half hour later my boss called, who was quite the professional screamer, and proceeded to rip me a new ass. He just kept saying who was I to be able to circumvent the system and that had I asked him he could have made the arrangements for corporate to make twenty-five-dollar certificates —oops! 
  Not long after that, while on a warehouse walk with my boss and his boss, the SRVP, as we were discussing how to merchandise some of the back seasonal aisles, the SRVP said about one aisle: “why don’t you just put an aisle of "Peteybucks" there. Myself and my managers thought his suggestion was funny and we cracked up laughing but my boss still didn’t see the humor.  That’s how I got the nickname Peteybuck! 
The Perfect Walk 
Just like every retailer on the planet earth we get walks from all upper management folks. Typically, we would see the ancillary managers, bakery, deli, meat, food court, tire center, pharmacy and optical the most. Sometimes my regional vice president would come by himself and other times he would come with one or more of the ancillary managers and buyers. When the senior vice president came you never knew who he would bring with him. 
  On one occasion in the spring of 1995, we had a walk from the Senior Vice President, Jim Murphy. He came up to do the standard walk through the warehouse. I believe it was just him and my regional VP Richard Chavez. As he started the walk through the major appliance department and then up the main of hardlines, he asked the standard questions like: what were your sales last week? What is your inventory on hand (dollar wise)? How many employees do you have? We’re you staffed properly?
  He walked most aisles looking to see what we had on the endcaps, what product led the aisles, did the product flow properly from one category to another, was there one item to a pallet (the goal) and if not, were the right items split on the pallets. He looked to see if the items within each category were merchandised by price points with the most expensive items leading the category, was the product lined up straight on the pallet, did we block off correctly and not face up product, were the pallets straight in the aisle and lined up properly. 
  He stopped at all the ancillary departments and asked all the department managers pertinent questions about their department’s performance, he went back onto the receiving dock and looked at everything he could. He continued down main aisle of foods towards the frontend and continued to ask the standard questions. I will say that we had the correct answer to all his questions. As he passed through the frontend, he looked at me and said "from starboard to stern" he could not find one issue. He left shortly after that. Now I’m not sure how I can properly convey to you how big of a deal it is to get essentially a perfect walk from a SRVP, it just doesn’t happen—except in the Colchester Costco! 
The Perfect Audit
Let me expand on what the function of a corporate auditor does. Their job is to visit each designated location for a three-day period and essentially go through each department like a fine-tooth comb to determine whether we are operating our business according to the operations and procedural manuals. Now I don’t believe too many managers intentionally try to do things different from our established procedures but there are tons and tons of procedures considering how many departments we have in our locations.  
  It is easy for supervisors and managers to overlook or just not track whether every procedure is handled by the book.  I can’t say how many possible violations the auditors could potentially find but I will say the average across all departments was somewhere in the 70-100 violations.  These can be for a supervisor not initialing an item purchased for over a hundred dollars (had to verify that it was in fact the correct item sold) or that the receiving crew always had two signatures on each invoice to confirm that two employees actually were part of the receiving of the items or whether the cart pusher was using a cart rope and pushing no more than ten carts. They had a lot of things to check. There are also critical violations, mid-level violations and basically minor violations. 
  Now I will say that this auditor and I got along quite well which is always a good thing as auditors do have the ability to decide whether any minor violations go onto the actual audit. For this audit he allowed for all minor violations to be corrected prior to him leaving the building. On the last day of their visit the auditor would usually spend the better part of the morning preparing the final audit and then they would sit down with the warehouse manager and whichever assistant managers are in the building and go over the audit. 
  On this occasion the auditor started out by saying he thought we had an exceptionally well-run building. He then proceeded to go through his audit of each department and one after one he kept saying no issues. In the end there were no concerns—that right ZERO VIOLATIONS! Now that just did not happen and to say I was proud would have been a gross understatement. The corporate auditing department was not nearly as proud of the results of the audit as I was, and it resulted in the auditor being told that he had lost his subjectivity and he would no longer be allowed to audit our location.  I still got a perfect audit thank you very much! And I’m sure that the fact that I bought a cedar hope chest, that he made, for my daughter had absolutely nothing to do with his decision, right?




Well after the perfect walk and a perfect audit in 1995, out of the blue, I received a call from Joe. It was short and to the point as Joe said that he had thought that I was going to be a disaster as a GM and that I had proved him wrong. He told me that I had been doing a great job and that he felt that I really knew what I was doing. He said that everything that happened in the past was just that, in the past and that the slate has been wiped clean. “That’s all water under the bridge” he told me. I received a hefty raise in addition to a substantial about of stock. which was unbelievably cool. I was so relieved, I thanked him and then got on the phone to my wife and said we were going out to celebrate. It was one of those truly exceptional days.
Evidently in my world all good things must come to an end. About three years later in 1998 while I was at the monthly Managers Meetings down in the Sterling Virginia regional offices, I opened my big mouth yet again. This time it was about cutting payroll which, no matter what business you’re in, is the biggest area of controllable expenses that we can impact. Remember whatever you cut in payroll expense also means you are cutting an additional 50-60% in benefit expenses. Joe stood up and told all of us GMs that we needed to do a better job of cutting payroll and proceeded to tell us of areas that it could be done in. He spoke for quite a while as it was clearly a concern. As he was speaking I could feel my blood pressure rise and I was thinking; doesn’t he know that cutting hours is our life?  Has he forgotten what it’s like to run a building and how could he even suggest that we weren’t doing our jobs?  What I wasn’t thinking is that not everyone was doing their job and that he was in fact doing his. After Joe was done, we were asked if we had any questions. that’s when I stood up and started to talk explain that, as GMs our lives are about cutting and that I doubted there was anybody in the room that didn’t cut everything we could. As I’m speaking my voice is getting louder and my harms are flailing and my fingers are pointing and as i look at my fellow managers none of them will even look at me but, OH hell no that didn’t deter me, no way. I continued to talk about what would happen if we cut hours in this department or that department.  I was really on a self righteous roll.  When I did finally sit back down I could see that just about everyone in the room seemed to be a bit embarrassed by what I had just said.  There was a silence over the room that wasn’t there before I spoke.  The meeting ended shortly thereafter.   Things were different for me after this meeting; I was not greeted by my friends and co-workers as we normally would say goodbye to each other and people weren’t waving goodbye to me as we when we made eye contact on our way out of the building.  I also remember going up to my Regional Manager neal harris, to shake his hand and say good bye but he refused to shake my hand and said something to the effect that my name was mud and I was in deep shit.  
Once I got back to Vermont, I was expecting a call from my boss neil with some sort of ass chewing or lecture or something and, I did get a call but it was more about the business at hand.  We only lightly conversed about how I should better gauge what I say in the meetings.
  During this time my warehouse in Colchester was going through a remodel of the fresh foods department.  Remodels are always a pain in the ass and this one was no different but I we were handling it just fine—or I thought.  That was until about six weeks after my epic payroll speech when Joe and his entourage came up for a warehouse walk with very little notice.  As soon as they came through the entrance door I knew I was in trouble.  The Senior Vice President, without even saying hello, took out a tape measure and started measuring the steel crossbar heights throughout the warehouse.  The rest of the entourage kinda peeled away to their respective departments with one of my managers accompanying each of them as the walk went on until it was finally just Joe and I walking alone.  It was right in front of the freezer opposite of the coffee aisle when Joe looked down at me and said: “Petey, about a month or so ago there was this guy at a meeting that embarrassed me more then I have ever been embarrassed in my life”, and then he looked deeply into my eyes and said: “do you know who that might have been?” As soon as he had started speaking I knew it was not going to be good.  I could feel my heart starting to beat faster and I was feeling a bit flush and I said, kind of sheepishly, “the Senior VP”?  Before he could say no, I said that I knew it was me, I apologize and that I didn’t know how bad it sounded and so on and so forth because it was very apparent Joe didn’t really care what kind of excuse I offered up.  He was not a happy camper.  We finished the walk and then I was told that the remodel was not going well and that it was clear we needed help and that they were going to send some of their hand picked managers from other locations to assist.  I was also questioned as to why I thought I was above everyone else because I didn’t have to abide by the standards of steel height throughout the warehouse.  I was fucked with a capital F.  There wasn’t much I could say so I just took it like a man and vowed, to myself, that I would never put myself in that position again.
Vacation Policy
Within the first two years of or takeover (I mean merger) of Price Club there were moves made to more integrate management within at the corporate and regional level. While in Colchester I had a new VP who was from the Price Club side. The Price Club was a lot more rigid with their rules and procedures then Costco was and one of the policies that my new boss tried to implement was the vacation policy. 
  I think it may have been all the east coast locations that were to convert to the new policy but, I’m not positive so I’ll only speak of my experience.  Essentially, he wanted all employees to take full weeks of vacation rather than do as we had always done and allow for vacations to be taken either a day(s) and or week(s) at a time.  We also had to have all time off requests turned in to management by the end of January for the rest of the year. Anyone that did not get theirs in by then would be allowed vacation when possible and if we could. now first off, vacations taken are ways for the warehouse to save on payroll. It was then and still is now, common to ask for employees to take vacation days during weeks that are slow so we can save payroll. 
  Admittedly, I was not too keen on this vacation policy change, but I also recognized that it was my obligation, as the general manager, to promote this change. I did promote it, but I did not give it my all. I didn’t like the change anymore then my employees did.  
My boss was checking each location as to see how well this potential change was going to be accepted. He let me know that the Colchester location was identified as one of the warehouses that didn’t want to go along with the new policy.  
He scheduled a meeting with some select employees (the unofficial leaders among hourly employees) in my building and flew up the following week. Prior to the meeting he let me know that Joe was concerned that the “inmates were running the prison”.  I assured him that they were not, and that this policy change really concerned them with respect to being able to potentially take time off at the last minute for whatever reason. By scheduling all their vacation, they would not have the ability to take a vacation day because a relative is unexpectedly coming to town or take a day for an unplanned doctors’ appointment or to just be able to take a day off because tomorrow is going to be a beautiful day. 
  My boss held the meeting, and my employees did not hold back and never budged from their position that the policy was not employee friendly, and they could not understand the need other than to make scheduling easier for managers. By the time my boss left that day he was frustrated. Not too long after that we were notified that the new vacation policy would not be put into effect.
The Ice Storm of 1998
Living in the Burlington Vermont area in the wintertime is like living at the North Pole. After living in Idaho for a combined eleven plus years and in New York for a year I thought I knew what wintry weather and snow was all about, boy was I ever wrong. When the forecasted snow fall is 2-5 inches what they really mean is 4-7 inches and forecast of 4-7 inches really means 7-11 inches and if they say it’s going to snow over a foot then who knows how much we will get. I had never seen sidewalk snowplows until we moved to Vermont. The sidewalk snowplows create huge walls of 4-8 feet of snow on either side unreal. 
  In January of 1998 we lived through the “The Great Ice Storm of 1998”. It spread out over four days, and I think we got something like 4-5 inches of rain—or shall I say ice. The ice weighted down the tree limbs so much that any time you opened a door or window all you could hear was crack snap, crack snap, crack snap as every five seconds or so a tree branch was breaking off. 
In our neighborhood, as best I can remember, we only ran out of power for about a day, maybe a bit longer but, many areas in the city and throughout the state were out of power for days and some for weeks.  There were some areas around Montreal Canada (96 miles from Burlington) that went almost a month without power.  
  We shut down the Costco for a day and a half and I remember seeing (and pushing) the grocery carts that literally had 4-12 inches of ice hanging from them.  On the second night of the storm, at about 10 PM, I received a call from our alarm company that the sensors and burglar alarms were going off at Costco. I was always the one to receive the first call for those types of situations and typically, I would call another manager and have them meet me there but, because of the number of alarms going off and since the alarm company had already called the police and they were on their way I decided I would go alone.
   I jumped in our minivan and took off down the street heading in the direction I normally leave our neighborhood. As soon as I turned the corner of our block there was a live power line literally dancing in the street. All I could think is holy shit! Ok, so that’s not going to work, I then backed up and started to go the other way which now was the only way out. After driving a block and then turning onto the next street I stopped and looked at the canopy of trees that had formed over the street. The canopy, which didn’t exist without heavy ice, was so low that the longest of the icicles would have been no more than an inch or two above my van.  
  There was no way I was going to try to drive through the canopy of ice, so I turned the van around and drove home. I then called the alarm company and told them I could not get out of my neighborhood; the guy laughed and said its ok because the cops couldn’t get there either because everything was slicker than an ice rink. We laughed and got off the phone and then I left a message with my boss informing him of the situation.
There’s Nothing We Can Do
In the spring of 1997, I was attending an east coast manager meeting in Sterling Virginia. During one of the training seminars for human resources, all the participants were split up into teams of six and six people. Each team was given a potential real-life scenario that could occur within our warehouses. Each team then spent about 10 minutes discussing how we would handle our specific situation. The team I was on included two Regional Vice Presidents, one who was my immediate supervisor and the other who was a former Price Club guy that I really didn’t know. 
  Each team selected someone to be their spokesperson and that someone for our team was me. Now first off, these meetings can get boring especially if one were to be out having fun the night before. I could sense that the audience needed a good laugh. After thoroughly discussing our scenario, our team had come up with a viable plan. I then waited for my turn to convey our results. There were three or four teams that went before us, and each team leader said what their scenario was and then elaborated as to how they would address the situation. 
  Each team was given a nice atta boy and a round of applause. When it came time for my presentation I slowly stood up, did the usual uh umm and looked around the room with a big smile and wide eyes. I then read the details of our scenario, described how we had thoroughly looked at all options and then, doing a panoramic head turn and looking genuinely concerned, I said that we had determined that "there ain’t shit we could do about it" and promptly sat down. 
  The place erupted. My boss who was right next to me was not sure how to react until he looked over at the executive vice president who was kneeled over laughing with tears rolling down his face, then he started to laugh, the other VP in our group was already crying with laughter. Once the crowd settled down, I stood up and finished my presentation.
Chalks Gaherty
Sometime in the spring of 1997 all east coast warehouse managers attended a manager meeting in Sterling Virginia. At the meeting we noticed a guy standing over with the executive vice president and the senior vice president. He looked somewhat disheveled, had thick glasses and looked like he was wearing dungarees. We all thought he was some sort of new regional maintenance guy or something. 
  After the meeting ended me, Dave and Brian along with some other GM’s went to the bar at the hotel we were staying and, as we always did, ordered drinks and started playing billiards. The guy that we thought was the maintenance employee came in by himself and racked up the balls on the table next to us. Then we all saw him looking around for chalk for his pool stick. We were getting a big kick out of him not finding any, as we had just gone through the same exercise and found the only the one and only chalk. When he’s done, he notices that we seem to have the only chalk in use.  He then politely asked if he could borrow ours. We jokingly told him “No". 
  The look on his face was priceless! We then gave him the chalk and said we were just kidding. He then introduced himself as the John Gaherty, Senior Vice President of the newly announced Midwest Region. Turns out that John was a nice guy. I got to know him somewhat over the next few years to the extent that he once told me that I needed to come to his home in Chicago and play some pool and drink wine with him. 
  On another occasion while attending one of the International Managers Conferences in Seattle, my friend Dave and I were drinking and playing billiards at our hotel. As we were getting ready to call it a night (it was around midnight), Dave suggested we send some chalk up to the John’s room. I thought that it would be funny, so we went to the front desk and asked for a pen and envelope. We put two pieces of chalk into the envelope and told the front desk that it needed to be delivered ASAP. The envelope was labeled URGENT. When we saw him the next morning at the tournament, he came over to me and said that the front desk woke him out of bed with and urgent message that turned out to two pieces of chalk in an envelope. He said that at the time he wasn’t too happy about being woke up in the middle of the night but by the time he spoke to me he laughed about it.
Food Safety Certification
In February of 1996, when Costco first started food safety certification for all its managers, the northeast regions managers were all enrolled in the Cornell University’s Food Safety program. We all received books from Cornell and were told to study for upcoming tests. All warehouse managers were to be certified prior to the rollout of training for assistant managers and department managers. 
  We were told that we would take the tests while when we were all down in Florida for the monthly managers meetings. It was awesome that we would have the winter meetings in Florida so us manager’s that lived in cold weather states could enjoy some warm weather for a few days (yet another cool Costco thing). 
  The meeting took place in West Palm Beach Florida, and, at the time, I had never been to Florida, so it was doubly cool. In Vermont, as usual, it was fucking cold, and we had lots of snow on the ground. To be able to fly into 80-degree weather in February was super awesome. 
  Dave and I would always take an extra day or two after the meetings to enjoy a day at the beach or around the pool. We went to the meeting and took the tests at the end of the first day. While we were taking the test, the administrator of the test said, quite tersely, that anyone who fails the test would have to come right back next month and take it again. Immediately, I looked over at my friend Dave and we both smiled at each other as we knew exactly what we had to do. We both intentionally failed the test and sure enough, we were invited back down to Florida the next month to take the test again—what were they thinking? I remember the instructor asking if we were any of the guys in the back, from the last meeting that were acting up and carrying on—we assured her that we were not—and yes it was us! Think about it, an all-expense paid trip to West Palm Beach Florida with an extra day or two for relaxation—in the middle of winter—thank you very much!
Regional Meat Supervisor gets the Boot
In the fall of 1994, the regional meat supervisor visited the Colchester Costco location. I had just arrived at work, not aware that the supervisor had entered the warehouse. As I’m sitting at my desk, my meat manager comes to me almost in tears. He says the supervisor just ripped him a new ass for the way the department looked. He said the guy was screaming at him in front of his employees. My meat manager said that he did not believe the things the supervisor said were wrong or merited that kind of response from him, especially in front of his employees. 
  I asked the supervisor to come to my office to discuss what happened. I could tell that he was also upset. He tried to defend himself but before he could finish, I yelled at him and told him he did not have the right to take down my manager in front of his employees. I then told him to get out of my building. He did leave and promptly called my boss at the regional offices, which at the times were based in Waltham Massachusetts (Boston). Soon after his call, I got a call from my boss asking what had happened. I calmly explained what happened and after listening intently, he said that he would call the meat guy and require him to apologize and ask permission to come back into the warehouse. Shortly thereafter the meat supervisor came into the office with the meat manager, and he apologized to both of us, and everything was good.
Hang Your Signs
I was really into the details of merchandising since it could have such an impact on members shopping habits and decisions. Having aisles that were neat, clean and straight with proper signage with up-to-date prices was the to be the norm in my location.  Proper signage had to happen always. The merchants needed to ensure that the signage was hung after the most recent price change and that it was not wrinkled, ripped or discolored. 
  I believed that I had hammered that home during pre-opening considering how often it was mentioned in the numerous meetings we had throughout the process. And that was to all managers, not just the merchants. So, one day after the merchants had already worked 12-hour days, as I was walking the foods side, I came across not one but two missing signs. I was livid as in my mind we had just opened, and we already were having sign issues.
  This was happening even after the foods manager had spent twelve hours at work. I thought, what was he doing when he knows that signage was my number one concern. I promptly walked back to the office and called the manager at his home. I could tell when he answered the phone that he was tired. That had no effect, I yelled at him and told him he had missing signs in his department and that he needed to get his ass back to the warehouse at once. 
  He was not happy but said he would be there right away. I then replaced the signs as I could not leave product on the floor without a sign. He showed up about fifteen minutes later and I told him that I had replaced them and that if he left again without checking his signs that I would probably do more than just call him. Now, in looking back, was that the proper way to address it? No, but did it result in less missing signs in my warehouse? It certainly did as word got out to the other managers in addition to discussing the situation at the following Monday managers meeting. 
Monday Managers Meetings
Every Monday, without exception, we had our Monday manager’s meeting at 1 PM in my office. The meetings were also called staff meetings. In the summer of 1993 during the pre-opening of the Colchester location, on Fridays after work, we would all go over to the closest bar which was called The Ratskeller. Just about everyone that was onboard working at the time came to what we called our "staff meetings". The bar had a nice outdoor area with picnic benches and horseshoe pits. It was a nice area to get to know one another, some people brought their kids, we had a lot of fun. It got to the point that the bar would call us the day before so they would know how many kegs of beer they would need. 
  Evidently word got out about us having our manager’s meetings at a bar on Fridays. One day about a month after we were open, the regional marketing manager pulled me aside in confidence and said that I might want to be careful because the word at the regional offices was that I was having my manager’s meetings at a bar on Fridays. I laughed and laughed and told him what the real story was, he also laughed and said he would set the record straight.
Pete, Can I Do My Work in The Office on Mondays During the Managers Meetings?
I have a very loud voice and when I get excited my voice raises even more. One Monday, in the spring of 1995 before the manager’s meeting, I was pulled aside by one of the vault clerks and she asked me if she could work out in the main area of the office every Monday from 1-3 PM. The vault was next to my office.
   I thought it was a strange request and couldn’t understand why she would ask that of me. I said I did not have any problems with her request but asked her why she would not want to work in the vault. Somewhat sheepishly, she said that she could not continue to work in the vault during the meetings because it was too embarrassing to hear me screaming at all of the managers. I learned a valuable lesson that day; make sure no one was within earshot of the office between 1 and 3 PM on Mondays! All kidding aside it did make me more aware of how I came across, but it really did not curb my loudness.
Jim’s Coming
As you are now aware, there’s nothing I like better then to play a joke on someone.  So, one day in Colchester in the spring of 1999, as I was sitting at my desk, I started to think about how I could play a joke on some of my fellow warehouse managers. I came up with what I thought was a real funny idea and immediately picked up the phone and called one of my buddy’s warehouses in New Jersey. It was early afternoon. 
  When the person in administration at the warehouse answered the phone, I stated that my name was Bob and that I was calling from corporate. I then went on to say that I needed to speak with Jim Sinegal and my schedule showed that Jim was due in their warehouse at 3:30 PM today and could they have him call me back at extension 443. I could hear in the background that the person was fumbling around for something to write with or on and sure enough she asked if I can repeat what I had said so I told her once again that my name was Bob from corporate and that my schedule showed that Jim Sinegal was scheduled to be in their building today at 3:30 PM and would they have him return my call at extension 443. I could tell she was very anxious. I then thanked her and hung up. 
  Five minutes later I called back to the warehouse and asked to speak to the warehouse manager and that it was Pete Carter. Soon after, my friend answers the phone sounding like he is out of breath, and I casually asked him how he was doing and what’s going on. He says that his warehouse got a call from someone at corporate and that Jim was going to be in the building in a few hours and that he had to go. I stopped him and laughed loud and hard and said it was just me. He did not think it was as funny as I did and promptly told me I was an asshole and he had to get off the phone to cancel all the directives he had given including authorizing overtime (taboo). He did kind of laugh a bit and then, after calling me an asshole again, we hung up. I was cracking up and quite proud of what I had just done.
   Now I’m thinking I need to do it again to another friend because boy that was so much fun. So, I call another warehouse and when the administration person answers the phone it was someone I knew. I also knew that she would recognize my voice so I did a fake southern accent and proceeded to state the same thing: that it was Bob from corporate and I needed to speak with Jim Sinegal and that my schedule showed that Jim would be in their location at 3:30 PM today and could they please have him call me at extension 443. I could tell she was a bit panicked over the phone, but she did get it all on the first try so I thanked her and hung up. 
  Now I intended to call back in five minutes like I had with the other call. But I then got a phone call and there was a problem with a member out on the floor, so I left the office and went to address that concern. I briefly forgot about the call. By the time I got back to the office and remembered that I needed to call back, more than a half hour had passed. I knew this was not good and I did feel bad that so much time had elapsed since I originally called and, for a second, I did think about just leaving it and not calling back. I knew I still needed to call my friend back and let him know it was just a prank. 
  So, I called back and was initially told that the GM was too busy to talk. I told them that I needed to speak to him right away as it was particularly important. It was obvious when my friend answered the phone that he was stressed. I calmly asked him what was going on and he told me that they got a call from corporate, and that Jim would be in the building this afternoon. He said he has extended all the shifts that he could, called and scheduled people to come in early and had already authorized over forty hours of overtime. 
  I couldn’t help it and I laughed like hell as I told him I was "Bob" from corporate and it was all a big joke. Initially, he didn’t see the humor at all, and he pretty much called me every name in the book.  He said he had to get off the phone so he could undo all that he had done in terms of authorizing extended shifts and overtime. He did admit that it was a good joke but also said I waited too long to call back. I agreed and I wished him a good day and hung up. 
Now Here’s a First
As much as Costco trains us managers in human resources and other employees related areas, they just can’t prepare us for all of the possibilities that arise over the course of your career and of course once you become a general manager you are at the top of the heap and have to learn how to deal with things that aren’t necessarily in the books so to say.  
One such case happened in Vermont about two years after we opened when an employee that was one of our original hires asked if she could come in and have a private conversation with me. I said we could, and we went in the office. I believe there was a female manager with us as a witness, and the employee proceeded to tell me that she was going to be transitioning from a female to a male.  
She said that her greatest concern was how she would be treated by her fellow employees. She knew, had grown up with, had gone to school and worked with many of the employees at Costco. She had even dated some of her fellow employees. 
Quite honestly, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to say so I listened intently and assured her that I would do all that I could to keep the gossip and rumors to a minimum.  After the meeting I called my regional vice president and briefed him on the situation. He also said he had ever been involved with that type of situation, so he referred me to someone in human resources at the corporate offices. 
  They were helpful in giving specific direction on how to handle the situation and recommended that I discuss it with all of my staff at the next weekly Monday managers meeting.  Corporate HR said that I did have an obligation to keep talk about the situation to a minimum but also agreed that it was going to be difficult considering how many people knew the employee prior to her becoming a Costco employee. 
   I brought up the subject at the very next Monday meeting. Somewhat to my surprise, which I probably should not have been surprised, a few of my managers said that they already knew about it and that she had been telling a bunch of people in the warehouse.  There was some chuckling and comments made under their breath by some of the managers. I took a hard line and let all the managers know that this was a serious situation and that they had an obligation to keep quiet and to let me know when they heard of gossip or teasing in relation to that employee. 
  I think overall things were handled well by all employees.  There was certainly some talk, but we did a decent job of keeping it to a minimum and making everyone aware that there was to be no discussion at Costco about that situation. After a couple of months my tire shop supervisor came to me and said that he was uncomfortable with the person having the sex reassignment hanging out in the tire shop and asking for money from people to buy a dick. 
I was somewhat taken aback and said that I would speak the employee.  When I brought him in (he had changed his name from female to male) to discuss the situation he denied asking for money for a dick but did say he was asking if he could borrow money for some a medical procedure. I told him that that is how rumors get started and that he needed to quit asking to borrow money from fellow employees. 
After a while thing just kind of went away in terms of me feeling complaints from him or his fellow employees.  I will say that after I was transferred to Kennesaw Georgia that I did receive a summons to appear at a deposition in Vermont as the employee was suing Costco and myself basically for not protecting him better while he worked at Costco.  If memory serves me correctly Costco settled with him for something like five hundred dollars.
We Sell Snow Tires
In the early winter 1996 while attending a monthly northeast manager meeting which I believe was held at our Waltham Massachusetts regional offices it was time for each manager to stand up and do his or her merchandising success story. We, as the presenters had been told to have some accompanying pictures and graphs to highlight the sales numbers and merchandising which were displayed on a projection screen up at the front of the room. The presentations tended to go on and on and some people just didn’t know when to shut the fuck up.  
  There were all kinds of success stories from doing a six block (six pallets) of exercise equipment to some sort of furniture set that did has great sales to massive twenty blocks holding ten pallets of just two items. There were probably 25-30 of us there and it was going to be my turn coming up after the GM from Brookfield Connecticut took his turn. That manager stood up and clicked to a picture of a very good-looking book table; nice and level and squared up. He was proud of the fact that something like ninety eight percent of all residents of his market area were literate and they were in the top one percent in the nation for literacy. They had some good sales to back up his statements. 
  Now that was all good and shit but I stood up making my usual uh uhh and clearing my throat and looking around with a bewildered look on my face and said in the most hillbilly way that I possibly could “Hi my names Pete, now I ain’t know nothin bout dem dare books but I’s from Vermont and we sell snow tires”, I had clicked on a beautiful picture of stacks upon stacks of snow tires as we had even beaten the Anchorage location in tire sales during the prior period. That meant we were number one in the US in snow tire sales. That brought down the house as everyone cracked up. Boy did I like to have fun at those meetings!
KENNESAW, GA
On a Monday in early November of 1999, I was informed that I was going to be transferring down to the Kennesaw Georgia location. My senior vice president had called me the Friday before to ask me if I wanted to transfer there. I asked if I could have the weekend to think about it and discuss the move with my wife. He said, “that would be fine”.  My wife and I discussed it at length and did all the usual things when considering a transfer in terms of going online to look at home price, schools, cost of living and where to potentially live. I had let it be known that I was hoping to transfer to a warm weather location. In the previous two years I had turned down numerous transfer requests to warehouses in south Florida and warehouses in the Washington DC area. I told my wife that one of these times they aren’t going to ask they are just going to tell me I have to transfer.  
  Well, we decided that we were going to accept the offer. Yet another move, how exciting. I call my SRVP that Monday morning and informed him that I had discussed the move with my wife and that we wanted to accept the transfer. He kind of laughed and said, “that’s good because you were going there either way”.
    I remember flying down to Atlanta the following week on a house hunting trip. It was only there for a few days, but the trip was beneficial as I was able to better decide what area near the warehouse that we were going to be looking for a home. 
While I was there, I made a trip to the Kennesaw location. No one knew me or what I looked like. Kennesaw used to have a liquor store, so it was the first place I visited. The woman at the register, Calle, was very welcoming and friendly. I spent some time talking to her and then went in to walk the building incognito. I entered the warehouse and as I rounded the corner by the jewelry case, I saw an employee walking down the main aisle of hardlines. The employee had a radio on which meant that he was a member of the warehouse management team (back then only managers and electronics employees had radios). As I watched him walk down the aisle, he walked past numerous pieces of trash on the floor. 
  Now anyone who has ever worked with me knows; I do not, under any circumstances, allow trash on the floor and, if any member of my team walks past it without picking it up, they are going to hear about it from me. I did not say anything to him or any other employees that night while I was essentially on my "reconnaissance mission".  The Kennesaw location needed some attention, and I knew that we had some work to do. Our motto in the northeast was: neat, clean and straight.  It’s what we lived by and what the Kennesaw location was going to live by! 
  My family had to stay in Vermont until my oldest daughter graduated high school that June. On my first day at the Kennesaw Costco, January 2, 2000, I was greeted by my assistant manager, whom to my surprise, was the guy I had seen walking by the trash on the floor. Normally I would not be too harsh on someone the first day of meeting them, but he was the exception to the rule as he was the second in command. I did not raise my voice but I did give him a very intense look and told him if I ever saw him walk past fucking trash on the floor and not pick it up, I would have his balls and see to it that he was no longer an assistant manager—and no, I didn’t have that kind of authority but I was convincing.  Harsh? Yes, but highly effective as word of our conversation spread like wildfire!
As I mentioned earlier, we increased the sales in the Kennesaw location by 92% in 18 months (56 million to 109 million). One of the ways we were able to do that was by improving our overall levels in merchandising which also included constant contact with the buying staff to ensure we had enough product. In the first two weeks I was there, we ran out of milk, bread and eggs on multiple days of both weeks. Now I’m a grocery guy from way back and the cardinal sin in the business is running out of any of those items EVER. 
  I was extremely aggressive in addressing these concerns. It was clear that the management staff at this location had no sense of urgency and it appeared that they had been given very little direction on how to properly merchandise the warehouse. This was made noticeably clear during a merchandise walk I had with all the morning managers and my assistant manager of merchandising. The purpose of walking the warehouse is to find concerns, discuss items on endcaps to figure out if the sales merit them staying on the ends, look at merchandise levels throughout the floor, discuss out of stocks and ensure that we were neat, clean and straight.  
  I could tell at once that the floor was not in decent shape; some of the endcap levels were half full, there was product in the aisles that did not have enough to get through the day, I saw many out-of-stock items and pallets that were not straight. I was pissed off and ripping everyone a new ass when, in the middle of the walk, the assistant manager pulls me aside and asks if we can have a private conversation. 
  I said that would be fine and we walked up a few aisles and he started to explain to me that I am being too hard on the managers. He said that I needed to understand that I had just come down from the north where they have a much stronger work ethic and that down here in the south things are a bit slower and that I would need to adapt to this "southern work ethic". As he’s speaking, I am starting to feel some absolute rage, I barely let him finish before I unloaded on him telling him that he is the fucking problem and that our employees will rise to the level that we set and expect for them to achieve. I further told him that if I ever heard him say that again I would personally do all that I could to see to it that his fucking ass would be run right out of Costco. 
Another way that we increased sales was to market further into what was viewed as "Sam’s territory" in Marietta. I was also told by the marketers that the other manager did not believe there would be any benefit to marketing down there. We also did a few marketing blitzes which were successful: during the 1-2 two-week marketing blitz we would use some other employees from other departments that had either helped with the marketing effort during pre-opening or any other employee that had the exceptional ability to interact with members. It didn’t matter which departments they came from, and we would train those that needed it. 
  We would work with the membership departments at the regional and corporate offices to offer some sort of discount on memberships during the blitz period. We all would meet each morning and afternoon when they were done to discuss strategies and successes and daily results. These blitzes would cost a significant amount of extra payroll and fortunately for me our sales were already starting to spike upwards since I had taken over Kennesaw. The marketing blitzes had a significant impact on new memberships which in turn increased our sales and more then paid for the increased payroll—it just took a few months for increased sales to cover it.
I also went after the convenience store business. Evidently the previous manager did not want the cigarette business because we do not make much margin on cigarettes. I looked at it the other way and that is that the C-Store businesses would not only buy cigarettes but also buy candies, chips, snacks, cleaning supplies, any restaurant supplies they might use or any other items that could be resold at their stores. Not to mention the "hook" in that they could also use their memberships to buy goods for home use. 
  I personally went to numerous C-Stores, many of which had turned down the membership offers, and introduced myself and asked why they weren’t interested in signing up at Costco. The vast majority said it was due to the lack of a larger selection of merchandise that we offered. I told them to get me a list of the top items that they were interested in, and I would do my best to get with the buyers and see what we could do. I was very upfront with them in terms of what products the buyers might but also told them that I knew I could get the buyers to bring in some of the items. I worked with the buyers, and we brought in something like 50 additional SKUs (more items). By doing so we got many of the owners to reconsider and sign up. We also offered to allow them to shop, with prior notification, prior to the warehouse opening (seems like it was between 9-10 AM). 

  Shortly after taking over the Kennesaw location, one of my employees came to me to inform me that the former warehouse manager had just entered the building. Evidently upon entering the warehouse and being asked for her membership card, she was not happy that she was asked for her card considering who she was. The person at the entrance door was new and did not know who she was. Instead of being understanding and just showing her card, she went crazy on the employee and left that person in tears. I did not like that shit at all but, I also knew that I should not address the issue myself as she had been recently promoted recently and was now above me in the Costco hierarchy. Therefore, the next day I called my regional VP, told him what happened and although I do not know how the conversation took place, but I was told that she was not coming into the warehouse for a predetermined amount of time. 
How Good Do You Want Your Inventory to Be?
At Costco we do our own Inventory twice a year, once in January or February and again in July or August. In the summer of 2000, as we were preparing for inventory in August, which would be my first since transferring to Kennesaw, my assistant manager came to me and asked me "how good did I want my inventory to be?". This was the same guy that told me I needed to adapt to the slower work ethic of employees in the south. I was somewhat confused as to what he meant so I asked him to elaborate. He said that when the receiving department discovered overages when receiving shipments from our Atlanta Distribution Depot, they would make management aware of the overages and then the manager would decide whether to contact the depot to have the overage corrected or just take in the goods and keep them as inventory overages. 
  I was a bit stunned at what he was telling me so I had to think for a minute about how I would respond. My first reaction was to call my regional VP and make him aware of what was evidently a common occurrence in this warehouse of manipulating their inventory. My second thought was do I want to be the one to ruin this guy’s career when I didn’t know for sure whether he was being truthful or just trying to be a "big man on campus". Ultimately, I gave him pretty much the same response that I had given him when he discussed southern work ethic—-if he ever mentioned or attempted to do what he told me about inventory I would do all I could to see he was terminated. In hindsight I should have called my boss.
401K Enrollment
  Each year, Costco would have a push for general managers to recruit all our employees to have money taken out of their checks to contribute to the company 401K program. Costco had what I thought was a great plan and I personally liked to spearhead our punch within my warehouse. One day I was walking the Kennesaw location with my regional VP. At the end of the walk, we stood down at the end of the cash registers and just talked about the walk and some other things that he wanted to discuss. One of the subjects he brought up was 401K enrollment and he said he could not believe how much better my enrollment numbers were versus the rest of the locations in his region. He asked me how I did I was so successful. 
  Without missing a beat, I said “watch this’ and walked over to the food court which was right across from where we were standing. I knew that the cashier that was working was not enrolled so I went up to her and I asked her why she was not enrolled in she responded with the classic answer that all employees give and that was that she could not afford to put any money aside. I told her she could not afford to and that if she only started with a five percent deduction, because of how much she made and considering what her tax status was, she would never even notice that the money was being taken out. I could see that she was now interested, and she looked at me and asked if I really thought she should and of course I said that she should and so she agreed to sign up. I went back to my boss and all he could say was “unbelievable”.  I will say that the main reason she signed up was that she trusted me and trust from your employees is what it is all about.
   I will also say that many years after I had returned to Costco, four employees from the Kennesaw location approached me, individually, and thanked me for essentially making them enroll.  Two of them said they had over a million dollars in their accounts and the other two had somewhere between $500,000-$700,000 in their accounts. I will also say that because so many employees enrolled into the Costco 401K plan early in their careers that many long-term employees have well over a million dollars in their retirement accounts.
I am also immensely proud of the fact that two of the employees that I hired at the Kennesaw location were hired as part time maintenance people earned and worked their way up to became general manager’s. That’s just another beautiful thing about working for Costco as anyone can truly climb the promotional latter at Costco!
International Managers Meetings
The annual International Managers Meetings are held each year in Seattle at the end of July and or first part of August. I am not sure when Costco started holding the meetings, but I do know that they were stopped for a year or two in the early 1990s. The meetings were restarted in 1994 after the merge with the Price Club. I was told that Jim Sinegal thought it was especially important to get all the managers in the company together so that we could share thoughts and ideas and receive important instruction in seminars. 
  The seminars covered a wide range of topics including but not limited to personal finance, retirement, insurance and wills, self-help, how to navigate the profit and loss statements, how to properly budget, understanding our distribution process, going over all the previous year’s sales and successes and a myriad of human resource instruction. Costco really put a lot into seeing that we, as general managers, had the proper tools to do the job and be successful in our jobs. 
  Originally, we were split between two hotels in Bellevue but eventually we were all housed in the Seattle Sheraton downtown. Although the schedule changed over the years when it went from Wednesday through Friday to Monday through Wednesday, the three-day event had a golf tournament on the day before or the day after it ended. We also had regional softball teams and played a tournament each Saturday for about 4-5 years. Traditionally the first night entailed a cocktail hour, opening statements from all the top executives and then awards and skits. The format changed over the years but did not deviate too much from the first few years. Once the obligatory attendance was through it was off to the bars! 
 
There’s the Senior Vice President
On the Friday after the International Managers Conference in Seattle in the summer of 1999 quite a few of us managers and other Costco employees were having drinks at the bar at the Hyatt which was one of two hotels being used for the conference. I was drinking with some of my friends and kind of making my rounds by going around and says goodbye to a bunch of people when Joe Portera spotted me and asked that I come over and talk to him. 
  He was hanging with some of the other higher ups and some other GMs. He asked me to tell them a couple of jokes and I happily complied. As I finished with one of the jokes I looked over and saw one of the Senior Vice Presidents walk in, I told Joe hey there’s that SRVP and Joe looked over and said, “he’s an asshole” and of course I shook my head in agreement.  Then he said to me “Petey tell him he’s an asshole” while laughing the whole time. I thought to myself, well why not as I would clearly be immune from trouble since it was Joe who was asking, so as it was quite loud in there I yelled out “hey SRVP you’re a fucking asshole”, at that time it seemed like the whole bar went silent for a short period of time and then there is Joe standing next to me crying he’s laughing so hard.  After that I went back to the guys I was hanging out with and enjoyed the rest of the night.  I never did hear anything about the incident after that!

Costco Golf Tournament
Each year Costco would hold a golf tournament for all participants at the International Managers Conference in Seattle. early on the tournament was held at the end of the event and then after a few years they changed it to the day before, so it would typically be on a Saturday or Sunday. Costco always secured a nice course and the one that I remember the most being at Druid’s Glen Golf Course. I remember it has awesomely breathtaking views of Mt Rainier capped with snow. It was cool to view the first week of August. 
  Well, being that all the General Managers are highly competitive with most also being athletically inclined, we loved to golf and, bet and, drink and we were quite good at it too! One of the times we were golfing, I remember it was me Dave V, Brian M and I think Tom D (Agent 19) as a foursome. As we drank more, we decided that we were going to buy out the golf cart lady’s entire stock of vodka, whisky, scotch, rum and anything else we thought others would be buying. We were pretty concerned that all our fellow golfers behind us didn’t or couldn’t control their drinking so we took it upon ourselves to do a good deed and buy up all of the booze so they couldn’t. Now we just knew that they would be thanking us at the end of the day. What we did not consider was that it was like the fifteenth or sixteenth hole and most people, other than us of course, were done drinking and if they were going to have a drink the clubhouse was two holes away. I think it’s fair to say that the joke was on us on that one. I still think it was a great idea I guess it’s all in the timing!
We Like to Golf in Seattle
One of the last I’ve we ditched class at the Manager’s Conference was we got up the nerve to ditch class for almost the whole day. As usual Dave V had the inspiring idea of ditching and going golfing. I can’t remember who went but there were four of us; me Dave and I think Agent 19 and one other. Walking out of those meets was scary and to think we would be doing it for almost the whole day—a bit exhilarating if I must say so myself. We had fun, got back at the right time and were never really missed. Another one we got away with.
International Managers Conference 1998
One of the most memorable Manager’s Conferences was when Costco rented space at a winery, I think it was Chateau Ste. Michelle, and probably 300-400 of us toured the winery which was nice because I for one had never toured a winery. I don’t really care for wine, and I expected there would be other options but, no such luck, so wine it was as I can adapt to just about any situation when it comes to libations! 
  After touring and drinking wine for maybe an hour and a half or two, they herded us all into this outdoor amphitheater which of course meant we were going to see some type of concert. VERY COOL!!! In addition to that, there were bottles of wine under every other seat—wait what? —yes that’s right, a bottle under every seat holy shit! Well not every seat was taken, and some folks didn’t drink so I’m pretty sure we (the Rat Pack) snagged about two bottles a piece. Then the Band YES comes out on stage. I couldn’t believe my eyes and my ears that Yes was playing literally 20 feet away. They had recently come out with a new album (1991), and I was really grooving on the song “Yours is no Disgrace” in addition to the fact that I probably bought my first YES album back in the early seventies. All I got to say is it was an unbelievable night of great classic Yes songs shared with many Costco friends.
The Softball Tournament
When the International Managers Conference’s started up again after the takeover of the Price Club (I mean merger), Costco would have a softball tournament amongst all the regions that choose to take part. The games were played on the Saturday after the meetings concluded. I don’t remember if any other international regions participated but it was very popular with the regions in the US.  
  The east coast locations were all on one team. All locations would practice typically before or after the monthly managers meetings. Some regions like the San Diego, Los Angeles and Bay Area locations, would practice more often as the geographical logistics were much more favorable for the managers to be able to meet.  Those three regions I just listed were serious softball players. They all had uniforms with their regions name on them and they were much more organized than our team. We were just a bunch of ragtag misfits by the other regions standards. 
  It seems to me that it was a double elimination tournament, but I can’t recall for sure.  I played second base and since we didn’t have uniforms I wore striped shorts, a t-shirt, a Padres or Chargers hat and my cleats.  We had a few managers that wore either a uniform or what resembled a uniform but overall, we looked ragtag! We won two out of the first three championships which was a surprisingly good fete considering we had a few guys that really weren’t that good.  It was always extra satisfying beating one of the west coast teams as we could tell it really bothered them to lose to a team like ours. Thank you very much!
Regional Monthly Meetings
Costco general manager meetings were held once a month, usually at the regional operations office. we would typically meet maybe eight times a year from January to October outside of holiday weeks and November and December. everything was discussed from day-to-day operations to administrative issues to merchandising. All the regional ancillary business supervisors presented performance numbers and directives for the upcoming periods and holidays. there was also an opportunity for warehouse managers to share successes. 
I always enjoyed the managers presentations because it was my opportunity to share a good success story as we did well from the sales and merchandising standpoint. Additionally, I also liked to clown around and goof off and it was always my opportunity when I knew that I would have the attention of everybody in the room at one time. 
  At one of the meetings, I believe it was sometime in 1998, the internal loss prevention guys had a presentation, which was not very common. They came to make us all aware of the problems that Costco and other retailers were having with groups of Gypsies in the New York and New Jersey area. Evidently these Gypsies were of Albanian decent. They went into detail about how they would come in in groups and disrupt the major sales (jewelry, TV, computers, camera department) employees while at the same time concealing merchandise. They would also target the latest innovations in whatever other departments that merchandise was sold out of. 
  The Gypsies would on many occasions just put the merchandise up their large dresses which had compartments sown into them and they would go through the front registers and use fraudulent American Express cards (which of course is all we accepted back then). They would also create disturbances while at the registers which allowed them to gain access to the cash register drawer to steal money. The loss prevention guys were very thorough in their presentation, but it lasted a long time and I for one was getting bored. Now I’m thinking ok, it’s time to liven things up, so I did my typical Pete Carter dumb guy look and I stood up and said “hey I want to thank you for all of this valuable information. It will help us up in Vermont as I have been reading all the communication concerning the Albanians and we were a little confused; we thought when you said they were Albanians, that they were from Albany, New York. What a relief to find out they were not New Yorkers since we have been checking and following everyone from Albany. It was funny as shit, and I had the crowd Roaring.
 
  
THE CONCLUSION
 In the fall of 2003, after leaving Costco, it was time to purchase a recruiting franchise and become successful at recruiting in the retail sector. My specialty would be the recruitment of mall-based district managers. Considering that my brother-in-law had done the exact same thing with the same company, it seemed to be a good fit for me. The first thing was to set up the office and purchase a data base that would provide me with leads. This meant cold calling prospective clients and convincing them that the next great district manager was working with my company. This would require that I had to have an all-star candidate DM to present to the client retailer. Sounded pretty basic and simple. As I would come to find out, that was the furthest thing from the truth.
First off, getting in touch with both clients and potential candidates was going to be difficult. It meant many calls to obtain the office, or better yet, cell phone number for these people. At that point it was a matter of them answering the phone or returning my call. Once they did answer the phone, they had to allow me the time to deliver my pitch by convincing them that was the best recruiter in the business (for the candidates) or that I was working with the best district managers (for the retailers).
Secondly, whether it was the client or the candidate, these people were very busy, and my calls were not the only ones that they would receive from a recruiter. Most of the client companies had well established relationships with other recruitment specialists. There was the fact that many of these folks, both client and candidate, were very rude and arrogant. That in itself was tough to deal with. I can understand the arrogance as I had received a ton of calls from recruiters over the years and I was definitely arrogant on those calls but, I was never rude. It was quite the eye opener for me.
It took almost eight months for my first checks to come arrive. By that time my reserve money was starting to dwindle. The average fee for a placement with a retailer was fifteen to twenty thousand dollars. That was good money, and it was nice when the first three checks arrive within two weeks of one another. The work was already wearing on me and it had only been a year in the business. I hated it already but was too stubborn to admit it. My wife and my mother had questioned my decision from the start. The common concern was that I was not my brother-in-law. That became very apparent to me.
For the next two years I would work but only for a minimal amount of time per day and days per week. It was hard to believe how much money I did make even though I didn’t put much effort into the business. When I did receive checks, I would sometimes go weeks if not months without doing anything. In the recruiting business, if you don’t pick up the phone, you won’t make any money. The bills were barely getting paid as my lifestyle had not adapted to the drop in income that had come from leaving Costco.

In late spring of 2005, we put our house on the market with plans on moving back to Boise. The reason for moving was threefold; my mother in law’s heath, my daughter Maggie was offered a scholarship at Boise State, and we needed to get my youngest son out of Georgia as he was getting into trouble and doing drugs. My business could be operated from pretty much anywhere that I could get the internet. My wife and daughter went out first in late August.
Me and my other kids were still in our home. The house was not selling. I was not making any placements and therefore not making any money.
On Halloween night of 2005, I was sitting at the local sports bar with a couple of my friends, when I got a call on my cell phone. It was a sheriff’s deputy and he told me that he had pulled a vehicle over that my son was a passenger in. The deputy asked me to come pick him up. The whole time we were talking he could hear people talking and laughing with music playing in the background. I was pretty panicked that they had my son and there was not any thought that I may have had consumed too much to drive as I had only been at the bar for a short time. I went straight out and got in my car and drove the few miles to the shopping center parking lot where I was instructed to meet the deputy. Once I arrived it wasn’t long before the deputy asked me if I had been drinking. He had me go through all of the dexterity tests and then had me blow in the analyzer. I blew a .09 and the limit was .08. I was placed in the back of the patrol car and driven to the jail.
Things in my life were starting to spiral out of control. The business was failing, my home was not selling, I’m almost out of money, I’m now in trouble with the law and it was apparent that we needed to get my son out of Georgia. I had never failed at anything and now I was failing at everything. That reality was extremely difficult to admit and come to terms with especially because of my belief that I would not and could not fail at anything. Little did I know that it would only get worse.
Shortly afterwards we put my son on a plane to Boise and I was making plans to follow as quickly as would be possible. My wife flew out at the end of November, and we packed up my car and drove to Boise with our three dogs in my BMW sedan. It was not the ideal time to be driving across the country and sure enough we drove into a blizzard as we approached western Nebraska. Fortunately, we were done driving for the day, and we hunkered down in a hotel for the night as the weather passed by us.
When we arrived in Boise, we went straight to the apartment that my wife had rented for her and my daughter. My daughter and son were there. My wife’s mom lived in Caldwell which was about thirty miles away and because there wasn’t enough room for all of us, my wife decided to go stay with her mom for the night. As soon as she left, I got into my car and drove six blocks down the road to a bar. I had very little money and spent all of it of drinks. I got into my car and started to turn around to go home and I was immediately pulled over by a Boise cop. This time I was pretty drunk. I think I blew a .15. My life had officially hit rock bottom.
Since we didn’t have any money to speak of, and what we had we were using to help our kids, we moved into my mother in law’s house. From a fifty-four hundred square foot deluxe home to occupying her small master bedroom. Life was impossible to comprehend. My legal problems got better because Georgia didn’t know of my DUI in Idaho and Vice versa. The biggest problem, of the many at the time, was that I had a suspended license and Georgia required me to have a locking device on my car for six months before I could get my full driving privileges. Georgia did not recognize the certifications of the companies that provided the devices in Idaho. The only option was to go back to Georgia for six months to get my license reinstated. At that point in time going back was not a consideration.
We stayed at my wife’s moms house for about four months. My home had sold in March, so we finally had a pretty big chunk of money. We bought a home in Caldwell Idaho in June of 2006. The home was on almost an acre with cows on the other side of the fence out back and a horse and cows in the neighbor’s yard next door. Living in the country had always been a dream of mine so from that aspect life was getting better. Unfortunately, my renewed enthusiasm for working my business didn’t last long. I made one placement while in Caldwell and suffice to say we ran out of our money the following year. I tried everything I could to make money, but no one would hire me as I was way overqualified for everything I had applied and interviewed for. Just to bring in some money, I got a job at a convenience store for like minimum wage—that lasted four days—I just couldn’t do it. My wife landed a good job with the state which helped tremendously. We were poor and life was not good. Hell, I had to resort to digging for spare change in the side door of my car, which I almost never drove.
One day in early 2007, I sat down and wrote a letter to Jim Sinegal. I had always intended to thank him for hiring me and for all that Costco had done for my family including my daughter Katie who was, at the time, currently employed by Costco. I apologized for all of my past antics and any trouble that I may have caused and said that hindsight was good for me in that I learned from my mistakes. The letter was going to end there with a final thanks you but, I thought what the heck do I have to lose and wrote one last sentence stating that I knew the chances were probably slim to none but, if the opportunity ever arose for me to come back to Costco that I would love to do so. The letter was sent with no real thoughts that Jim of Costco would respond.
During that time, I was having very vivid dreams about returning to Costco. Sometimes I would wake up thinking it happened. One morning my wife woke up and told me that she had had a dream and that I had gone back to work for Costco and asked if maybe I could call Joe. She was not aware that I had sent the letter to Jim. I told her that going back was not a possibility and that the door had closed. Although I did continue to somewhat work at my business, there was no money coming in.
One day in early March of 2008, my wife saw me in the office at our house, I was just staring dejectedly at the computer screen. She looked at me and said that I needed to drive back to Georgia and get my license and get a job. I had been searching the Atlanta market and there was certainly more opportunity there. Unfortunately, the recession was upon us, and the jobs were certainly not plentiful. We decided that going back was what was needed to be done so I prepared to drive back. It was now early April. I had already set up two interviews with a couple of retailers in the south. The first one was going to be in Charlotte North Carolina the day after my scheduled arrival in Atlanta.
I packed my car and took off. I knew that I had to drive as careful as I had ever done in my life since I did not have a valid driver’s license. Just after I entered Wyoming, where the speed limit was eighty miles an hour, I saw a cop had pulled over someone ahead of me. Without giving it much thought, I drove right past him doing eighty. Within a few minutes I see him coming up behind me with his lights flashing. My heart sank, I was immediately in despair. All I could think was that I was going to jail and, once again, my plans and life as I knew it was going to be over. When he approached the car and asked for my license and registration, my hands were shaking, I looked at him, handed over the registration and then told him that my license was suspended and that I was on my way to Georgia to get it reinstated. I further explained to him that my only option to get back my license was to drive back and get the device installed on my car. He was skeptical and asked if I had any proof. Thankfully I did have a letter from the Georgia DVM that said that I the only way to get my license was by returning to Georgia.
He took my stuff and went back to his patrol car. Although it has been stated before, the time he spent in his car was, by far, the longest time in my life. In my mind it was all over. It wouldn’t be long before I was in some fucking jail in Wyoming. I didn’t even know if I would call my wife, I mean what would be the point? After an eternity, he returned to my car and handed back my paperwork. He said my story seemed to check out and although he could take me in, he was going to give me a chance. He warned me to obey all of the laws especially for passing emergency vehicles and that if I got pulled over again, I probably would not be as fortunate as this time. Unbelievable!
The rest of my trip went without a hitch. While driving I tried calling my old boss Steve to ask him for a good recommendation. I had called him on two prior occasions and never heard back. Sure enough he still didn’t call back. I arrived late in the afternoon at my daughter’s apartment, got everything unloaded and made sure to get an early night sleep since I had to drive to charlotte the next morning. While driving to Charlotte I considered calling Steve again. Since he had not returned my calls after leaving three messages, I said fuck it I’m just going to call Joe. Who knows, maybe Joe told him not to call be me back. So, I called Joe and got his voicemail, I left a message telling him that it had been a long time and hoped he was doing well. I apologized for all of the grief that I had caused him over the years and that my call was in regard to messages left with Steve. I said maybe Steve didn’t call back because Joe had said not to and if that were the case, it was understood. The call end by me thanking Joe again and if possible, to have Steve call me. Who knows whether I would hear from Steve.
After interviewing the next day, I was back on the road to Atlanta. About an hour into the drive there is a call on my cell phone, and I can see it was from Joe. I immediately pulled over and answered the phone. Joe greeted me very nicely and said first off, he would never tell Steve not to call me and that if still needed he would ensure that he called me back. Joe then asked what I was doing. I told him that I was on my way back from an interview and preparing for another the next day. He then said that Jim had read him the letter that I wrote while back and that Jim asked him what his opinion was. Joe said he told Jim that he had not fully closed that door. I’m not really confused, is Joe saying what I think he’s saying, so I asked Joe what he meant by that. Joe asked me if I wanted to come back to Costco. I asked him if he was joking, and he snickered and said no that Costco would like to bring me back. So many emotions were going through my mind that I had a hard time thinking straight. Could this really be happening? I told him that I would love to come back, and he said to call him the next day and we would further discuss. I hung up the phone and was in total disbelief. I cried and then called my wife.































 






























