Tilting at Windmills #77

By Brian Hibbs
(Originally Ran in Comics Retailer #78)

What’s this at the tops of my notes pile?

Hm, “Diamond Makes Tuesday Release Available To Qualified Multi-Store Customers”.

Wow.

This reminds me of a story, actually. Neil Gaiman once said to me (this was many years ago, back when we were both “breaking in”, so to speak), “Brian, you should open a second store. If you don’t keep expanding, you begin to be viewed as yesterday’s news.” That is a paraphrase, of course -- the years making things fuzzy -- and I certainly wasn’t in a position at the time to do so; but I’ve never thought this line of reasoning was correct.

I made a conscious decision to just have one comic book store. I thought hard about opening a second location, but decided that the logistics involved would mean that I would enjoy it less. I would have to split my attention, and would end up with two weaker stores, rather than one, thriving venue. Certainly the crash of the market has only reaffirmed that I made the correct decision, at least for me.

And now I am being penalized for that decision.

Let’s look at the official press release. Diamond Executive VP and COO Chuck Parker is quoted as saying that Diamond “came to the conclusion that large, multi-store retailers have legitimate business reasons for wanting Tuesday release.” Sadly only one of these reasons is delineated. “It takes large chain store operations turning in a single Order Form longer to receive and process their weekly shipments, and without the Tuesday release, they are effectively at a disadvantage to single-store operations, which can more easily have new releases on their shelves when they open on Wednesday.”

Now in and of itself, I don’t have a huge problem with this. Yes, absolutely, to have to break a shipment into component parts will add some amount of time to the process, and could, potentially, lead to a tactical disadvantage (though in many markets this was completely mitigated by chains having trucks and drivers to get an early-morning pick-up from the central UPS warehouse, while the smaller accounts have to wait around for UPS to show up whenever) -- these are facts, and we don’t argue with facts around here. However, whether Diamond knows it or not, they’ve just turned the tables about and given these accounts a definite (not effective) advantage.

To the best of my knowledge, neither Chuck Parker nor any of the other executives at Diamond have any recent (say, in the last decade) comics retail experience. Fair enough -- distribution is, I’m sure, a demanding mistress. And so I’m all sure we can forgive them for not knowing how much New Comics Day sucks. Yeah, I can hear every retailer out there nodding their heads vigorously. The rest of you Probably Don’t Get It. Let me try to enumerate:

First, there is the Fallibility of Man, and the delivery systems he hath wrought. While I no longer use UPS (Lindsey Chu goes out to Bob Borden’s warehouse to fetch the drop-ship books for my store and Comics & Da Kind), I shiver in dread the “who has any idea whatsoever when they might arrive?” wait that begun with us camping out at the store at 8 am “just in case.” Sometimes UPS was merciful and showed up about 9 am, but I can vividly recall multiple occasions when they sauntered by at noon, or later. (at which point we’re frantically trying to get tracking numbers, watching the minutes tick by to find out, “good news! They are reportedly in your city!” You almost never get any more information than that!)

Hell, my buddy Michael Drivas of Big Brain Comics in Minneapolis called me last week with the “Guess who didn’t get his comics until 5pm?” heartbreak. I remember that. Happened twice during our UPS purgatory.

In all defense, UPS was usually fairly reliable (at least during January to October) -- but I’d lay good odds that there isn’t a single Diamond account out there without at least one UPS horror story. Hey, they’re human, and that’s life, but any plan that doesn’t take the Hosing of Retailers by UPS into very close account is not a very good plan at all.

Second, you got a lot of things to do and a very little amount of time to them in. When we used to get UPS delivery, we’d average receipt at 9:30 am. The doors open at 11 am. Ninety minutes. In that short span of time, we need to count in and merchandise scores of SKUs; we need to pull subscription copies; we need to deal with overages, shortages, damages, or just plain screw-ups; we need to make sure all special orders are filled; we need to break down and clean-up all the cardboard and paper and general garbage created by shipping; we need to do a billion billion small tasks that are unique to our individual stores (I pull the most interesting comics for display in one of our bays -- they have to be bagged, and boarded, and the rest of the display has to be rotated). They each only take a few minutes, but when you add them all up you’re left with no time to think. We’re forced to set new land-speed records every week just so that the whole process doesn’t impact upon the customer.

(of course the absolute worst thing in the whole wide world is having to process that shipment with customers in the store. I recall the period when we were lucky if books arrived at 1 -- and all these people would be standing around, trying to get at the books [even if only with their eyes], asking you questions, etc., while you’re frantically trying to get the job done! Ugly, ugly situation. I am lucky to no longer be in this club, but I am quite sure that many of the retailer readers of this column still suffer under this yoke. I commiserate for you all)

Third, (or part of second like above) you then get hit with the customers. Normally this is a good thing, to open the doors and see people standing there, waiting -- but on New Comics Day you’re a wreck. You’ve been frantically working for the last umpty-ump, and, realistically, you’re probably neither looking your best, nor in the most relaxed of moods.

Argh.

I probably haven’t adequately conveyed the rollercoaster of agony and ecstasy that is New Comics Day if you haven’t lived it yourself. Go tell a blind man what “blue” is, and see if you do any better.

The only thing I like about New Comics Day is that I get to be the first person to see the funny-books. Opening a box and seeing a particularly pretty cover is always a special thrill. But it don’t make up for the Pain.

I can only imagine, but I would suspect that Tuesday delivery is something like Heaven -- you’ll have multiple hours to do the job; you’ll actually have an opportunity to be aware of the content of the comics before you have to sell them to someone! Oh! Rapture! And you’ll be able to come in fresh and relaxed the next morning before the customers start to arrive. Oh! Joy!

But my brothers, my sisters, they have barred the door to Heaven to you and I. Heaven is a fine concept when no one lives there, but to be shown those fields then being told you may not enter? The most unspeakable pain!

An emotional subject to be sure, but let us look at it logically. What we once had was an imperfect system where in some cases multi-store operations could be at a disadvantage in bringing books to market on Wednesday morning. Note the “some” and the “could” -- clearly this “problem” only effected a very small number of operations who did business in a very specific way. Moreover, I would think there were already a couple of advantages to processing in this manner (reduced shipping charges, for one) that, overall, would offset being slightly slower than single-stores in bringing books to market (else why have these stores been doing it this way prior to Tuesday delivery being official?)

Now, however, we have an imperfect system where in virtually all cases multi-store operations will have a significant advantage over their single-store brethren. Multi-store employees now have the opportunity to be educated about what they’re selling, before they sell it; they have the ability to be relaxed and rested when facing the Wednesday morning crowd; they will have the time to ensure 100% accuracy in filling subscription orders rather than the 99.5% we get when we rush through the job because the customers are about to arrive. They are virtually guaranteed of always having new comics up at 11 am (or 10 am, or whatever) -- even if the driver gets in an accident, you’ll still have plenty of time to absorb that delay. They will be able to intelligently merchandise their stores because they will be able to know what the content of their wares are. And, though they are limited to 11 am to call in damages and reorders, they stand a better chance of placing more accurate reorders, again because of greater familiarity with the product.

I don’t know enough about it, but I thought I had been told that anti-trust laws prohibited preferential treatment by volume. In any case, this is plainly not fair to those of us who are honest, who are ethical, and who have been asking for this for some time. Single-store owners now have a significant disadvantage until this policy changes.

Pandora, thy name is Diamond

***********************

Brian Hibbs owns Comix Experience and hates to have to remind Diamond that two wrongs don’t make a right. Write him about it at 305 Divisadero St., San Francisco, CA, 94117; fax him at (415) 863-9299; or e-mail him at comixexperience@compuserve.com

