Metropolitan Living
A Day in the Life

Behind the scenes at the Modern Day Café

Rising into the Atmosphere
It’s entirely fitting that Robert Ott runs his Modern Day Café and catering business next to the National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration’s West Coast headquarters—a stone’s throw from the Sound Garden sculpture, which moves in the wind. Ott hails from New Jersey, and the mingling of East Coast and West Coast personas is like the interaction of warm and cool air coming together to form a dynamic atmospheric event.

“Hey, champion, how you doin’ today? I hear a pastry there, yeah?”

“That’s right—and a coffee. All I’ve got is a 20.”

“No problem, we’ll break is down. [Ott works the register speedily, but with precision.] Goin’ to Vegas tomorrow, bring ya back some money—if that’s OK with you.”

“Uh…sure. OK.” [Customer smiles sheepishly.]

Here y’go. Have yourself a beautiful day, my friend. Smooth sailing…”

Though Ott has an office behind the serving counter, his real office is a 2-by-2-foot table with a green Formica top and a couple of stools about 10 feet from the cash register. Due to a violent crime years ago that left him without sight, he now conducts business with an assortment of devices: a cell phone, a mini-cassette tape player, a synthesized-voice clock and calculator, and a Type n’ Speak laptop unit.

He hustles between this “executive suite” and the cash register. He loves it when it’s crowded and he gets to chitchat with the 900 or so people who regularly inhabit the complex or visit from all over the world. When he runs the register, it’s done “on an honor system,” since he can’t distinguish between the carious bill denominations.

Eager to fulfill his own mandate of “turning your dreams into a goal—with a deadline,” Ott’s day starts early.

4:30a.m. Get up and feed the cats and walks the dog around Mountlake Terrace.

5a.m. Thinks about the day, records reminders on his cassette.

5:15a.m. Does some homework for his algebra class at Edmonds Community College
6a.m. Takes a taxi to work. Other days, his wife drives. Checks in with his trusty barista, Corey, at the espresso stand, and with the other employees in the restaurant.

6:30a.m. Café opens and the first bleary-eyed people straggle in.


“Good morning, Mighty Man!”

A sporadic stream of customers files through: sometimes individuals, sometimes hordes. In the middle of one conversation, Ott goes to the register although there’s not a customer in sight. Eventually two women appear, and he toys playfully with them.

“Hey dear, you’re next on The Price Is Right. What’s goin’ on? I haven’t heard your lovely voice all morning.”


“Oh, I don’t know Robert—I’ve got an omelet and a cup of coffee.”


“That’s a five-one0zero, Wonder Woman. One step at a time. Ciao! Ciao meinl!”

I ask him how he knew the women were coming and he notes, “It’s not that you learn to hear better, you just begin to use the hearing you’ve already got—and a little common sense helps, too.”

In between his customers, Ott manages to squeeze in a few other activities.

7:21a.m. A shipment of cheese didn’t arrive on the truck. He makes follow-up calls.

8:30a.m. He faxes invoices and orders more flowers for the 200-seat café.

9:05a.m. He does IRS paperwork while dealing with the building management folks.

9:46a.m. A businessman stops by to talk with Ott, but due to a firefighters’ convention there’s now a ling line, and they conduct their meeting at the register.

10:15a.m. Business finally slows down and he grabs a longtime friend of his from New Jersey and they go jogging along the marshy walkways near Lake Washington.

11a.m. Lunch starts up and he’s back at work whistling up a storm.


“You’re in a good mood today, Robert.”


“You betcha. Goin’ to Vegas tomorrow with some friends. Gonna hit it big! If you’re nice to me, I’ll cut you in, my friend.”

11:16a.m. Settles a minor dispute between two employees.

12:09p.m. A new employee burns a batch of popcorn. Ott shows him how it’s done.

1:22p.m He makes some calls about restocking his soda machine, monitors some changes in food pricing and deals with permits and licensing.

2:12p.m. He oversees prep work for a catering gig that evening. The catering side of the business serves about 10,000 people a year.

3:30p.m. The café closes.

4-6p.m. He attends college classes.

6:15p.m. Ott has some dinner while working on his book, called Never Surrender.

7-9p.m. He teaches martial arts classes at his studio. He’s a fifth-degree black belt in a Korean discipline called hap kido. Afterwards, he heads home.

9:30-11p.m. He spends time with his wife, checks his e-mail and gets some rest before his trip to Vegas.
A sign near Sound Garden proclaims that the sculpture “serves as proof that people, working together, can produce results that are both unique and memorable.” This could as well have been written about Ott. In a Zenlike way—through his attitude, actions, leadership and the moment-to-moment living that defines his life—it’s clear that Ott is clued in to many of life’s secrets and is on a mission to rouse others and bring them along for the ride.

Forget Vegas. He’s already struck rich.
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