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As Nikki Knox opened the door to the coffee shop, a man in a dark business suit with blue tooth earpiece on his ear, a tray of coffee in one hand, and a briefcase in the other, rammed his shoulder into her as he said, “The price is just going to keep going up. You should buy today.” 

She stumbled, but he kept going, oblivious to her. “Excuse me?” she muttered after him as she righted herself. He did not turn around. She sighed. Chivalry was dead. 

She’d already missed her bus this morning. She’d been waving frantically, but it had gone right by, hitting directly into a puddle that drenched her from her navy blazer down to her plain black pumps. She’d had to go back up to the apartment to change.

There wasn’t a long coffee line-up this morning, she was relieved to see, only four people ahead of her. That was good because it was already 8:47 and she had to be in the office promptly at nine. She was running late, but there was no way she was going to face her supervisor, the odious Richard Van Dyck, without a double dose of caffeine.

It was 8:53 when the chipper barista snapped the cash register closed. She glanced up, smiled vaguely in the direction of the door and turned away just as Nikki stepped up to the counter. 

The barista stepped out of sight behind the espresso machine.

Nikki glanced over her shoulder. There was no one else in line. She leaned over the counter. The barista was facing the other way. She had a cell to her ear. Nikki put a hand to her mouth and pretended to cough.

The barista didn’t turn around. She said, “I think he’s totally into you. You should go for it.”

“Uh, hello?” Nikki said with a glance at her phone. 8:55. “I’m ready to order?”

The barista said, “I would totally do it. Send him a text!”

“Excuse me!” Nikki called out a little more loudly. 

The barista turned around. “What’s your problem?”

“I’d like a double espresso, please. I’m in a hurry.”

The barista looked Nikki up and down, rolled her eyes, and spoke into her phone, “I’ll call you back, there’s a pushy customer here.”

Ah crap, thought Nikki. She’s going to spit in my coffee. 

“What’s your name?” The barista asked, pen poised over the cup.

Nikki spelled her name. The barista, whose name tag read “Chrissie” wrote. 

Nikki watched the barista carefully through the laborious process of meticulously scooping coffee, packing and re-packing the portafilter, setting the to-go mug on the grill, and pulling the shot. Nikki shifted her feet and watched her phone as time clicked by. When the barista finally set the spit-free cup on the counter, she’d managed to make a one minute job take five whole minutes. 

“Thank you,” Nikki said. 

The barista turned away from her with a smirk.

Nikki took a sip on the coffee and noticed instead of “Nicky,” the name was “Needy.” Bitchy barista.

When Nikki finally got to the office, it was ten after nine.

“You’re late,” observed Van Dyck, her immediate supervisor.

Nikki thought his dark hair was looking particularly oleaginous today. She was not impressed with his latest hipster fad to put beard oil in his hair, since he didn’t seem to be able to grow a decent beard.

He glowered at her. “Lateness is the same thing as stealing from the company. You’re not taking this job very seriously. It’s going to take a lot more effort if you ever want to have anything more than the grunt job you’ve got now.”

Nikki swallowed a retort. She had been in the office a full hour after close of business yesterday. That was fifty-five minutes longer that Van Dyck had been there. She’d spent countless hours in the last month developing a proposal for a new project that she was certain would be amazing for the company. No point saying anything. It was probably a stupid idea. They were supposed to be colleagues, though. If she had a grunt job, so did he.

Van Dyck tapped her on the shoulder with a long, bony finger. “I won’t mention it to Mr. Horne this time, but I expect you to do better.” 

Nikki stared at the floor. Her shoulder hurt where he’d poked. “Yes, sir.” She kept her head down as she shuffled to the closet to hang up her coat and blazer. She didn’t meet Richard’s eyes as she went over to her desk and pulled on the sweater draped on the back.

She turned on her computer.

Van Dyck coughed.

She glanced up.

“I mean it, Nikki. You need to get it together or you aren’t going to last around here. Mr. Horne won’t stand for it.”

Nikki nodded as she logged in. Her stomach was churning from his words. It was her own fault she was late, of course. Richard was late sometimes. She didn’t point out the obvious double standard. She often noticed he was playing solitaire or mine craft when he should have been working on some project or other.

An hour later he closed his computer, put his feet on his desk and stared at her while she typed. Her heart felt like it was fluttering in her throat. Damn Van Dyck. 

“What do you think we should do about the Merrivale account?”

“Pardon?” Nikki blinked up in surprise. He never asked for her opinion.

“You said the other day you had some ideas for Merrivale. What are they?”

“You want my contributions?” she squeaked.

“I realize it will probably be crap, but spit it out. I’ll see if it triggers anything that I can make something of.”

Nikki was flattered in spite of herself. It was so astonishing for him to actually request input from her. When she’d joined the company, she’d heard their philosophy of creative collaboration and how the work all melded into amazingness that took parts from each member of the team and made it better than anyone could do in isolation. It just hadn’t happened yet. This was an opportunity she’d been waiting for.

“Well,” she said, “since a lot of kids are going to be using the facility, I thought we should have a consultation day to invite them to share ideas, and then host a Maker Day so kids and elders in the community could join our teams here to make prototypes for various components of the project.” 

She’d become a huge fan of Maker spaces since reading the research on the way they could transform communities. She had an entire interactive community project drafted on her computer at home. She’d read dozens of studies and research. She was certain she had a plan that had great potential with the right team leaders guiding the consultations and workshops.

“That’s stupid,” said Van Dyck, his brows lowered so far she could barely see his eyes. “It is a good thing you never said any of that crap to Mr. Horne.” He would have let you go on the  spot.”

“There’s research...” she ventured, but her voice squeaked and trailed away.

“Do you have any good ideas?”

“The elders using the seniors’ facility have asked to be consulted. I think that we should go and interview them individually.” At the expression on his face, she added, “The lucid ones, of course. We don’t have to talk to anyone on the dementia ward.” She cringed. That probably wouldn’t help her case.

Richard Van Dyck rolled his eyes and sighed irritably. “That’s the same idea as the one about talking to kids. It’s still stupid. Who wants to hear what kids or seniors think? They’re not contributing anything to society. Why would anyone care what they have to say?”

Nikki counted silently to twenty, forcing her breathing to ten second inhalations through the nose and ten second exhalations through the mouth.

“You need a mint,” Van Dyck snapped, his nose wrinkling.

“Sorry,” whispered Nikki, regretting that she’d shared her ideas at all. She dropped her eyes and pulled down the arms of her sweater and looped her thumb through the holes in the cuffs. She hunched down and started typing up Mr. Van Dyck’s latest correspondence. She corrected all his spelling errors as she typed. Your became you are about three quarters of the time. She also dealt with correctly sorting his two/too/to issues and his affects and effects. She also had to re-write sentences, because his version often did not say anything that made sense.  Van Dyck assumed she typed precisely as she received his work, but he would have been fired long ago if she hadn’t made him look significantly more literate than he was. Mr. Horne was a stickler for excellent spelling and grammar. Her job title wasn’t secretary; theoretically, they were all equal team members here, but Richard Van Dyck made it clear his were the only ideas that mattered. Even if he didn’t have any ideas at all, apparently. He praised her rapid typing, and he’d convinced her that it was more efficient for the team for her to type up the reports, because she was so good at it. 

How had she fallen for that?

Nikki thought consultation meetings with the resulting opportunity to bring community members of all ages together to create prototypes was a brilliant way to ensure the community needs were all met in a dynamic and flexible space that they would be designing. If all members of the community designed it, they would take ownership of it. There was no telling what a nexus it could become for the neighbourhood!

At five minutes to five o’clock Mr. Van Dyck shut down his computer. 

Nikki said, “Leaving already?” She regretted it immediately. 

Richard flared his nostrils. “I wasn’t the one who was late this morning. Besides, I have a meeting this evening with Mr. Horne.”

Nikki debated for a moment. To hell with it. She took a deep breath. “Can you mention my idea to him, and see what he says?”

“That girly, bleeding heart shit isn’t economical. Remember the bottom line, little Nikki,” he said as he pulled on his coat. “We need to make money on this project.”

“Can’t we make money and make people feel like they belong, too?”

He scoffed as he opened the door. “See that you put in the time you missed by being late this morning before you go.”

“Yes, sir,” Nikki said, heart hammering at the injustice of it. She’d been working diligently all day while he’d been playing solitaire and staring into space. Now he was leaving early. 

An hour later, she stopped at the grocery store to buy ingredients for dinner. Apparently a hundred or two other people had had the same idea, and the aisles were packed. At the tills, she watched to see which line was moving the most quickly. Nikki wheeled her basket into the long queue of the fifteen items or less Express Line, behind a black man with a grinning toddler in his cart. She smiled at it. It stuck its tongue out at her. She tried not to take it personally. Three more people filed into line behind her. 

The cashier seemed to have transformed from her streamlined efficiency into a talk show host. She chatted about soccer practice with the lady in front of her, slowing her scanning, and leaving vegetables unweighed. The line stalled. 

Nikki took a deep breath and turned her attention to the magazines on display, pondering the private lives of movie stars. When she looked back up, there was a tall blond man in front of her. The black family was now at the till. Where had this blond man come from? “Did you just budge in line?” she asked, incredulously.

He blinked at her without comment. He scanned the crowds and the started gesticulating, “Ilse! Here!” An equally tall blonde woman wheeled her cart up and pushed between Nikki and the man. There were at least twenty items in that cart.

“This is the fifteen items or less Express line.” Nikki said.

They smiled fake smiles. She was sure they had caps. No one had teeth that were that straight or white without cheating.

“You have too many items,” she added with a glance up to the sign that clearly identified the limits. “You should move over there,” she said, indicated the line to their left. 

The blonde woman started unloading the cart on to the conveyor belt. The man ignored her.

Nikki turned to the lady standing behind her. “Did you see them budge?”

The lady shrugged.

The cashier had begun ringing in their groceries. “We need these flowers wrapped, the blonde woman said, indicating three bundles of cut flowers.

“Certainly,” said the cashier, and she left the till to go to the flower wrapping station.

Nikki muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

When the cashier came back with the wrapped flowers, the man asked her to get him a couple of packs of cigarettes. He wanted some obscure brand that she had to unlock four cabinets to locate.

Nikki glared at him.

He gave her that fake smile again. No one who smoked could possibly have teeth that white, she thought.

It seemed like an hour later before her groceries were rung through and she could finally head home on the bus.

She hauled her groceries into the apartment building. All those vegetables weighed at least twenty pounds. There was a sign on the elevator: “Out of order. Sorry for the inconvenience. Maintenance coming tomorrow.” Nikki sighed and dragged herself wearily up the forty-eight stairs to her apartment. Some days she liked living on the fourth floor. Today was not one of those days.

When she was finished her dinner, she sat down at her computer and read through the specifics of the ideas she’d shared with Mr. Van Dyck. She checked that the contact information for the participant groups was correct. She added some focus questions for the discussion groups. She double checked her time line was reasonable. She read through all the pages. It was good. She was sure it was. Mr. Van Dyck was wrong. She printed the proposal out and stared at it. It was professional and thorough.

Mr. Horne deserved to see this. If he thought it was stupid, then this wasn’t the right job for her. If she was so out of touch with their corporate ethos, she should find somewhere else to work where her ideas were appreciated. There was only one way to find out.

She logged into her work account and sent the whole project directly to Mr. Horne. She ticked the box to be notified when he opened the email.

She leaned back in her chair and stared at the screen. Oh. God, she thought. What have I done? Suddenly her mouth was dry and her heart was pounding. It doesn’t matter. I know it’s good.

There was a little notification ping and up popped a little box that said, “Your message was received successfully.”

Nikki closed her eyes and tried to avoid hyper-ventilating. It was done now. 

The next morning, as she was reaching into the closet for a grey corporate clone business skirt and jacket, she spotted the funky black skirt with its edgy layers. Did she dare?

She hated corporate grey suits. She slipped into a cream silk blouse and a fitted teal blue riding jacket. She spun in front of the mirror.  If they were going to fire her, she was going to be fired as herself, instead of the mold she’d been trying to fit into. She wasn’t that boring. Except her feet. She slipped on the black pumps that all the women who worked in offices wore and wrinkled her nose. They were out of step with the rest of the outfit. She didn’t have any other options, though, so she slipped her black purse over her shoulder and stepped into the hall. 

She nearly tripped over a blue box on the welcome mat. She glanced up and down the hall. Where had this come from? She leaned in closer.

“Nikki” was written across the top in a lovely calligraphic hand. Underneath her name someone had drawn a little heart. The box seemed to glow with an other-worldly light.

This was just weird.

She looked up and down the hall again and hovered her hands over the box, expecting it to be radiating heat. It didn’t, but all the hair on her arms was standing up. 

She picked up the box and went back into the apartment. She set it on the kitchen table and looked for clues. It was just a rectangular box wrapped in blue paper. There was no adornment except her name. There was no other Nikki in the building, so it had to be for her. She slit the paper and pulled out a lidded blue box. Now the hairs on the back of her neck were standing and she was tingling. There was something magical about this box.

She should put it back outside the door and leave it. Magic was dangerous.

But.

She reached her hand out again. Someone had given it to her. It’s rude to refuse a gift. Before she could talk herself out of it, she lifted the lid from the box and gasped.

Inside was a pair of boots. She had never seen anything like them before. They were vividly amazing, blue boots with cream toe and heel caps, adorable pudgy hourglass
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