
Table of Contents

Red Letter Day

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3


[image: ]

Red Letter Day

By Becky Black

Published by JMS Books LLC

Visit jms-books.com for more information.

Copyright 2025 Becky Black

ISBN 9798896021797

* * * *
[image: ]


Cover Design: Written Ink Designs | written-ink.com

Image(s) used under a Standard Royalty-Free License.

All rights reserved.

WARNING: This book is not transferable. It is for your own personal use. If it is sold, shared, or given away, it is an infringement of the copyright of this work and violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

No portion of this book may be transmitted or reproduced in any form, or by any means, without permission in writing from the publisher, with the exception of brief excerpts used for the purposes of review.

This book is for ADULT AUDIENCES ONLY. It may contain sexually explicit scenes and graphic language which might be considered offensive by some readers. Please store your files where they cannot be accessed by minors.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are solely the product of the author’s imagination and/or are used fictitiously, though reference may be made to actual historical events or existing locations. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Published in the United States of America.

* * * *
[image: ]


Red Letter Day

By Becky Black

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 1

[image: ]


I took off my rain jacket and placed it over the back of my chair to dry. Jesse, always the first to arrive, smiled at me.

“Morning, Chris. Good weather for ducks, huh?”

“You’re right there.” We laughed.

The office filled up as I drank my takeout coffee, logged my laptop in and started checking emails.

So. Many. Emails.

The sound of other people’s phones ringing was getting to me already, and I wanted to put my earbuds in, but my manager, Alan, didn’t like it when I did that too soon in the morning. It felt impolite to cut myself off before my whole team had arrived, and I’d said the requisite good morning. I rearranged the stuff in my backpack for a while. More members of the team arrived until five of the six desks in their cluster were filled. Barb arrived in a big hurry, ten minutes after nine, complaining about the traffic and her kids making her late. The last desk in the section was Alan’s. He arrived at 9:20, and went straight into the manager’s morning meeting—which was still called the morning standup even though they’d reverted to using chairs after the first two standups.

That meant we were free of Alan for at least an hour. Standups were scheduled to last fifteen minutes. The only time one had ended after fifteen minutes was the day the fire alarm went off at 9:45. I checked with Jesse, the senior data processor on the team, about the workload.

“New forms—763—just delivered,” she said. The team groaned. “Been a rush on new sign-ups at the stores. The clerks were offered the chance to win an extra day’s vacation if they sign up a hundred customers in a month.”

“Okay, Ellis, you take scanning,” I said. “Ann and Barb, verification. Lin, and Kim, corrections. Jesse, final checks.”

“Right,” Jesse said, and the team settled in to work. I went back to my desk and this time I did put my earbuds in. I finished going through emails, deleting most of them. I watched the system dashboard. Forms were scanned in. Ann and Barb verified that the scan had loaded into the system and created a record. Lin and Kim corrected the sometimes hilarious, sometimes obscene words in the new record when the optical character recognition mangled the customer’s handwriting. Jesse did a final sanity check on the record, comparing it to the paper form, before the forms were placed in a box, ready to be taken away to the archives.

Apparently, creating a computer system to allow staff at the company’s retail stores to type a customer’s details straight into the database for the loyalty scheme was too expensive and time consuming. We’d tried creating a website once, for customers to set up accounts directly. IT described it as, and I quote, hilariously insecure and refused to put it live. Since no budget was forthcoming to create a properly secure one, the whole idea was dropped.

I had nothing to do. Oh, I was ‘supervising,’ watching the team work, in the same rhythm as they did every day. But as the Mindfully Productive podcast played in my ears, and the numbers on the system dashboard ticked up, I had nothing to actually do. I had reports to prepare, but no figures for them until later in the week. I opened the spreadsheets anyway and tweaked the formatting and the charts for a while. Alan came out of his meeting, and spent ten minutes on the phone, before going to another meeting.

I glanced up at a mild swear word from Ellis. He was standing over the scanner, extracting a jammed form out of the feed. With a sense of relief at having a reason to get up, I took out my earbuds and went over there.

“I swear, some of these damn things are run through a washing machine before they get to us,” Ellis said. He scowled down at the wrecked form. “Another one for manual entry.”

“Put it in the box,” Jesse said. “I’ll get to them.”

There was quite a stack of torn up forms in the tray for manual entry. I suspected they were not all from today’s new batch of forms.

“I’ll do them,” I said. The team stared at me.

“Ah, you sure?” Jesse asked.

“Of course.”

The others returned to their work and Jesse gave me a bunch of forms. Ellis got on the phone to IT, asking for the scanner to be serviced, because it was chewing up at least one in twenty forms. Really, we needed a new one, but it wasn’t in the budget until next year.

I was still working on the forms when Alan came back. Holy hell, people had some terrible handwriting. No wonder the corrections took so long. Honestly, it would probably be faster to do manual entry for every form. But they’d still have to be scanned for archiving...wouldn’t they?

“What’s this?” Alan was standing by my desk, looking down at the tray of forms.

“I’m doing some of the manual entry backlog,” I said. “You know the ones that get stuck in the scanner. The scanner has been jamming a lot lately. I’ve mentioned the rate in the weekly report.”

“Let’s go have a coffee,” Alan said. My heart sank. Hell. That was Alan code for time to get your ass kicked. What have I done wrong now? Worn my earbuds too early? Deleted an email that was actually important and not a waste of time probably written by A.I. because even the sender didn’t want to waste their time on it, never mind the recipients?

We got coffee in the break room and sat on the couches. Reassuring, I figured, because Alan wasn’t going to rip me a new one in a room anyone could simply walk into. He undid the button of his jacket as he sat down. His cufflinks had the Mercedes logo on them. Because God forbid anyone forgot he drove a Merc.

“Chris, I appreciate you trying to help out the team by processing those forms,” Alan said. “But I’ve got to ask you not to do that.”

Wait, what? I was being reprimanded for...working? For doing the work my team existed to do?

“You’re the team leader,” Alan went on. “Supervisory and on the track to management. You can’t get bogged down in the weeds. You’ve got to keep a high-level view. That’s what makes you valuable to me.”

“Alan, we have got a backlog and since Sheri left, that’s only gotten worse. Any news on a replacement for her, by the way?”

“We’re still considering candidates,” Alan said.

They weren’t considering shit. They were downsizing the team by natural wastage even while the amount of work stayed the same. And when I tried to help, I got this.

“It’s important to keep some professional distance from your team,” Alan went on. “You’re their boss, not their friend.”

I wanted to snort at that. Given what I’d heard about what had gone on at the last team building training exercise HR had sent us on—an overnight stay that had sent Barb half-crazy finding childcare—I didn’t think professional distance between Alan and, from what I’d heard, Lin, was what it should be.

“I see,” I said. “Thanks for that advice.”

Alan smiled. “No problem. I hope you see me as a mentor, Chris. You can get on in this company, if you learn what I’ve got to teach you.”

Yeah, maybe someday I could learn how to come in late every morning and spend the whole day in meetings.

“You focus on getting the weekly reports out,” Alan said. “Make sure to include the update on the storage capacity. I don’t want to get caught out on that.”

The server that stored the scans of the forms was at seventeen percent full, I knew. Six months ago, it was fifteen percent. Maybe we’d need to upgrade in a couple of decades. How Alan had secured the money for that much storage...well, maybe I would learn that one day. From my mentor.

I dumped the rest of my coffee as we left the room and Alan went to a meeting. Back at my desk I put the tray of manual entry forms back on the desk beside Jesse, mouthed sorry at her. She nodded in understanding and didn’t seem to mind. I was probably only half as fast at the work as any of the team anyway. I went back to my desk and started tweaking color gradients on my charts for the weekly reports, while another business podcast played in my earbuds. “People don’t realize,” one of the hosts said. “One hundred percent,” another answered. I didn’t recognize the voices.

Alan didn’t come back before lunch when, despite the continuing rain, I decided I had to get out of the building. I’d brought my own lunch, because the staff dining room was getting crazy expensive these days, so I took my backpack, got in my car and drove out of there. The lunchtime traffic was slow, the rain still pouring down, but eventually I reached a place I could pull off the road into a small parking lot that had a view of the mountains outside of the city. Or it usually did. In today’s weather the peaks were hidden in low clouds.

It was enough. It wasn’t another bank of desks. A podcast played over the car’s speaker, competing with the sound of rain on the roof of the car. Impatiently, I turned it off. After two minutes I turned it back on, unable to bear the sound of my own thoughts. I ate my lunch. When I finished, I supposed I should go back. I’d already been out for over an hour.

And what if I don’t go back?

I laughed at the thought that came unbidden. I sobered after a second when it came again.

What if I don’t go back?

The team would get on and process the forms. The system would compile the numbers. At the end of the week, I’d put the numbers in my report. What was the point of me being there before then? What was the point of me being there even then? Jesse could do it. She did the reports when I was out of the office. Hell, even Alan could probably manage to open a spreadsheet and type a few numbers in. The team needed my supervision, according to Alan, but it’s not like when Alan and I were both away at meetings we came back to find the team with their feet up drinking coffee.

I laughed again. So what? So, the company wanted to pay me to do fuck all for most of the week? More fool them. I started the car and left the parking lot, but realized I couldn’t turn the way I usually did, because of some diversion for construction. I sighed and followed the diversion. I had no idea where I was going, just following the signs. It didn’t matter. Follow the signs. They’ll get you to the right place. Another sign loomed, not as visible as the diversion signs. Hard to see in the bad weather.

Zoo.

It pointed right, for the next turn up ahead, where the diversion sign pointed left.

Follow the signs.

I hit my turn signal and turned right.

Twenty minutes later I was walking around the nearly deserted zoo in my rain jacket, wondering why the hell I was here. Even most of the animals were sheltering inside from the rain. Maybe
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