
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE REPLACEMENT

HARLAN VOSS

A Corner Office Novel





© 2026 Harlan Voss. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations in reviews.





Content Warning

This book contains themes of psychological manipulation, gaslighting, coercive control, institutional abuse of power, emotional abuse, workplace harassment, parental abandonment, references to suicide attempts, and depictions of systemic complicity. Reader discretion is advised.







"The cruelest prisons are the ones where the door is open and the prisoner stays anyway, convinced she chose to."

— Maren Caldwell, The Geometry of Submission







For the ones who stayed too long and the ones who left too late.
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The Empty Office

The thirty-eighth floor smelled like lemon polish and money. Not the brash, cologne-drenched money of trading floors or the musky, old-leather money of inherited wealth—this was the quiet kind. The kind that kept its voice down and its lawyers close.

I stood in the doorway of Leonard Vickers’ office at eleven minutes past ten on a Tuesday night, and the only sound was the hum of the HVAC system pushing climate-controlled air through a room designed to make you feel insignificant. The desk alone cost more than my annual rent. I knew this because I’d filed the invoice.

The lights were off. I hadn’t turned them on. The city threw enough ambient glow through the floor-to-ceiling windows that I could see the shapes of things—the credenza, the Eames chair, the row of deal tombstones on the shelf, each one commemorating a transaction that had made somebody rich and somebody else redundant. My reflection in the glass was a smudge, a suggestion of a person. I preferred it that way. It was easier to do what I was about to do if I didn’t have to look at myself doing it.

The cabinet was behind the credenza, exactly where she’d said it would be. Bottom drawer. I crouched and fit the key into the lock, and the mechanism turned with a click that sounded, in that silence, like a verdict.

Inside: hanging files, green tabs, labeled in a handwriting I’d come to know better than my own. Leonard wrote in small, exact capitals, the letters evenly spaced, as if even his penmanship operated under strict internal controls. I thumbed past tabs marked OPERATIONS and BOARD CORRESPONDENCE and LP RELATIONS until I found one at the back with no label. Just a strip of masking tape, yellowed with age, the adhesive darkening at the edges.

I pulled the folder out. It was thinner than I expected. A few pages. A photograph clipped to the inside cover.

The photograph was of a woman. Young—twenty-three, maybe twenty-four. Dark hair pulled back. Standing in front of a Christmas tree strung with lights that looked like the cheap kind, the ones you buy at a drugstore and throw away in January. Behind her, office furniture: a metal desk, a rolling chair with a cracked vinyl seat. This wasn’t the thirty-eighth floor. This was the before. The version of this place that existed when Leonard Vickers was still Leonard Vickers and not yet a brand.

The woman wasn’t smiling. She was holding her stomach with one hand, the way women do when they’re carrying something they haven’t decided whether to keep. Her other hand was at her side, fingers curled into a loose fist, and she was looking directly at the camera with an expression I recognized because I’d seen it in my own mirror: the face of someone calculating how much a silence is worth.

I knew that face. Not from a photograph. From a lifetime of watching it across kitchen tables and hospital beds and the front seat of a used Corolla with 180,000 miles on it.

My mother.

Beneath the photograph was a single page. A contract. Dated June 1997, typewritten, the font slightly uneven in the way of documents produced on a machine that was already old when this agreement was drafted. The parties: Leonard A. Vickers, operating as Vickers Advisory, and Claire M. Drake.

Claire M. Drake. My mother’s name before she stopped being anyone at all.

The terms were short. Employment terminated. Non-disclosure of “any personal relationship.” Relocation to a residence “at least 200 miles from New York City.” And the last clause, the one that made the HVAC hum sound like a roar:

“The undersigned agrees not to seek contact with Leonard A. Vickers or make claims of paternity or financial support regarding any minor child.”

Claims of paternity.

I read it three times. The words didn’t change. The room didn’t change. The city outside the window kept doing what cities do—glittering, indifferent, full of buildings where people like me find things they were never supposed to find.

I put the photograph back. I put the contract back. I closed the folder and slid it into the drawer and turned the key and stood up and my knees ached from crouching and my hands were steady, perfectly steady, which seemed wrong because the rest of me was somewhere else entirely—floating above the thirty-eighth floor, looking down at a woman in a dark office who had just learned that the man she worked for, the man who had hired her and mentored her and told her she reminded him of someone, was her father.

He knew. He knew the whole time.

I walked to the elevator. Pressed the button. The doors opened immediately, as if the building had been expecting me. I stepped inside and watched the numbers descend—thirty-eight, thirty-seven, thirty-six—and in the polished steel of the door I saw my reflection again, clearer now under the elevator’s fluorescent light.

I looked like her. I looked exactly like her.

The doors opened to the lobby. The security guard glanced up from his phone and nodded. I nodded back. I walked through the turnstile, past the marble walls and the corporate directory and the bronze letters that spelled VICKERS CAPITAL PARTNERS, and out into the warm night air of Lexington Avenue, where a taxi honked and a man argued into his phone and the city went on being the city, and nobody—not the guard, not the taxi driver, not the man on the phone—could tell by looking at me that I had just discovered I was a transaction.

A line item. Fifteen thousand dollars and a nondisclosure agreement.

That was three hours ago. It’s one in the morning now, and I’m sitting on the edge of my bed in my studio apartment in Astoria, and the offer letter from Vickers Capital is pinned to my refrigerator with a magnet shaped like the Statue of Liberty, and my mother is dead, and my father—my father—is alive and well and living on Central Park West, and he has known who I am since before my first interview.

Let me tell you how I got here.







ACT I

THE GOLDEN CAGE
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[image: ]




The Offer

Margot Sable’s office smelled like gardenias and new carpet, and I sat in the chair across from her desk with my ankles crossed and my hands folded in my lap and my face arranged into the expression I’d been perfecting since I was twelve years old: grateful, composed, Not Too Much.

She was telling me I got the job. I heard the words—“offered the position,” “competitive compensation,” “start date of March fifteenth”—and each one landed with the specific weight of a thing I had been rehearsing for so long that the actual moment felt counterfeit, like biting into a piece of fruit and finding it was wax.

“Ninety-five thousand base, plus discretionary bonus,” Margot said. She slid a folder across the desk. Her nails were filed into identical ovals, painted the exact color of the inside of a seashell. “Health, dental, vision. Four-oh-one-k match after one year. The standard package.”

Ninety-five thousand dollars. I did the math the way I always did the math, instinctively, against the baseline of my mother’s life: $31,200 a year as a receptionist at Dr. Tierney’s dental practice in Carthage, New York. Three years of my mother’s salary. One year of mine. I pressed my thumbnail into the pad of my index finger under the desk where Margot couldn’t see and kept my expression level.

“That sounds wonderful,” I said. Wonderful. The word of a woman who has been trained to be pleased but not too pleased, eager but not desperate. I’d learned the calibration early. In job interviews, in financial aid offices, in every room where someone with more power than me was deciding whether I deserved what they had.

“Leonard is very particular about his executive assistants,” Margot continued. She leaned back in her chair—a high-backed leather thing that probably cost more than my rent—and regarded me with the evaluating warmth of a woman who has made a career of sizing people up. “He goes through a rigorous selection process. Multiple rounds. Behavioral assessments. Background verification. The fact that you made it through says a great deal about you, Oona.”

I nodded. I had, in fact, been through four interviews over six weeks: a phone screen with Margot, a video call with someone from Vickers Capital’s HR department, an in-person meeting with two junior partners in a conference room with a view of the Chrysler Building, and a final conversation with Leonard Vickers himself in his corner office, during which he’d asked me exactly three questions and spent the remaining forty minutes telling me about the firm’s philosophy of “alignment”—a word he used the way other people use “love,” with total sincerity and zero definition.

“Where did you grow up again?” Margot asked. She knew the answer. It was on my résumé, on my application, in the background check she’d almost certainly run. But she asked it the way you ask someone their sign—casually, as if the answer were decorative.

“Carthage,” I said. “Upstate. Near the Adirondacks.”

“Carthage.” She repeated it slowly, tasting the syllables. “Such a particular little town. Paper mill, right? Or it used to be?”

“It used to be.”

“And your mother—she was in healthcare, you said?”

I hadn’t said. Not to Margot. I’d mentioned my mother’s death in passing during the HR interview—explaining a gap in my work history, the months I’d spent in Carthage managing hospice care—but I hadn’t discussed her profession with anyone in the hiring process. The detail was small enough to ignore, specific enough to file away. I filed it.

“She was a receptionist,” I said. “At a dental office.”

“Right, right.” Margot touched the bridge of her nose, pressing up on glasses that weren’t there. “Well. You’ve come a long way from Carthage, Oona. Leonard is going to love having you on the team.”

She stood. I stood. We shook hands across the desk—her grip was firm and dry, mine was firm and dry, two women performing competence at each other—and she walked me to the elevator bank of the Chrysler Building, where the art deco ceiling made everything feel like the opening scene of a movie about someone whose life was about to change.

“Oh, one thing,” Margot said as the elevator arrived. She held the door with one hand. Her rings caught the light. “The position opened up rather suddenly. The previous assistant—Simone—left for personal reasons. If anyone at the firm mentions her, just... don’t read into it. Transitions happen. It’s not your concern.”

“Of course,” I said.

She smiled. It was a good smile, practiced, the kind that reached her eyes without involving them. “Leonard is going to love you. I just know it.”

The elevator doors closed. I descended forty-three floors in silence, watching the numbers tick down, and when I emerged onto Lexington Avenue I walked six blocks before I let myself feel it. Then I stopped on the corner of 42nd Street and stood there with my bag over my shoulder and the offer letter in my hand and the entire city spread out in front of me—the taxis, the steam, the construction barriers, the hot dog cart emitting its permanent fog of processed meat—and I thought: Ninety-five thousand dollars.

I took the 7 train to Astoria. My studio was on the fourth floor of a walk-up on 31st Avenue, and by the time I reached my door I was sweating through my interview blouse—the nice one, the Theory blouse I’d bought at a consignment shop in Murray Hill for $45 and had dry-cleaned twice, which meant it had cost me $75 total, which meant each wearing cost me $37.50 and I needed to start amortizing it better. This was how my mind worked. Everything was a calculation. Everything had a cost-per-use.

The apartment was four hundred square feet of someone else’s life: the previous tenant’s curtain rod still screwed into the wall above the window, the landlord’s beige paint covering whatever color the walls had been before. I’d organized it with the pathological precision of a person who owns very little and wants it to look intentional. Dollar-store bins in the closet, labels facing out. Books arranged by height on a shelf I’d assembled myself from an IKEA box, following the wordless instructions like they were scripture.

I sat on the edge of the bed—a full mattress on a metal frame, no headboard, sheets from Target—and read the offer letter again. Vickers Capital Partners. Executive Assistant to the Chief Executive Officer. Start date: March 15. Salary: $95,000. I read it a third time. I read it the way you read a letter from a doctor when the news is good: slowly, looking for the catch, bracing for the sentence that says Actually, we made a mistake.

There was no catch. There was just the job. The job I’d wanted since I understood that wanting was the only engine that worked when you didn’t have connections or money or a father who could make a phone call on your behalf.

I got up and went to the corner of the room where two cardboard boxes sat against the wall. My mother’s things. I’d brought them from Carthage after the funeral—two boxes out of a life that had fit into a two-bedroom ranch house with aluminum siding and a yard the size of a parking space. Most of it was junk: old bills, expired coupons clipped from newspapers, a collection of ceramic owls she’d kept on the kitchen windowsill. But I’d packed it all, every piece, because throwing away the artifacts of a person’s life felt like a second death, and I wasn’t ready for that yet.

I didn’t open the boxes. I just looked at them, the way you look at a door you’re not ready to walk through, and I thought about calling someone to share the news. There was no one to call. My mother was dead. My father was a man I’d never met and whose name I didn’t know, because my mother had treated that information like a sealed room—she’d walked past it every day of her life without acknowledging the door existed. I’d asked once, at fourteen. She’d said: “He’s not part of our story, Oona,” and the way she said it—not angry, not sad, just final—told me the topic was a wall I would not get through.

So I sat alone in my apartment and held the offer letter and let the number do what numbers do: make the future feel possible. $95,000. After taxes, after rent, after the minimum payments on $47,000 in credit card debt—the hospice, the funeral, the months of unpaid leave—I would have enough to breathe. Not enough to save, not yet, but enough to stop calculating whether I could afford both groceries and a MetroCard in the same week.

I pinned the letter to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like the Statue of Liberty that had come with the apartment, left behind by the previous tenant along with the curtain rod and a single chopstick in the silverware drawer. Then I turned off the lights and lay on my bed in the dark and stared at the ceiling and did not let myself think about the fact that Margot Sable had known my mother was a receptionist without being told, or that she’d repeated the word Carthage as if she were confirming something rather than learning it.

I was twenty-eight years old. I had no family, no savings, and no fallback plan. Vickers Capital was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

This is the kind of sentence that, later, you want to go back and underline in red.
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The 38th Floor

Vickers Capital Partners occupied the entire thirty-eighth floor of 599 Lexington Avenue, and walking out of the elevator on my first day felt like stepping into a terrarium—everything controlled, everything curated, everything alive in a way that suggested someone was very carefully managing the conditions.

The reception area was a study in expensive restraint: polished concrete floors, a single orchid on the front desk, the firm’s name in brushed steel letters on the wall behind it. No music. No clutter. The receptionist was a woman in her fifties named Diane who greeted me with the precise friendliness of someone who had been told I was coming and had already decided what category to file me in.

“Oona Drake? Welcome. HR is expecting you. Down the hall, second left.”

I went through the morning the way you go through airport security: compliant, efficient, slightly dehumanized. Paperwork. Tax forms. A benefits orientation with a woman named Janet from HR who explained the 401(k) match with the enthusiasm of someone reading an obituary. A tour of the floor conducted by a facilities manager who pointed out the kitchenette (“No fish in the microwave, seriously”), the copy room (“Leonard prefers hard copies for review”), and the supply closet (“Order through the portal, not Janet”).

The office they gave me was directly adjacent to Leonard’s corner suite, separated by a frosted glass partition and a door that, I was told, stayed open during business hours. The desk was white oak, minimalist, clean. Not a pen, not a paper clip, not a Post-it. Not a single trace of the person who had sat here before me.

I’d expected some residue. A forgotten mug, a dent in the chair’s leather, a faded rectangle on the wall where a photo had hung. Nothing. The space had been sanitized with the thoroughness of a crime scene cleanup. Simone Gentry might never have existed.

“We like a fresh start,” a voice said behind me.

I turned. Leonard Vickers stood in the doorway—no, leaned in the doorway, one shoulder against the frame, his body angled with the studied casualness of a man who understood that how you occupied a space was a form of communication. He was wearing a navy suit—of course he was; I would learn that Leonard wore a navy suit the way the sun wore light, as a basic condition of existence—and his silver-templed hair was combed back in a way that suggested either excellent genes or an excellent barber. Both, probably. His teeth were very white. His watch was very thin. He looked exactly like his photograph on the company website, which is to say he looked like a man whose appearance was itself a kind of argument: Trust me. I have this under control.

“Leonard Vickers,” he said, extending his hand. We’d met during my final interview, of course, but he presented the handshake as if this were the real introduction—as if the interview had been a dress rehearsal and today was opening night.

“Oona Drake,” I said. “Thank you for the opportunity.”

He waved the gratitude away with one hand—a practiced gesture, the benevolent dismissal of someone who received thanks often enough to have choreographed a response. “Don’t thank me. Thank yourself. You earned this.” He stepped into the office and looked around, his eyes moving over the blank walls, the empty desk, the cleaned-out drawers. “I hope the transition wasn’t too abrupt. Simone’s departure was... sudden.”

“Margot mentioned she left for personal reasons.”

“She did.” A pause. Not an uncomfortable one—Leonard didn’t do uncomfortable. A deliberate one. A silence shaped like a door being closed. “Personal reasons can mean a lot of things. In Simone’s case, I think the pace here was more than she was prepared for. Not everyone thrives under pressure.” He smiled. “I have a feeling you will.”

He took me to meet the team. The floor was organized in concentric rings of power: the outer ring held analysts and associates, young and interchangeable, hunched over dual monitors in an open-plan bullpen; the middle ring held the vice presidents and directors, each in a glass-walled office with exactly enough privacy to take a phone call but not enough to hide; and the inner ring—Leonard’s ring—held the corner suite, my adjacent office, a small conference room called The Fishbowl, and the office of Helen Park, General Counsel, whose door was the only one on the floor that was closed.

Derek Loomis found us in the hallway outside the kitchenette. He was a vice president—six years at the firm, angling for Managing Director, as I’d learn—and he had the overeager energy of a golden retriever who’d been trained to fetch but couldn’t quite stop himself from also bringing back things you hadn’t thrown. Broad-shouldered, ruddy, a former lacrosse player whose body still carried the memory of athleticism even as it softened into the deskbound physique of a man who ordered Sweetgreen for lunch every day.

“Oona! Welcome aboard.” He laughed before he finished the sentence—a short, sharp bark, more punctuation than humor. “Leonard treating you right? Showing you where the bodies are buried?”

Leonard’s expression didn’t change. “Derek handles our portfolio monitoring. If you need data on any of our companies, he’s your first call.”

“Anytime,” Derek said. He was looking at me with the transparent enthusiasm of a man who hadn’t yet learned that transparency is a liability in an environment that rewards opacity. “Seriously. Anything you need.”

I thanked him. I smiled. I filed him in the category I’d developed over years of navigating workplaces where I didn’t belong: Possibly Useful, Proceed With Caution.

Helen Park emerged from her office as we passed. She was exactly what her title suggested—sharp-featured, minimal, dressed in a palette of blacks and grays that communicated seriousness the way a uniform communicates rank. A thin gold chain at her throat was the only concession to adornment. She shook my hand and said, “Welcome to Vickers Capital,” and her eyes—dark, assessing—held mine for a beat longer than the greeting required. Not hostile. Evaluative. She was looking at me the way you look at an X-ray, searching for something beneath the surface.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded once and returned to her office. The door closed behind her with a click.

“Helen runs a tight ship,” Leonard said as we walked back toward his suite. “She’s brilliant. You’ll work with her on confidentiality protocols, board minutes, that sort of thing. She’ll warm up.”

I didn’t think Helen Park was cold. I thought she was careful. There’s a difference, though it takes a particular kind of attention to see it.

Leonard’s office was the largest on the floor, naturally—a corner suite with two walls of glass overlooking Midtown in one direction and the East River in the other. The desk was mahogany, dark and heavy, the kind of desk that makes you think of words like “edifice” and “fortification.” Behind it, a credenza with framed tombstone ads—the customary Lucite blocks commemorating closed deals, each one engraved with the names of the parties and the dollar amount and the date. Billions of dollars, mounted on shelves like hunting trophies.

No photographs. Not on the desk, not on the credenza, not on the walls. No family. No friends. No snapshots from vacations or college reunions or charity galas. The office was a monument to transactions, and transactions alone.

“I’m not sentimental about objects,” Leonard said, noticing me notice. He sat down in his chair—a leather throne that probably had a name and a pedigree—and placed his right hand flat on the desk. Palm down, fingers spread. A gesture I would see him make a hundred times in the weeks to come. It looked like calm. It looked like authority. It looked, I thought then, like a man who was so comfortable in his own space that he could claim it with a single hand.

“You remind me of someone,” he said.

I waited for him to say who. He didn’t. He picked up a file from the corner of his desk and opened it and began reading, and the moment passed, and I stood in the doorway of my new office—the office that had been scrubbed of Simone Gentry’s existence—and I thought: This is the job. This is the life. This is the version of me that gets to exist now.

I sat at my clean desk and opened the drawers one by one. Empty, empty, empty. Except the bottom right, which stuck slightly when I pulled it. I tugged harder. It slid open. Inside: a small leather box, burgundy, with a gold clasp. I opened it.

A watch box. Cartier. Empty. But tucked inside, folded against the satin lining, was a sticky note in handwriting I didn’t recognize: For when you’ve earned it.

I put the box back in the drawer. I closed the drawer. I didn’t mention it to anyone.

This is the job, I told myself. And this is fine.
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Chapter 3
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The Predecessor

Nobody at Vickers Capital wanted to talk about Simone Gentry.

I learned this the way you learn most things in an office: through the specific quality of silence that follows a question nobody wants to answer. I wasn’t asking aggressively. I wasn’t asking at all, at first. I was asking the way a new employee asks about anything—casually, practically, in the context of learning the systems.

“Did Simone have a filing protocol for the LP correspondence, or should I create one from scratch?” I asked Janet from HR.

Janet’s eyes moved to a point approximately six inches to the left of my face. “I’d start fresh. We don’t have any documentation from the prior assistant.”

“None?”

“It was a clean transition.”

Clean. There was that word again. Leonard had used it. Margot had implied it. The office itself was proof of it—the desk, the drawers, the computer logged out and restored to factory settings. Simone Gentry had been cleaned the way you clean a wound: thoroughly, antiseptically, with the goal of leaving no trace of the injury.

I tried Derek. We were in the kitchenette, a sleek galley of espresso machines and sparkling water dispensers that treated hydration as a lifestyle, and he was making his second coffee of the morning with the focused attention of a man for whom the ritual was the point.

“Simone Gentry,” I said. “The person who had my job before me. What was she like?”

Derek’s hand paused on the espresso lever. A fraction of a second. Then the bark-laugh. “Simone? She was...” He seemed to be selecting from a menu of approved adjectives. “Competent. Dedicated. She just wasn’t the right fit, ultimately. It happens.”

“Right fit for what?”

“For the pace. For Leonard. He’s demanding—you’ll see. Not everyone can handle it.” He handed me a cup I hadn’t asked for. “You seem like you can, though.”

I took the cup. Smiled. Filed the non-answer in the same drawer where I’d filed Margot’s knowledge of my mother’s profession. The drawer was getting full.

That afternoon, I went to the HR file room on the thirty-sixth floor—a gray, fluorescent space that smelled like toner and institutional carpet—and asked the clerk for Simone Gentry’s personnel file. Standard request. I needed to review transition notes, understand the role’s scope, see if there were performance reviews I could reference.

“That file is in transition,” the clerk said. He was young, bored, already looking at his phone.

“In transition to where?”

“General counsel’s office. It was pulled last month. You’d need to check with Ms. Park.”

I didn’t check with Ms. Park. Something about the way Helen Park had looked at me—that X-ray gaze, that beat of held silence—suggested that asking her about Simone Gentry would produce either nothing or something I wasn’t ready for. Instead, I went back to my desk and did what every person under forty does when they want to know the truth about someone: I opened my phone and searched.

Simone Gentry. The results were sparse. A LinkedIn profile marked “Inactive” with no photo, no connections, no activity. A Facebook account that appeared to have been deactivated—the URL existed but the page was empty. An Instagram handle, @simone.g.nyc, that returned “User not found.” A Twitter account, also gone. Every digital footprint, erased. As if someone had walked backward through the internet with a broom.
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