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Content Warning

This novel contains themes that some readers may find distressing, including: workplace harassment and psychological manipulation, institutional complicity in abuse, sexual coercion, gaslighting and emotional abuse, suicidal ideation (brief), alcohol misuse, and ethical violations within the legal profession.

Reader discretion is advised.

“The cruelest prisons are the ones where the inmates believe they chose to stay.”

— Maren Caldwell, The Loyalty Doctrine

For everyone who stayed quiet at work and hated themselves for it.

And for the ones who didn’t.
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Prologue
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The elevator doors open on the forty-second floor and I step out carrying a banker’s box with my whole career inside it. Two framed diplomas, a coffee mug from a 5K I never ran, a photograph of my mother squinting into the sun at my law school graduation. Seventeen months of eighty-hour weeks reduced to eleven pounds of personal effects.

The hallway is empty. It’s 11:47 on a Tuesday morning, which means everyone at Kellner & Braun is either in a conference room or pretending to be. Nobody wants to watch this. I get it. I wouldn’t want to watch it either.

My heels click against the marble in a rhythm I’ve memorized over five hundred mornings—left, right, left, right, the slight drag of my right foot where the sole is wearing thin. I used to think that sound meant something. Purpose. Belonging. Now it’s just the noise a person makes while leaving.

I pass the glass-walled conference room where Dominic Kalder is taking a call. He’s leaning back in his chair, one ankle crossed over his knee, the posture of a man who has never been asked to carry a box out of a building. He doesn’t look up. His mouth moves around words I can’t hear, and his left hand—the one without the wedding ring, because he stopped wearing it three years ago and nobody at the firm has ever asked why—turns a pen end over end between his fingers.

I know things about that hand. I know it drafts separation agreements at four in the morning. I know it has signed documents that ended careers, and that it once rested on my shoulder in a gesture so precisely calibrated between mentorship and ownership that I spent three days trying to decode it.

He still doesn’t look up.

I keep walking.

The reception desk is unmanned. Priya, the morning receptionist, is probably hiding in the break room because Priya has the kind of emotional intelligence that makes corporate life unbearable—she feels everything that happens in this building, and today she would have to feel the weight of my box and my silence and the specific humiliation of a woman who did exactly what she was told and got punished for it anyway.

Or the specific humiliation of a woman who didn’t do what she was told. Depending on how you frame it.

That’s the thing about this place. Everything depends on how you frame it. That’s literally the job. Kellner & Braun, LLP: employment law, management side. We don’t represent workers. We represent the systems that manage them. The distinction matters. It’s the first thing they teach you.

The second thing they teach you is that the word “victim” is a framing choice, and a sloppy one.

I push through the glass doors into the elevator lobby. The security guard, Marcus, is reading something on his phone. He glances up, sees the box, and his face performs a small negotiation between sympathy and professional neutrality. Neutrality wins. It always does in this building.

“Have a good one, Ms. Hale.”

“You too, Marcus.”

I press the elevator button with my elbow because both hands are full and also because there’s something about this moment that requires me to not put the box down. If I put it down, I’ll have to pick it up again, and that second lifting will confirm something I’m not ready to confirm.

The elevator arrives. I step in. The doors close, and for twelve seconds I am suspended between the forty-second floor and the lobby, between the person I was when I took this job and whoever I’m about to become, between the version of events I prepared and the version that’s actually true.

Here is what Kellner & Braun will say happened: a junior associate made a series of unauthorized disclosures regarding privileged client communications. She violated her duty of confidentiality. She was terminated for cause.

Here is what I will say happened: I found out what my boss was doing. I tried to stop it. I failed.

Here is what actually happened: neither of those stories. Not exactly. The truth sits in the space between them, in the part neither side wants to examine, because examining it would require everyone—Dominic, the firm, me—to admit that the system worked exactly as designed.

I didn’t break the machine. I just described it out loud.

* * *
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SIX WEEKS EARLIER, I didn’t know any of this. Six weeks earlier, I was the kind of lawyer who believed that if you worked hard enough, the institution would protect you—because that’s what institutions do when you’re useful to them.

I was wrong about that, but not in the way you think.

The morning it started—really started, not the slow accumulation of small wrong things that I’d been filing away without examining, but the morning the ground shifted—I was sitting in my office on the thirty-ninth floor, three floors below the partners, reviewing a separation agreement for a client called Astren Pharmaceuticals. The agreement was for a woman named Dana Prescott, a regional sales manager who had filed an internal complaint about her supervisor’s behavior at a conference in Milwaukee.

The complaint was detailed. Fourteen pages. Specific dates, specific witnesses, specific language. The kind of complaint that, if you’re defending the company, you read with a highlighter in one hand and a sinking feeling in the other, because specificity is the enemy of deniability.

But that’s not what I noticed first. What I noticed first was the date on the separation agreement. It had been drafted nine days before Dana Prescott filed her complaint.

Nine days before.

I stared at the date. I checked the complaint filing date. I checked the agreement again. I opened the metadata on the document and confirmed the creation timestamp. Then I closed my office door and sat there for a long time, not thinking exactly, but processing—the way you process a car accident before the pain arrives, when your body knows something has gone wrong but your brain is still narrating the scene as if everything is normal.

Nine days before Dana Prescott told anyone what had happened to her, Kellner & Braun had already drafted the terms of her departure.

Which meant someone knew. Someone knew what was coming and had already decided how it would end. And that someone had assigned the file to Dominic Kalder’s team. To me.

I should have flagged it. I should have walked the file to the ethics partner’s office on the forty-fourth floor and placed it on his desk and said, Something is wrong with this timeline. That’s what a good lawyer does. That’s what the rules of professional conduct require. That’s what I would have told any first-year associate to do.

Instead, I opened my email and typed Dominic’s name into the search bar. I read every message he’d sent me in the past sixty days. I read the ones he’d sent to the client. I read the ones marked “Privileged and Confidential” with an urgency that should have told me I was already past the point of pretending this was a clerical error.

And then I did the thing that ended my career at Kellner & Braun, that put me in this elevator with this box, that set into motion everything that followed.

I called Dana Prescott.

She picked up on the second ring.

“Hello?”

“Dana, my name is Regan Hale. I’m an attorney at Kellner & Braun. I’m calling about your employment situation at Astren, and I need you to know that this call is not authorized by my firm.”

Silence. Three seconds. Four.

“Why are you calling me?”

A fair question. The answer is long and tangled and involves my mother and my student loans and a girl I knew in college and a man on the forty-second floor who turns a pen between his fingers while he decides how much of the truth to let you have.

But I didn’t say any of that.

“Because they knew,” I said. “They knew before you told them.”

More silence. Then:

“I know,” she said. “I know they did.”

That was the moment. Not the elevator, not the box, not the termination letter with its bloodless language about “mutual separation” and “professional realignment.” The moment was Dana Prescott’s voice saying I know they did, and the way it sounded like a door locking from the inside.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. To understand how I got to that phone call, you need to go back to the beginning—to the first Monday in October, when I walked into Dominic Kalder’s corner office and he looked at me with the particular attention of a man who already knows exactly what he needs you to do.

He just hasn’t told you yet.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part One

[image: ]




THE USEFUL ONES
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The Thirty-Ninth Floor

Dominic Kalder’s corner office smelled like leather and cold coffee and the particular chemical tang of new carpet, the kind they install in law firms to signal renovation without actually changing anything.

I stood in the doorway with my litigation bag over one shoulder and a legal pad I’d already filled with notes about his recent cases—three class actions, two individual harassment claims, one wrongful termination appeal—because I’d learned early that preparation was the only form of power available to a junior associate. You couldn’t control who noticed you, but you could control whether you were ready when they did.

He was reading. Not on a screen—a physical document, pages fanned across his desk in a pattern that looked random but probably wasn’t. Dominic Kalder was forty-eight years old, a name partner at Chicago’s fifth-largest employment law firm, and the kind of man whose casual gestures were rehearsed so thoroughly they’d become genuine. The reading was for my benefit. The not-looking-up was a choice.

I waited.

Fourteen seconds. I counted. Enough time to establish hierarchy, not enough to be rude. Then he looked up, and his face performed a controlled version of surprise—eyebrows lifting a fraction, mouth opening just enough to show his bottom teeth—as if he’d forgotten I was starting today, which we both knew he hadn’t.

“Regan.” He stood, buttoned the middle button of his jacket, and extended his hand. “Sit down. Close the door.”

Two commands, no please. I noted it the way you note things in a deposition—not as evidence of anything specific, just as data to be cataloged and interpreted later. Close the door could mean he valued privacy. It could mean he wanted me to feel selected, admitted to an inner circle. It could mean nothing at all.

I sat in one of the two client chairs facing his desk. They were lower than his chair by about three inches—a standard dominance configuration in partner offices, one I’d studied in a negotiations seminar and promptly forgotten until this moment, when I found myself looking up at him at the exact angle the chairs were designed to produce.

“You reviewed the Carmichael file?”

“Yes. Class action, Northern District of Illinois. Twenty-three plaintiffs, all former sales associates at Carmichael Logistics. Alleging a pattern of retaliatory termination after internal complaints about compensation practices.”

He nodded, but not at the content. At the delivery. I could tell the difference because his eyes stayed on my face instead of dropping to the legal pad where any competent associate could have read the same summary. He was evaluating something else. Poise, maybe. Or compliance.

“The plaintiffs’ counsel is Nathan Vogt,” he said. “You know him?”

“By reputation. Aggressive on discovery. Tends to overreach in depositions, which gives defense openings on procedural grounds.”

“You did your homework.”

“I do my homework.”

A pause. His pen—the same pen I would watch him turn between his fingers dozens of times in the weeks to come, a Montblanc with a scratch near the clip that I would learn to read like a barometer, its rotation speed corresponding to his level of engagement—tapped once on the desk.

“Good. Because this team doesn’t have room for associates who need to be managed. I don’t check work. I don’t review drafts. I read final product. If the final product requires a conversation, that conversation will be short and you won’t enjoy it.”

I nodded. This was the speech. Every partner had a version. Most of them meant: I want to feel powerful for thirty seconds. But the way Dominic delivered it—flat, unseasoned, the way you’d describe a filing deadline—suggested he might actually mean it.

“I’m also going to assign you to a new matter this week,” he continued. “Astren Pharmaceuticals. Pre-litigation. They’ve identified an employee they expect to file a complaint, and they want to get ahead of it.”

Get ahead of it. The phrase slid past me the way legal euphemisms do when you’ve spent three years speaking the language. Getting ahead of a complaint meant preparing the company’s response. It meant reviewing the employee’s file for performance issues. It meant building a narrative that would make the company’s position defensible if the complaint became a lawsuit.

All of that was standard. All of that was what management-side employment lawyers did. I’d done it a dozen times on smaller cases, and I’d never lost a minute of sleep.

What I didn’t ask—what it didn’t occur to me to ask, not yet, not that morning in his office with the carpet smell and the pen and the three-inch chair differential—was how Astren knew. How they’d identified an employee who hadn’t complained yet. How they’d predicted a filing that existed, at that point, only as an intention inside another person’s mind.

I would ask that question later. Six weeks later, in fact, sitting alone in my office on the thirty-ninth floor with a separation agreement dated nine days before a complaint, and the answer would rearrange every assumption I’d made about this job, this firm, and the man whose corner office smelled like leather and cold coffee.

But that morning, I just said, “I’ll get up to speed.”

“I know you will.” Dominic picked up his pen, turned it once, and looked down at his documents. Dismissal. “Welcome to the team, Regan.”

* * *
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MY OFFICE WAS A GLASS box on the thirty-ninth floor, eight feet by ten, with a view of the building across the street’s parking garage. The associates on Dominic’s team occupied a row of these boxes along the interior hallway, separated from each other by walls that were transparent enough to create the illusion of openness and solid enough to make clear that openness was not the point. The point was visibility. You could see everyone, and everyone could see you, and the effect was a kind of perpetual low-grade surveillance that the firm’s designers had probably called “collaborative workspace.”

There were three other associates on the team. I’d met them at orientation, briefly, in the way you meet colleagues at a firm this size—a handshake, a name, a specialty, a smile that’s already moving on to the next person.

Ian Thayer, thirty-four, Stanford Law, a squash player with the posture of someone who’d been told since childhood that he belonged in rooms like this. He handled the firm’s tech-sector clients and spoke in the clipped, declarative sentences of a person who had never been interrupted.

Margaux Chen, twenty-nine, Northwestern, who wore her ambition like a pressed suit—clean lines, no wrinkles, nothing showing that shouldn’t. She was two years ahead of me in seniority and had the controlled friendliness of someone who had calculated exactly how much warmth was required to be liked without being underestimated.

And Cole Britten, thirty-one, University of Chicago, who had been on Dominic’s team the longest and who, when I introduced myself that morning, looked at me with an expression I couldn’t read. Not hostility. Not welcome. Something closer to recognition, the way you’d look at someone stepping onto a ride you’d already been on.

“You’re the new one,” he said, leaning against my doorframe. He had the build of a former athlete going soft around the middle, and he held his coffee mug with both hands, the way people do when they’re cold or when they need something to hold.

“Regan Hale.”

“I know who you are. I read your memo on the Whitfield appeal. It was good.” A beat. “Dominic thought so too, which is why you’re here.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“It shouldn’t be.” He smiled, and the smile had an edge to it that I filed away in the same mental drawer as Dominic’s fourteen-second pause and the three-inch chair differential. Data. Not evidence. Not yet.

“What do you mean?”

Cole took a sip of his coffee. “Dominic picks people for a reason. He’s very good at identifying what you’re willing to do. The trick is figuring out whether he picked you for the thing you think he picked you for.”

He pushed off the doorframe and walked away before I could respond, which was probably the point. I sat down at my desk, opened my laptop, and stared at the login screen for the firm’s document management system. My reflection floated in the dark monitor—brown hair pulled back, glasses I didn’t strictly need but wore because they made opposing counsel take me slightly more seriously, a face that my mother once described as “too honest for a lawyer,” which I’d taken as a compliment until I got to Kellner & Braun and realized it was a diagnosis.

I typed my password. I opened the Carmichael file. I started reading.

And for the next six hours, I was exactly the kind of lawyer Dominic Kalder needed me to be: thorough, focused, uncurious about anything beyond the edges of the assignment. I read depositions. I flagged inconsistencies in plaintiff testimony. I drafted a preliminary motion strategy. I ate a protein bar at my desk and didn’t look up until the light outside the parking garage had gone from gray to orange to black.

When I finally left the building at nine-fifteen, the lobby was empty except for Marcus, who nodded at me with the practiced neutrality of a man who had watched a thousand lawyers walk out of this building at nine-fifteen on a Monday night.

“Good night, Ms. Hale.”

“Good night, Marcus.”

On the train home, I replayed Cole’s words. The trick is figuring out whether he picked you for the thing you think he picked you for. It was the kind of statement that sounded paranoid out of context and perfectly reasonable inside a law firm where every interaction was a negotiation and every assignment was a test.

I decided Cole Britten was probably just the office cynic. Every firm had one. The associate who’d been passed over for partner and was now performing disillusionment as a personality trait.

I was wrong about that, too. But I wouldn’t know it for another three weeks, when Cole would close my office door and tell me something about Dominic Kalder that would make me wish I’d never set foot on the thirty-ninth floor.

That night, though, riding the Brown Line through Lakeview with my bag on my lap and my reflection ghosting across the dark window, I felt exactly one thing: grateful. Grateful that Dominic Kalder had noticed me. Grateful that my work had earned me a seat at this particular table.

The gratitude would be the hardest part to forgive myself for, later.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The Architecture of Compliance

Dominic Kalder had hired eleven associates in fourteen years, and he could sort them into two categories within a week. There were the ones who asked questions, and there were the ones who found answers. The ones who asked questions became competent lawyers at other firms. The ones who found answers became his.

Regan Hale, he decided on the morning she started, was a finder. He’d known it since reading her Whitfield memo six months earlier—forty-two pages of appellate analysis that moved with the ruthless efficiency of someone who understood that persuasion wasn’t about volume, it was about sequence. She’d built the argument like a trap: each section closing one exit until the only logical conclusion was the one she wanted.

That kind of mind was useful. Dominic collected useful minds the way other partners collected client dinners and golf handicaps. You didn’t build the most successful management-side employment practice in the Midwest by accident. You built it by putting the right people in the right positions and trusting them to perform the functions you’d assigned.

He watched Regan walk away from his office that first morning, her litigation bag cutting a diagonal across her back, and he thought about the Astren file. It was a complicated piece of work—more complicated than anything he’d normally assign to a new team member—but complication was the test. Anyone could handle a clean file. The question was what a person did when the file started to get dirty.

Astren Pharmaceuticals had been a client for three years. They manufactured generic antihypertensives and employed six hundred people across two facilities in suburban Chicago. Their general counsel, a woman named Vivian Park, called Dominic on the first of every month with what she referred to as “personnel updates,” which was Vivian’s way of saying that someone in her organization was about to become a problem and she wanted the legal infrastructure in place before the problem became public.

Dominic understood this arrangement. He’d designed it. Five years ago, at a conference in Scottsdale, he’d given a presentation titled “Proactive Workforce Management: Legal Strategies for Early Intervention.” The presentation argued that companies should treat employee complaints the way hospitals treated infections—identify them early, contain them, and eliminate the conditions that allowed them to spread. The metaphor was medical. The practice was surgical.

What Dominic provided was a framework. He helped companies build documentation systems that tracked employee behavior, flagged patterns that correlated with complaint-filing, and—this was the part he was proudest of—created performance records that would hold up in litigation regardless of when the complaint was filed. The documentation was real. The performance issues were real. They were just curated, organized, and deployed with a precision that most HR departments couldn’t achieve on their own.

Was it ethical? Dominic had thought about this question exactly once, during a sleepless night in the third year of his practice, and he’d resolved it with the clarity of a man who needed the resolution more than the truth. The companies he represented were not, for the most part, harboring predators. They were large organizations with thousands of employees and hundreds of interpersonal conflicts, and the legal system punished them disproportionately for the inevitable failures of management. His job was to restore balance. To ensure that one disgruntled employee’s narrative didn’t override the documented reality of their performance.
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