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About the Author

George J. Waldeck is a nonfiction writer focusing on workplace culture, power, and the psychological impact of failed leadership.

His work examines how manipulation, silence, and unchecked influence affect individuals and organizations, often long before problems become visible at a structural or legal level. Rather than theory or diagnosis, his writing is grounded in observation and lived experience, identifying patterns that repeat across industries and roles.

The Toxic Office: Power, Silence, and the Smiling Liar is the first in an on-going body of nonfiction work.

Future writing will continue to explore accountability, psychological safety, leadership responsibility, and recovery after toxic systems.
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About The Toxic Office

Power, Silence, and the Smiling Liar
by George J. Waldeck
Dear Company owner

Most toxic workplaces don’t look toxic.

They look calm.
They look professional.
They look functional enough to ignore.
The real damage happens quietly, through whispered conversations, selective trust, and a culture where speaking up feels more dangerous than staying silent. One person gains influence without authority. Complaints are softened or dismissed. Loyal staff begins to leave without clear reasons. Those who stay learn to keep their heads down.

Those who stay are usually the loyal ones. 

They are the biggest targets. 

This book examines how that pattern forms, how it survives, and why it is so often missed by leadership until the cost is already high.

Based on lived experience and composite cases, The Toxic Office exposes how psychological bullying, manipulation, and unchecked access can hollow out an organisation from the inside. It shows how silence becomes a survival strategy, how managers mistake calm for stability, and how owners remain legally and ethically responsible even when they are “not directly involved.”

This is not a revenge story.
It is not a diagnosis.
It is a warning.
For managers and supervisors, this book shows what happens when influence goes unchallenged and complaints are not investigated properly.
For business owners, it outlines the risks of ignoring patterns of resignation, disengagement, and unaddressed psychological harm.
For employees, it names what many feel but struggle to explain, and makes one thing clear: if your workplace is breaking you quietly, the problem is not your resilience.
If people in your organisation are leaving after years of loyalty...
If concerns are raised but never resolved...
If one voice is always believed while others are asked to explain themselves...
This book will feel uncomfortably familiar.

And that discomfort is the point.

Because recognising the pattern early is the only way to stop it before silence becomes the culture and exit becomes the only option.

Kind regards

Your x most loyal employee.

The Toxic Office:

Power, Silence, and the Smiling Liar
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In Memory of The Office Rat

He is everywhere.
In your ear before coffee.
In your head before lunch.
In the pause after your name is spoken.
He does not knock.
He leaks.
Nibbling conversations,
gnawing edges,
leaving damp little versions of you
behind his teeth.
He scurries desk to desk
with secrets swelling in his cheeks,
never his own,
always warm,
always rotting by the time they land.
He presses himself close,
soft, heaving,
sagging in blubber like a beached thing
that learned to stand
and call it belonging.
He whispers concern.
He whispers jokes.
He whispers just enough
to tilt a room
without touching a chair.
To the boss he is loyal.
To everyone else he is busy.
Busy bending air.
Busy turning sentences sideways.
Busy making good people
feel unsafe in their own skin.
Half the office leaves.
Quietly.
One resignation at a time.
Boxes carried past his smile.
They go tired.
They go doubting themselves.
They go thinking it was them.
He stays.

He stays because he never raised his voice.
He stays because he never left a mark.
He stays because rot looks like calm
when you’re standing too close.
Corner him and he smiles.
Corner him and he sweats innocence.
Corner him and suddenly
you are the problem.
He never bites in public.
He lets silence chew the bones.
And when the desks are empty,
when the laughter is gone,
when the office feels thinner somehow,
he waddles through the space he helped hollow out
asking, sincerely confused,
“Why does nobody want to work anymore?”

George J. Waldeck
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Chapter 1

The Man Everyone Trusted
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Every office has someone who feels permanent.

The bosses family or his personal friends that work for him.

Not because they are brilliant, or promoted, or running the place, but because they are always there. Before the first kettle boils.

After the last email is sent. In the gaps where people speak more honestly because nobody is “in a meeting.”

They are always in the bosses ear or in someone else ear having those convos that carry the trash all over.

In our office, that person was Gareth.

Gareth arrived early and left late, not in a heroic way, but in the way a man does when the office is his second lounge. He knew where the good mugs were hidden. He knew which printer tray jammed if you looked at it wrong. He knew the exact moment the boss would walk in, like he had a weather app for management.

He knew when to stop tweeting into someone’s ear.

He also knew everyone’s name. Not just names. Details. “How’s your mom doing?” “Did your boy make the team?” “You still driving that blue bakkie?” Small things that made you feel noticed without feeling watched.

Physically, he was hard to miss. He filled a doorway the way a fridge fills a kitchen. You’d hear the chair complain before he sits down. When you heard him speak it’s always, I did this and I am doing that.

People shifted a little when he passed, not out of fear, just instinct. The corridor was narrow, and Gareth made it much narrower.

Nobody said a word about it. Gareth handled that first.

He joked about his weight before anyone else could even think it. If a chair creaked, he would pat it like a horse and say, “Good girl, you can do it.” If the stairs came up, he would sigh and say, “This building is discriminatory.”

It made people laugh, and laughter did what laughter always does. It turned discomfort into permission. Once the joke was made, nobody could talk about it without sounding cruel.

Man, he is always always chewing or eating something. He eats in a day what I will eat in a week.

That self-made shield worked everywhere. Even with the boss.

Gareth and the boss had history.

Old friends.

Same hometown stories.

Same “remember that time” jokes that went on a bit too long while everyone else pretended to check emails.

He could walk into the boss’s house un-announced and his first visit was always the fridge.

The boss trusted Gareth the way you trust a guy who was around before the company had policies for anything or before the company started which in this case was true.

And when the boss trusts someone, the office follows. Not because we are sheep, but because we are tired. Tired people borrow the boss’s judgement to save energy. It is safer to trust who the boss trusts, until it isn’t.

At first, Gareth looked like the safest person in the building. He never shouted. Never slammed a door. 

Never started a fight in a meeting. He was friendly, he was present, and he was always “just trying to help.”

He had a way of leaning in when he spoke, like he was letting you into a private club. He would lower his voice, glance around, and add a little extra sentence at the end.

A “by the way” that sounded harmless. A small comment about who was “difficult.” A quiet laugh about an office lady that didn’t feel like a joke when you replayed it later.

Nothing you could quote. Nothing you could take to HR. Just a comment that left you feeling as if you now knew something you shouldn’t.

That is the part people don’t understand until later. The danger in a workplace is not always a loud bully. Sometimes it is a warm smile and a soft voice that says, “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but...”

The Comfort of Access

Gareth did not have a title that mattered.

That was the clever part.

He could even do his job properly. He has to read his work out of a manual. When we worked together I always knew I would end up doing the class while he is on the phone the whole with the boss or the reception girl.

Lunchtime he would sit and badmouth that same girl that he just sent heart emojis and lovies etc. 

He wasn’t management. He wasn’t HR. He didn’t sign contracts or chair meetings. On paper, he was just another employee. In practice, he was a shortcut. And offices love shortcuts.

If you needed to know what the boss really meant in a meeting, you asked Gareth. Gareth always knew where you would work the next week before you or what is going on in the boss’s mind before the boss knows it.

He always knew what the next meeting would be about and the news usually came out with a warning. If you wanted to know whether a deadline was real or flexible, you asked Gareth.
If you wanted to complain without complaining, you asked Gareth.
If you wanted the boss to know something without saying it yourself, yeah the go to man was Gareth who would for sure always as his own version.

Gareth always knew just enough.

Not enough to be wrong. Not enough to be responsible. Just enough to sound informed.

He would tilt his head slightly when you asked a question, like he was weighing how much to give you. Then he’d smile and say something like, “Off the record...” or “Don’t quote me on this...” which of course made people treat it like gospel.

It felt reassuring. It felt like being taken seriously.

He framed everything as concern. Never accusation. Never judgement. If he spoke about someone, it was always because he “worried” about them. Or because they were “under a lot of pressure.” Or because they “didn’t always handle feedback well.”

There were patterns, though. You only saw them later.

Women came up more often than men. Not directly. Not crudely. Just often enough to register. Comments about their moods. Their reliability. 

Their personal lives slipping into conversations where none of that belonged. Sometimes it was dressed up as admiration. Sometimes as pity. Sometimes as a joke that landed too close to the bone.

“I hope she doesn’t get the wrong idea,” he’d say with a grin.
“She’s very... friendly.”
“You know how she is.”
If you challenged him, even lightly, he’d back off instantly. Hands up. Smile wide. “No, no, I’m probably wrong.” And just like that, the moment would be gone. You’d feel silly for having questioned it.

Gareth never pushed. He planted.

Bad rotten thorny seeds.

The boss relied on him in small ways. Not officially, but consistently. A quick check-in. A quiet beer and chat after a meeting. A shared look when someone else spoke too long or said the wrong thing. Gareth became a filter without being named one.

That proximity gave him a strange kind of authority. Not the kind that tells you what to do, but the kind that tells you what is safe to say.

People adjusted around him. They softened opinions. They tested sentences before finishing them. They wondered, briefly, how something might sound if it travelled.

And travel
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