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For Ivan, who held steady when I couldn't. Every hard season was easier because of you.

For Jana Evanger — teacher, supervisor, and someone I consider a dear friend. You showed me what it looks like when someone actually does this right. Twenty years later, I'm still learning from it.

And for every colleague, mentor, and human resources professional who ever sat in a difficult room and chose to do the right thing anyway. This book is for you too.



  Introduction: Why I Do This

The person who taught me the most about HR wasn't an HR professional. He was a teacher who failed at the most basic part of his job. And he did it with a laugh.

I'll get to him.

First I want to tell you something about this book. Every story in these pages is real. The names, the organizations, the identifying details have been changed or removed out of respect for my profession and the people involved. That's how this work operates. You carry what you know and you protect who you can.

Except this one. This introduction is mine. Unfiltered, unprotected, and told in my own name for the first time. I've kept it personal for a long time. Long enough. This story doesn't own me anymore.

* * *

I was a teenager when I was sexually harassed at work.

I was working in the photo studio at Sears. My manager trapped me on a ladder and made it clear what she wanted. I was a minor. I was humiliated and I had no idea what to do.

What happened next made it worse.

The loss prevention investigation seated me in a room directly across from the woman who harassed me. My DECA teacher, the one who was supposed to guide me, laughed it off. Sears removed the curtain between our work areas and called it resolved. I had to keep showing up. Keep working next to her. The retaliation was quiet and constant.

Then an older janitor came forward. She had done the same thing to him. They finally fired her. Not after my report. After his. Not until it happened again.

I never told my parents. I carried it alone because I was ashamed of something that was never my fault.

I know what it looks like when organizations get this right. And I know exactly what it looks like when they don't.

* * *

That experience is why I spent twenty years in HR. But the other reason is a teacher who laughed.

He told me I should have considered myself lucky. That I could have scored.

He did nothing. And in doing nothing he taught me more than he ever did in a classroom. He taught me what it costs when the people who are supposed to help you decide it's easier not to. He taught me that the absence of action is its own kind of answer.

I'm Brad Fitch. I'm the teenager who climbed that ladder and I'm the HR professional who spent two decades making sure nobody else had to stand in that room alone.

This is why I do this.

* * *

This book isn't a textbook. It isn't a compliance manual. It isn't written for HR professionals alone, though I hope they find it useful.

It's written for every person who has ever sat on either side of a difficult workplace situation and wondered why it went the way it did. The manager who didn't know what to say. The employee who didn't feel heard. The leader who thought they were doing the right thing and couldn't understand why nothing was working. The HR professional who knew something was wrong and couldn't figure out how to make the right people listen.

I've been all of those people. Not at the same time, but across twenty years of sitting in almost every seat an organization has to offer. Coordinator. Manager. Director. VP. Investigator. Advisor. Confidant. The person holding the line. The person who had to deliver the news. The person in the room when the decision was made. The person not in the room when the decision shouldn't have been made without me.

What I learned from all of those seats is the foundation of every chapter in this book.

The lessons aren't theoretical. They come from real situations, real decisions, and real consequences. Every story has been changed to protect the people involved. But the truth at the center of each one is unchanged.

My hope is that you finish this book and recognize yourself somewhere in it. Not because I think you've done something wrong. Because I think most workplace problems aren't caused by bad people. They're caused by good people who didn't have the right information at the right moment, or who had the information and didn't know how to use it, or who knew exactly what was needed and couldn't get the organization to move in time.

This book is for all of them.

It's also, finally, for the teenager on the ladder. The one who needed someone to act and found out that the people around him had decided it was easier not to.

He deserved better. So does everyone sitting in a difficult room right now, waiting for someone to do something.

* * *

Off the Record: The absence of action is its own kind of answer. This book is for everyone who deserved a better one.
Chapter 1: We All Saw It Coming

The catering team had been holding on for weeks.

It was peak season at a large hospitality venue. Summers meant back-to-back events, skeleton crews stretched past their limits, and management measured success by what made it to the guest's plate. The team was understaffed. They had been for months. They felt it in their bones and carried it home at the end of every sixteen-hour day.

There were complaints. Not formal ones filed in triplicate. The quiet kind. The kind that land on an HR desk as a conversation, a concern, an "I just wanted you to know what's going on out there." I heard them. I documented what I could. I had conversations with the manager whose name kept coming up.

He would nod. Agree. Walk back out and do exactly what he'd always done.

He wasn't a bad person. That's what makes this story hard to tell cleanly. He cared deeply about the operation, about the guests, about delivering something worth remembering. He just cared in a way that made him forget the people making it happen.

The morning of an event for nearly eight hundred guests, he crossed a line he'd been approaching for months. It wasn't the first time. It was just the time the team decided it would be the last.

They walked out. Not one or two people. The team. Hours before eight hundred guests were scheduled to arrive.

I found out when the news van pulled up outside.

I remember standing there thinking two things at once. The first was pure panic. The second was: I knew this was coming. We all did.

* * *

Everyone knew. The team's frustration wasn't hidden. The manager's behavior wasn't a surprise. HR had heard the concerns. Leadership had been made aware. Conversations had happened behind closed doors.

Nothing changed.

Not because people didn't care. Not because they didn't see it. The manager had a kind of organizational immunity that made accountability feel more complicated than it was. The unspoken calculation was simple: addressing him directly was harder than managing the fallout from his behavior. So the fallout kept getting managed. He kept going.

The phrase I heard most often, delivered with tired resignation, was: "You know how he is."

It wasn't said maliciously. It was said the way people repeat things they've stopped hearing themselves say. Organizational shorthand for: we see the problem, we've chosen not to solve it, and we're asking you to make peace with that.

The team knew it too. They knew leadership knew. They knew HR knew. On the morning of an eight hundred person event, they made the only decision that had any power left in it.

They walked out.

* * *

For a long time I told this as a story about a manager who went too far.

It took me years to understand it wasn't only about him.

Every organization that tolerates a difficult manager is making a calculation about someone else. Someone above the manager. Someone whose relationships, results, or position in the hierarchy makes accountability feel like a risk nobody is willing to take. The manager is the visible problem. The protector is the real one.

The person above him had more power than anyone else in that building. Nobody was willing to challenge him. Not because they didn't see what was happening. Because the honest math made silence the safest option for everyone except the people absorbing the consequences every single day.

I was managing a symptom. I was having conversations with the wrong person. Every time I sat across from him and he nodded and agreed and walked back out unchanged, I wasn't failing. I was operating inside a system that had already decided the outcome.

The hidden lesson isn't that leaders should speak up when they see a problem. Most people already know that. The hidden lesson is this: when accountability feels impossible, the problem is usually not where everyone is looking. Look above it. Find the protector. Ask yourself honestly whether the organization has the will to address what is actually going on.

* * *

The manager who is protected is rarely protected out of principle. The person above them has made a calculation, sometimes conscious, sometimes not. Maybe addressing the behavior costs more than tolerating it. Maybe the protected manager delivers results that nobody wants to jeopardize. Maybe they do the dirty work the person above them doesn't want to do themselves. Maybe the arrangement simply benefits both of them in ways that are never spoken out loud. The reasons vary. The outcome is the same. The cost gets passed down to everyone else.

When a difficult manager is protected, the organization doesn't avoid the cost. It defers it. Deferred costs always grow.

The best people leave first. They have options. The ones with fewer options stay longer and grow more resentful. The ones who survive longest have adapted to the dysfunction and become part of it. By the time accountability finally arrives, the department has been reshaped by years of tolerating something that should have been addressed long ago.

The understaffing was real. The pressure was real. The fear of losing someone during a critical season was real. But what the organization was deciding, whether it named it or not, was that operational continuity mattered more than the standard everyone else was held to.

Once that decision is made, it's nearly impossible to walk back. The team has seen what the organization is willing to tolerate. They update their understanding of everything else accordingly.

* * *

I saw accountability arrive with real teeth once. Not a conversation. Not a written warning. The threat of an EEOC charge with the manager's name at the center of it.

The behavior changed immediately.

People who have operated without consequences for a long time aren't operating without awareness. They know exactly what they've been doing. The protection made the risk calculation work in their favor. Once the math changed, the behavior changed with it. Being the boss doesn't mean being above consequences. That












