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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This is a work of fiction. The Salt Lake County Jail does not exist as described here, nor do any of its employees or inmates. The control room, the people, and the specific events are invented.

What is not invented is the feeling that many veterans have after they leave the service: that they have stepped out of a world that, for all its flaws, still expected something of them, and into institutions that sometimes expect nothing at all.
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DEDICATION
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To everyone who still shows up and does the job right, even when nobody’s watching.
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EPIGRAPH
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“Government ought to be all outside and no inside... Everybody knows that corruption thrives in secret places, and avoids public places, and we believe it a fair presumption that secrecy means impropriety.” — Woodrow Wilson

“The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena... who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again... who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly.” — Theodore Roosevelt

“The man who really counts in the world is the doer, not the mere critic—the man who actually does the work, even if roughly and imperfectly.” — Theodore Roosevelt
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CHAPTER 1 – FIRST SHIFT
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The Salt Lake County Jail announced itself, as government buildings do, with a flag that had given up. It hung off its pole at the wrong angle, half-furled, the way a flag looks when nobody whose job it is to raise it correctly believes in the thing it represents. Denny noted this at 5:42 in the morning and chose to interpret it charitably. Wind, he thought. Just wind.

He had pressed his uniform the night before with the focus of a man defusing ordnance, and he had pressed it again at 4:30 that morning, because a crease that survives one night does not necessarily survive a man's nerves. He stood now outside the control room door at parade rest — heels together, hands behind the small of his back, chin level — which is a posture that communicates, to anyone who has ever served, I am ready, and communicates, to everyone who has not, here is a person who will be difficult at parties. Denny had been out of the Army for nine weeks. He still woke at 0430 without an alarm. He still called the floor "the deck." He still believed, with the soft unexamined faith of the recently discharged, that institutions were fundamentally serious, and that the seriousness flowed downward from somewhere, from some adult, from a room where adults were kept.

He had arrived eighteen minutes early. This was, by his own accounting, late. In the world he had come from you arrived early to arrive early, and then you arrived early to that, recursively, until the timeline collapsed and you were simply a man who had always already been standing there. He intended to make a good impression. He intended a lot of things.

The hallway smelled of industrial citrus laid over something the citrus had been hired to defeat and had not. The fluorescent tubes overhead buzzed at the particular frequency that lives in the back of every county building in America, a sound like a wasp deciding. Denny waited. He read the laminated sheet taped to the door — POSTED ORDERS, it said, and then a list of orders so faded by sunlight and thumb-grease that they had become, functionally, a meditation on the impermanence of all rules. He squared the corner of the sheet with his thumbnail. He could not help it.

His supervisor was named, the email had said, Sgt. James "Jimbo" Tolliver, and the quotation marks around Jimbo had troubled Denny in a way he could not name, the way it troubles you when a grown man chooses, in writing, in an official capacity, to be Jimbo.

Jimbo arrived at 6:02.

He arrived the way weather arrives. First there was a sound from down the corridor — a wet, percussive sound, a man clearing his sinuses into the open air of a public building without apology or tissue — and then there was a shape, and then the shape resolved into a heavyset man in his late forties wearing a polo shirt the color of a bruise, untucked, riding up over a belly that had clearly been promised many times it would be addressed and had stopped believing it. The polo had a coffee stain over the left breast in the shape of Florida. His lanyard held no keys that Denny could see, only a phone in a cracked case, which he was holding the way other men hold the hand of a child in a parking lot. He had not shaved. He had, Denny would later learn, a complicated and self-forgiving relationship with shaving.

"You the new guy," Jimbo said. It was not a question. He looked Denny up and down — the creases, the gig-line, the boots Denny had spit-shined while watching a YouTube tutorial titled Spit Shine Like Your Drill Sergeant Is Watching — and something flickered behind his eyes that was not respect but was adjacent to it, in the way that envy is adjacent to respect, the way the parking lot is adjacent to the store.

"Officer Denny, Sergeant. Reporting for —"

"Whoa." Jimbo held up the hand without the phone. "Whoa, whoa. We don't gotta do all that." He smiled, and the smile was the worst part, because it was warm, it was the smile of a man who genuinely believed he was about to do you a favor. "Relax, sport. You're gonna give yourself a hernia. Standing out here like the Queen's guard." He laughed at his own observation, a single descending huh, and reached past Denny to badge open the door, and his armpit, in passing, introduced itself to Denny's face.

"Welcome," said Jimbo, "to the heartbeat of the facility."

The heartbeat of the facility was a room approximately the size of a two-car garage, with the lighting of an aquarium and the air quality of a submarine in its fourth week at sea. Three of the overhead panels were out. The walls were that municipal beige that is less a color than an apology. A horseshoe of consoles faced a bank of monitors — maybe forty of them, Denny counted on instinct, the way he counted exits — and perhaps eleven of them were dark, and two showed nothing but the gray fizz of a dead feed, and one, inexplicably, showed a daytime cooking program. Cables ran along the floor in taped-down deltas. Somewhere a radio coughed up traffic from another part of the building, unanswered. A microwave beeped, also unanswered, with the patience of a machine that has beeped many times into this particular void.

And here were the people.

Denny would think, later, that he had been introduced to them the way you are introduced to the contents of a refrigerator you did not buy and cannot return: all at once, by smell.

At the far console a woman in her fifties sat hunched into a constellation of damp tissues, and as Denny watched she lowered her face toward a steaming cup and produced, from somewhere deep in the architecture of her skull, a sound. It was not a sneeze. A sneeze has dignity
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