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For the interpreters —

the ones who stood between two armies in the most dangerous job on the base,

and were so often left standing in the open when we went home.



A Note Before You Begin

This is the marriage-of-convenience book, and underneath that it is a book about a debt no paperwork could ever settle — the one this country owes the interpreters who carried our wars on their backs and were marked for death for it. Cover Story is fiction. Noor and Jonah never existed; the detachment is invented; the man who hunts her is imagined. But the texture is real: the most dangerous job on the base, the promise of a visa that became a maze with no center, and the particular courage of the people who stood between, and trusted us, and too often paid for it. The intimacy in these pages is emotional and earned, and at times sensual. There is a happy ending. You have my word.
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Chapter One
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The storm had taken out four miles of line along the Cattaraugus road, and Jonah Tully had been up a pole since before light, which suited him, because there was no work he trusted more than the work that asked his hands and left his mouth alone.

Seventy feet up, in the gray of an ice morning, the world simplified to things a man could be sure of. A conductor was live or it was dead. A connection was bonded or it wasn’t. The gaffs in the pole held your weight or they didn’t, and you found out which before you trusted them, every time, no exceptions, because the pole did not care who you were or what you had done or failed to do in some other country. Tully liked that about it. He liked a world with no opinion of him. He set his hooks, leaned back into the belt, and worked the cold line with bare-fingered care until the feeling came back into the circuit and the little town below him got its power back, one street at a time, and nobody down there ever thought about the man who gave it to them, which was exactly how he wanted it.

He had come home from the war and gone looking, without quite admitting it, for work like this — work that was hard on the body and quiet in the head, that asked everything of his hands and nothing of the part of him he kept shut. The trade had taken him in. The union had taken him in. The town had taken him back the vague, decent way a small place takes back one of its own who went off and came home older: a nod at the diner, a hand at the hardware store, a careful nobody asking the questions nobody wanted answered. Hauser, Pennsylvania, was a fading place on a slow river, half its mills gone to rust and the other half going, and it had no use for heroes and no patience for ghosts, and Tully had found, to his lasting gratitude, that it would simply let a man be a man who fixed the lines.

“You good up there?” Dell called from the ground, because Dell could not let sixty seconds pass in silence; it was a medical condition. “You want coffee? I got the thermos.”

“I’m good,” Tully said.

“You always say you’re good. One day you’re gonna be on fire and you’re gonna say you’re good.”

“Probably,” Tully agreed, and Dell laughed, and that was the shape of it — Tully said little, Dell said the rest, and the crew had decided years ago that the quiet one was the one you wanted in the bucket when the ice came down and the wires were dancing, because he never rattled, never rushed, never once in four winters had they seen the man’s hands shake. They did not know where a man learned hands like that. They did not ask. It was a good town for not asking.

He worked the line until noon and then past it, and somewhere in the cold and the height a memory tried the door — the particular bite of cold, the particular smallness of the world seen from up high, the way certain mornings over there had been this gray — and Tully did the thing he had gotten very good at, which was to notice the door and not open it. He had a box. Everyone who came home had some version of it; his was just better built than most, reinforced over years until it could hold almost anything. He kept the war in it. He kept the worst day of his life in it. He kept, in the very bottom of it, under everything else, the one good thing from that whole bad year — and he kept that one shut tightest of all, because the good things, he had learned, hurt worse than the bad ones when you let them out.

By the time he came down it was dark again, the early dark of February, and the streetlights he’d resurrected were burning all down the Cattaraugus road like he’d never been up there at all. He racked his gear. He drank the last of Dell’s terrible coffee to be polite. He drove home along the river to the small house that was his, with the small life in it that was his, narrow and quiet and survivable, the way he had built it on purpose, because narrow was a thing you could carry and wide was a thing that could swallow you.

The message light was blinking when he came in.

He almost didn’t check it. He stood in the dark kitchen with his coat still on and his hands still aching from the cold and looked at the little red pulse on the machine and felt, with no reason he could have named, that he should leave it until morning. Then he pressed the button, because a man who leaves a blinking light all night is a man who lets a thing have power over him, and Tully did not let things have power over him anymore.

A pause. A breath. And then a woman’s voice, low and even and certain, a voice he had not heard in years and knew instantly, the way you know a voice that once told you to do something in the worst moment of your life and you did it and you lived.

“Tully. It’s Mercer — Cass Mercer, from the det.” Another pause, like she was choosing the words with the care of someone who chose words for a living. “I’m sorry to come at you out of nowhere after all this time. I wouldn’t if it wasn’t real. I need you to call me back tonight if you can.” And then, because she had always been the kind of person who put the most important thing where it would do the most damage, at the very end, quiet: “It’s about Noor.”

The name went through him like a current through a cold line — that sudden, that total, that much heat in something that had been dead a second before.

Noor.

He had not heard it said out loud in four years. He had said it to himself, of course, in the places a man keeps the things he can’t put down — he had said it to himself more nights than he would ever admit to a living soul — but to hear it in another person’s mouth, in Mercer’s steady mouth, made it real in a way it had not been real in a long time, and the box at the bottom of him, the one he kept shut tightest of all, came open without his permission, and out of it came her: twenty years old and unafraid in a country that wanted her dead, the only steady thing in the worst hour he had ever lived, the voice that had said his name once in a crowd full of murder and brought him back from the edge of his own freezing. The best thing in the worst year. The one he’d kept buried deepest because it was the one that hurt the most to hold.

He stood there a long time with his coat on and his heart going.

Then he called her back.

Cass Mercer did not waste his time, which he had always respected about her, even over there. She told him the shape of it in the flat, economical way of someone delivering an intelligence brief, no softening, no drama, just the facts laid in a row where he could see them. Noor had gotten out of Iraq — barely, and years too late, and not the way she was supposed to. The visa they had all promised her, the one the United States owed her for the most dangerous job on that base, had died somewhere in the machine: a lost file, a missing signature from a unit long since rotated home, an interview she couldn’t safely reach, four years of a door that was supposed to be open and never quite was. She had finally reached the States on a temporary humanitarian status, a crack in the wall instead of the front door, and that status was running out. And there was worse, Cass said, and paused, and the pause was its own kind of brief. There was a man from over there who had surfaced. Who knew she was here. Who had reached her family. The old death sentence, the one every terp lived under, had followed her across an ocean and come current again.

Tully listened to all of it standing up, in the dark, not moving, the way he listened to everything, taking it in and giving nothing back until it was all in front of him and he could see the whole of it at once. When Cass finished there was a silence on the line, and he understood she was waiting — for the questions people asked, how bad is it, what are the odds, what can anyone even do.

He didn’t ask any of those.

“Where is she,” he said.

Just that. Not how bad and not what now and not why are you calling me of all people. Where is she. And Cass Mercer, who had spent a war and a career reading exactly what lived under the things people said, was quiet for a moment in a way that told him she had heard all of it — everything he hadn’t said, everything he’d kept in the box for four years, the whole shape of it caught in three flat words — and then she told him. A city he’d never been to, six hundred miles west. A street. A reason to drive through the night.

He had a theory about the box, the one he kept the war in, that he had never said out loud to anyone because there was no one to say it to. The theory was that the box was not really for forgetting; a man did not forget a thing by locking it up, the way you did not make a downed line safe by pretending it was dead. The box was for choosing. It let him decide, each morning, what he would carry into the day and what he would leave behind in the dark, and most mornings he chose to carry almost nothing, which was how he got through them. The trouble with Cass Mercer's voice on the machine was that it had reached past the lid and chosen for him, had reached all the way down to the one thing he never took out into the daylight, and held it up, and made him look. He stood in the kitchen a while longer after the message ended, looking at the thing in the light, and he understood that the choosing had been taken out of his hands, and that some part of him, the part he trusted least and needed most, was glad.

He was already reaching for his keys before she finished saying it, the narrow quiet life he had built coming apart in his hands as easily as a thing that had only ever been waiting for her name.
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Chapter Two
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Noor al-Bayati read the letter twice, which was twice more than it deserved, because she understood the English in it better than the clerk who had written it, and the English said no in the bloodless way of a country that had run out of room for her.

She did not cry. She had a shift in two hours and crying was a luxury that cost more than it returned — it swelled the eyes, it stole the time, it changed nothing in the letter — and Noor had learned a long time ago, in a harder school than this kitchen, to spend her feelings the way she spent everything else now, which was carefully, and only on things that paid her back. So she folded the letter along its crease and set it under the salt where the others were, the whole patient archive of the machine’s refusals, and she made tea she did not want because her hands needed a thing to do, and she stood at the counter of the cramped apartment that was not hers in the city that was not hers and she did not cry. It was, she thought, a skill worth more than the four languages on her dead résumé: the not-crying. No one had ever given her a certificate for it. It had kept her alive more reliably than anything that came with one.

There had been a year — two years, a whole war — when Noor al-Bayati had been the most necessary person in any room she entered, and the most hunted. She had been nineteen when she took the job, an English student from Ramadi with a gift for the spaces between words, and she had become the voice — the one who stood between the Marines and her own people and made each understand the other, who rode in the trucks and walked the meets and sat in the rooms where the questions were asked, close enough to the war to feel its breath. It was the most dangerous work on the base, and everyone knew it, and pretended not to. The insurgents had a word for what she was, and the word was a death sentence; they painted it on doors, they mailed it in envelopes with a bullet, they killed terps in front of their families to teach the lesson. She had done it anyway, for two years, for reasons that had seemed enormous then and seemed enormous still: money for a family that had none, a future she could see only the edge of, and a stubborn furious belief — she would have denied it then and would deny it now — that she could be of use, that her gift was good for something more than passing exams, that she could stand in the worst place in the world and make it, by a few degrees, less lethal. She had been good at it. The Marines had trusted her with their lives. She had trusted them with hers. And in exchange for that — for two years of being marked for death so that American boys could understand the country they were dying in — they had promised, on paper, with seals and signatures, to get her out when it was over.

The paper had been a lie. Not a cruel one; a bureaucratic one, which was somehow worse, because cruelty at least required attention. The war ended for the Americans and went home with them, and the door that was supposed to open for the people who had served beside them — the terps, the ones who could never go back to their old streets, who were hunted now in their own country for the sin of having helped — that door turned out to be a corridor, and the corridor turned out to be a maze, and the maze had no center. A form needed a signature from a captain who had left the Corps and could not be found. An interview required travel to Baghdad through provinces where her face was a target. A file existed and then did not exist and then existed again with her name spelled wrong. Four years. She had kept faith in that door far longer than was wise, longer than the smarter terps, because Noor al-Bayati did not like to believe that a promise made by men she had bled beside was worth less than the paper it failed to be printed on. She had been wrong. It was the most expensive thing she had ever been wrong about.

She had reached America at last not through the front door she had earned but through a side window — a humanitarian parole, a temporary mercy arranged by people who pitied her, which she had swallowed her pride to accept because the alternative was a grave. And now the temporary mercy was expiring, the letter under the salt said so, and there was no green door behind it, only removal, only the long flight back to the country that would kill her. Because that was the other thing, the thing that turned a slow bureaucratic strangling into a clock with a blade on it: a man named Tariq, a cousin of a man she had once helped the Marines take, had found her. Had called her brother in Jordan. Had said her name and the name of this city in the same breath, to make sure she understood that the ocean had not saved her, that the word painted on the doors in Ramadi could be carried across the world and painted on a door here. Going back was death. Staying was, very soon, a crime. This was the entire menu. She had read it twice.

The lawyer at the legal aid office — a kind, tired woman with too many folders — had laid out the routes the way a doctor lays out the bad options, and Noor had listened to all of them, and when the woman reached the last one, the only one with any real chance, she had said it gently, apologetically, the way you offer a thing you already know will be refused. There was, the lawyer said, the marriage path. A citizen spouse. It was, frankly, the strongest case left. If Noor knew anyone —

Noor had stood up and thanked her and walked out into the cold, and she had not gone back.

She would not buy her life with a fraud. That was the surface of it, the principle she could say out loud, and it was true as far as it went — she had spent two years watching men lie for a living and die for the truth, and she would not make her own survival into a lie. But under the principle was the thing she could not say, the older and uglier engine of it, which was pride: that Noor al-Bayati would rather take her chances with the man named Tariq than become the woman in the story who had to be married off to be saved. She had been the most necessary person in every room. She would not become the most pitiable. She would not trap some decent stranger into rescuing her, would not stand at a courthouse and trade her one remaining possession — her refusal to be anyone’s burden — for a stamp in a book. She had crossed an ocean with her spine intact. She would not set it down now at the very end to be safe. There were things worth more than safety. She had built her whole life on that belief. She was not going to discover, at thirty, that she had been lying.

“You are making the face,” said Mrs. Haddout, the old Moroccan woman two doors down who had decided, without consulting Noor, to be her family here, and who let herself in now with a dish of something warm because she had appointed herself in charge of the fact that Noor did not eat. “The face of a queen with no country. Eat. A queen can be stubborn after she eats, not before.”

“I have a shift,” Noor said, but she ate, because you did not refuse Mrs. Haddout, and because the food was good, and because it was the only thing all day that had asked nothing of her in return.

That was the part no one had warned her about, the part that had nothing to do with visas or the man named Tariq: the smallness. She had gone from being the indispensable voice at the center of the war to being invisible at the edge of a city that did not know what she had been. She cleaned offices at night now, emptying the bins of people who would never know that the quiet foreign woman with the careful English had once held three Marines’ lives in her mouth and not dropped them. No one here knew. No one could know. She carried the whole weight of what she had done and seen alone, in
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