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			For my father and mother

		

	
		
			The following interviews were carried out with individuals close to the people or events described therein. Certain interviews were translated from Pashto and Dari as true to the original language and meaning as possible. In case of discrepancy, the Pashto or Dari original will prevail.

			The views and opinions expressed are those of the speaker or, in certain instances, the people for whom they have been authorized to speak. These accounts are presented here in their entirety. They have not been edited in the interests of brevity, grammar, or clarity.

			Senior investigators from the law enforcement departments of Fairfax County, Virginia, and Fulton County, New York, declined to participate, citing the open nature of the investigation.

		

	
		
			The Hour

		

	
		
			
				Qandi Gul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			…And our eyes fell on the children. Little flowers born in war and grown in war, who of all the world knew only the things war brought and the things it took. Then we said: God, You have brought this on our heads and made us endure and we have endured. In Your great wrath at we know not what sins of ours, You have doomed this dirt and turned it into a graveyard for the living and the dead. But even You—even You have no right to these children.

			So we fled. Leaving all. The bones of our mothers and fathers. Home. Honor. Hope. Sister away from sister. Brother from brother. Our people blown like ash to the four corners of the earth. Barbad barbad. Some of us, by what hand of fate, brought here. To this strange country that before the wars came we had never even seen in a dream of a dream of a dream….

		

	
		
			
				August 30

				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			I remember it clear as yesterday.

			I was up with the birds, like always, puttering around the yard all morning, trying to get at the crabgrass before it got too hot out. We have someone who comes in every week to take care of the lawn and flowers and things, but in the summer the crabgrass shoots up like fire. Leave it alone for even a couple of days and just the one little spot’ll send off a zillion seeds. Ruins the whole yard before you can say go.

			James doesn’t understand why I bother. He’s always saying we should just nuke the whole thing and start over. But all it needs is a little patience and effort. It’s a shallow grass and pulls out easy, and the whole trick is to scuff it up and lay down a bit of bark or pine straw where it used to be. Cut off its light and it’s gone for good.

			I remember I was out there a little longer than usual that day. We were having a big cookout over the weekend and I wanted everything looking nice and neat. It was about midmorning by the time I finished up with all the weeding and watering, and after I turned the sprinklers off I went around and gave everything a once-over, you know, just checking the nets for critters and the leaves for beetles and mites.

			It was already broiling out. All summer long, we’d had the most glorious weather—warm, sunny days and clear, cool nights. But toward the end of August it just started burning up. It hadn’t dipped below a hundred in a week straight, and they were blaring heat wave warnings day and night, going on about it being the hottest August in Fairfax since God knows when.

			Well, my knees were starting to act up and I was more than ready to call it a day, but the hydrangeas had come in so gorgeous, I wanted to get some for the house before I went in. So I got my clippers and a little bucket of water and came around front. That’s when I saw them, right there across the street.

			The two older kids were out in the driveway with their dad. There was a heap of bags just sitting there, and it looked like the kids were helping him fit everything into the trunk. The little ones were chasing each other around the yard, shouting their heads off and having the time of their lives, from the sound of it. And mom—she was just standing at the front door, talking on the phone. She saw me and waved and I waved back.

			To be honest I didn’t really pay much attention to them after that. I just wanted to get the heck out of the sun and put my feet up with something cool to drink. I cut a few bunches of flowers as quick as I could and went on inside.

			It was about half an hour later when I came back out to check the mailbox. And by then they were all gone.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			That was in ’97 or ’98 when they came. In the winter.

			One day we heard there was a new family in Arlington, a man and his wife and little son, come just a few days before, who didn’t have anyone here.

			By that time, those of us who fled in those first years after the Russians invaded had been here for sixteen, seventeen years already. We’d made a little community. People of our own we could sit and stand and come and go with.

			It’s true they were strangers to us and we to them. But that didn’t mean anything. Those of us who came before always tried to help the new ones any way we could. Because even if we lived here a hundred years more, we could never forget how those first times were like Judgment Day itself. How it wasn’t like coming to a new country but to a whole new world, and coming to it like penniless deaf-mutes at that.

			If nothing else they were our people. Our fathers and grandfathers were buried under the same black soil. That was enough.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			We women called each other and divided the cooking amongst ourselves so we could take them dinner that very day.

			Early in the afternoon it started to snow, flakes as big as my hand, and by evening the roads were in a bad situation. Everywhere on the way there were accidents and the police. We were all in some six or seven cars, one behind the other, and the snow made us so slow it was black night by the time we reached there.

			He opened the door to our knock and she was standing there behind him, both their mouths open and their eyes big, haq ow paq to see us, some twenty or thirty strangers crowded in the hall. Ustad said, “Countryman, put your shoes and coat on and come help us bring in the food. And sister, I hope to God your house is clean because we’ve brought the women and you know how they like to talk.”

			Then he came out, barefoot, and took Ustad’s arm—not his hand but his whole arm, like a child—and she started crying like her heart had just burst.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They didn’t have anything. Not a splinter to call their own. They came at a bad time, just before Christmas, when all the refugee offices were closed for the holidays, and the caseworker told them to make do until they could see about everything in the New Year.

			They were in a small one-bedroom apartment in one of those old low-rise buildings. On one side of the living room suitcases were stacked on top of each other and covered with a bedsheet, and on the other side blankets were folded on the bare floor where they sat and slept. In the kitchen there were just some few cups and plates and bowls and a little pot they were using to boil the water for tea.

			When we saw how it was we called every Afghan in the county. The very next day people started bringing whatever they did or didn’t have from their own homes. Boxes and boxes of pots and pans and dishes. Mattresses and blankets and pillows. Farid brought an old television and VCR. Zarghoona gave them a little round dining table with four chairs. And Halima had just bought a whole new furniture set for her salon, and when it came she paid for a truck and sent them all the old things. Two nice black leather couches, a red Turkish carpet, and a beautiful glass coffee table. Soon the apartment was so full you couldn’t turn around in it.

			We also put money together and bought them a month’s worth of groceries. Big big sacks of flour, sugar, rice, onions, potatoes, red beans, and black and green tea. Kilos and kilos of lamb and chicken and kofta. A ten-gallon tin of oil.

			Even after all that there was a pretty amount left over, so Aziza and I went to the K-mart and bought them a stroller for the boy and a microwave and a nice big silver kettle that whistled when the water boiled.

			You won’t believe it, but years and years later, when the children were all grown and our hair was half white, I would go visit, and Maryam would make tea with that same kettle. And it was still like new! Not a scratch on it. Things in those days were just of a different quality. Not like these cheap, two-dollar things of today and tomorrow. But we always used to laugh about it, about how that kettle was going to outlive us all.

		

	
		
			
				August 30

				Kalyani Nageshvara

				Sales associate, Peoples Drug

			
			The police take my everything. My name, my address, my phone number. They write all. How long I been working here, what time I’m working, where I’m working before.

			They say, “Tell to us everything.”

			I say, “What everything?”

			They say, “What they did? What they said? Are they happy? Are they sad?”

			I say, “My God, sirs, please. I don’t know all these things. How I can know all these things? This is bigger store, isn’t it? People are coming, people are going. Too many people. How I can remember then what everyone is doing? If they are laughing or talking or crying?”

			I tell them only like I know.

			That time in the morning it’s quiet. Just some few people waiting in back in pharmacy for medications. I’m putting the things for special sale for the holiday on the front shelf like my boss, Mr. Carboni, he told me. Jorge and Eddie are working too, but they’re in back. Only me I’m in front.

			I didn’t see them first, because the door is on my back, but I hear shouting so loud so loud I get scared, you know, I say my God what happened? Then I see, I say oh these are just children. A girl and a boy, maybe just a little smaller than my sons, six and seven, like that. The little boy, he’s wearing the Spider-Man T-shirt just like my sons. Then one tall girl she’s coming after them with the long long hairs and the big big eyes and doing too much fashion. There’s a bigger boy with her too. He has the same eyes like her, but he’s not the same beautiful like that.

			Then fast fast they’re running everywhere in the store shouting, “Get this one! Get that one!” I don’t know how long. Maybe five, maybe ten minutes. Not long time. When they finished I come to the checkout.

			After, when the police are coming to ask from me so many questions like I tell you, I read the store receipt copy so many times like I’m studying for my matriculation exam. I say maybe I remember something then. Maybe I know then what they want I should say. Believe me, until today that receipt is copied on my mind. Water, Coca-Colas, Dr Peppers, apple juice, cranberry juice, chips, pretzels, gold fishes, Pop-Tarts, oatmeal cookies, gummy worms, water-gun toys, filmi star magazines, nail polish, mascara, and sun-screening cream.

			I’m scanning and scanning and then the older girl she say, “Oh, we forget the less-salt crackers for Mummy.” She’s running after it and the older boy he say, “Hurry up.” Then they pay and take all the bags. The little boy and girl they say so cute, “Thank you, thank you, have a nice day,” and I laugh and say the same like that to them. Then they go fast fast just like they came.

			I tell them everything just like that.

			But then they say, “What else? Think more. Maybe you see something or hear something that you don’t know you see it and hear it. It’s too much important. If you want to help us then you should remember.”

			But how I can see something I don’t see it? How I can hear something I don’t hear it?

			Then all the nights I’m not sleeping. All the days I’m not eating. My clothes are becoming too loose. I wish I never see those children in my life. Like a big rock it’s sitting here on my heart. Sometimes I can’t breathe. I say my God my God what they want from me? Maybe they take me out from my job because I’m not remembering properly. Maybe they put me in the jail because they think me I know something and I’m not saying. Maybe they even think me I did something and they take us out from this country.

			Every minute I’m thinking now they coming for me. Every time the doorbell is ring, my heart it’s stopped. I show my husband where I’m keeping just some little money for emergency in ziplock in the freezer, and I take my gold set and my bangles to my friend’s house so she can keep it for my sons.

			I’m waiting like that for so many days and my blood pressure is becoming too high and sometimes I feel like the needles is coming in my heart. Then one day I just come to my boss Mr. Carboni and I cry.

			I say, “Sir, please. Every day I’m coming one and half hours in the bus and I’m going back the same at night. I never take day off even if I’m sick. My mother she died and on the second day I came to work. Only for my children. You know I’m working hard only for them. That’s why I’m not wasting the time looking to every one customer to see what he is doing and saying. Only I’m watching them if they look poor like a thief, like you say. Please sir. Don’t let the police they do something to me.”

			He say, “Okay, okay, Kaly. It’s okay. There’s no problem for you. Forget all these things. You just do your work good like always you do it and forget that all. Just forget that.”

			He say like this, but still I’m scared. I say maybe they told him say like this to make a trick on me. But then he say they know I’m only saying the truth because they see it in the camera video. That’s why they don’t come back to ask me again.

			Now every day when I come to work I see the outside camera I say thanks God. I see the inside camera I say thanks God. Even I’m not at work and I see camera at bank and grocery, I’m saying always thanks God.

			One time my littler son he ask me, “Why you always saying like that, Mummy?”

			I say, “Because even we don’t know it, but always always God is watching on us.”

		

	
		
			
				Saif Anwari

				Sharaf family friend

			
			He didn’t want to drive a taxi. That was the whole word. Bass.

			He said, “There’s nothing in it. A man gets in a taxi, and he never gets out. I need to do something for my family.”

			We tried to make him understand. To reason with him. We said, “What else do you think you can do for them, brother? Have you studied here? Other than a hi-bye-yes-no, do you know the tongue? Listen to us. We’ve lived here a long time. We know. There are two ways open to you. You can break your back working like a dog forty hours a week at the Walmart Malmart and then work forty hours more for cash doing some pizza mizza delivery, and at the end of the month have just enough in your pocket not to die. Or you can drive a taxi.

			“We’re not saying the taxi is easy. Twelve hours a day in a taxi is going to twist your spine and rip you in two. It’s going to turn your heart from life itself. But what’s the choice? For people like us, it’s the only thing here to give our families bread and still have something left to put aside for a good or bad day.”

			We said, “Who doesn’t do it? Look at Hikmat Popal. His father was the king’s ambassador to Japan. Look at Doctor Arif. Before the Russians came, he was head of surgery at the biggest hospital in Kabul. There’s Ustad Sirat. He studied on scholarship in Austria and wrote four books of poetry so beautiful it makes grown men cry. But what does that mean here? Not as much as a dog’s fart. A dog’s fart, brother, not even a man’s. So we all lower our heads and do what we need to do.”

			But who were you telling? Our tongues sprouted hair trying to convince him, but he sat there with that big, ugly slab of a face so stiff and sour you’d think he was doing us a favor by even listening. Like we were forcing him to it so he could fill our pockets and not his own. As if he was the son of King Zahir Shah himself and not the son of some bricklayer, without an ABC in his head or a red cent in his pocket.

			But the new ones are all like that. Without exception. They come here seeing big big dreams. They think all they need to do is roll up their sleeves and sweep the green green dollars in from the streets. But in very little time they all fall from the sky.

			So we said our necks are free before God. We did our duty. If he’s a small fool, he’ll come to the right road himself soon enough. If he’s a big one, then nothing we say will change him. In the end, he’s a man to himself. It’s like you people always say: This is a free country. So we said let him be free.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Many people soured on him after that. They said he was nothing but an arrogant donkey. But to me it didn’t matter what he would or wouldn’t do. My thinking was that nothing came out of our pockets either way, so why be offended?

			The true word was that when you sat and really talked with him you could see he had a very big heart. Very open. Very simple. I don’t mean stupid. He was far, far from stupid. Just how far we didn’t understand until years and years later. I mean only that there were no politics in him. Whatever he felt, he said. You know, our people have a very bad habit. When you ask a man what he had for breakfast, and he had milk, he’ll say he had eggs just because he thinks there’s something in keeping even that from you. But Sharaf would tell you anything. Even things other men would be ashamed of or hide. Masalan, he never tried to lie about his people or his lack of education. It’s true we would have known from the way he stood and sat and talked, but that hasn’t stopped every farmer’s son you meet here from telling you that in Kabul his father was a minister of state. You had to give him credit for that.

			The big problem with Sharaf—the entire issue—was that he wanted to swallow the whole world in one gulp, and he thought all he had to do was figure out how to open his mouth wide enough.

		

	
		
			
				August 30

				Jay Chapman Jr.

				Proprietor, the Twilight Diner

			
			We’re one of the first few exits after a good long stretch of I-86, so we always have people passing through for gas or a bite to eat, usually folks coming or going from camping and fishing or whatnot. But a few years ago some fellow hiking one of the mountain trails swore up and down on his nana’s grave that he’d come face-to-face with Bigfoot. Not only did he live to tell the tale, he had a few fuzzy-looking pictures of it he took while running away.

			Well, sure enough, next thing you know, folks started seeing it everywhere. It was peeking through their windows at night and stalking deer hunters out at Marsh Creek and rummaging through the canned preserves on Mrs. Hamilton’s porch early one morning before she scared it away with an air horn. And that’s not even talking about all the unearthly screams everyone started hearing late at night and the poor cats and dogs spooked for no other reason anyone could think of.

			But that’s just human nature, people being sheep and all. It would have died out soon enough, the way these things do, if it weren’t for someone with too much time and money who decided to put a bounty on the thing—fifty thousand stiff, a hundred thousand for a heartbeat.

			That’s when the loonies invaded. All ages, all kinds, from all over. Dressed like trees and bushes, with night-vision goggles and recordings of Bigfoot mating calls to make it all romantic.

			One of them showed me these bullets he had custom-made—said they were some special alloy mixed with liquid nicotine, so all he had to do was just nick the thing and yell timber. There was even a husband and wife who’d been chasing Bigfeet across the world for fifteen years, and a professor from an honest-to-God university.

			What do I think? I think anyone with one good eye and half the sense and gray matter God gave them can see there isn’t anything in those pictures except a half-rotten tree trunk. The lightning from the big storms cracks them into spooky shapes and the wind and rain do the rest. But I’ve been around long enough to know you need to let people find their pleasures where they can, and if that’s in God, Buddha, or a big hairy monster, who am I to judge? Especially when we had to hire three new people to take care of the rush, and there was a line out the door from opening to closing.

			Even now, with mostly just the diehards poking around and normal folks coming through to buy souvenirs and take pictures with the life-sized Bigfoot replica at our little Sasquatch Museum, business is good. And no one around here, including yours truly, has a hankering to look that gift foot in the mouth. Now that’s not to say evil doesn’t lurk in these woods—I’d bet for a fact it does—but for my money, I’d say it takes human form.

			All that just to say, who’s looking twice around here when a few kids and their parents come walking through the door? The only reason I remembered them so well was ’cause it was so quiet. I can’t say exactly when, but it was somewhere between two, when the last of the last of the lunchtime stragglers move on, and five, when the early supper rush gets going.

			There were still some of the regular old loners whiling away a summer afternoon with the paper and some coffee and pie. For service it was just me, the cook, a dishwasher, and one girl. Liz was at home with some kind of summer cold, and the second shift staff don’t come in until a quarter to five.

			When they walked in, Katie was busy at another table, so I grabbed a pitcher of ice water and some menus and went over myself. They’d already sat themselves down at one of the booths up front there next to the big windows, and seemed excited about the view, taking pictures of the mountains and all. On a hot clear afternoon like that you can see them running a long way off into the haze. Green and then blue and then almost black. You live around something day in and out you get pretty used to it, but to out-of-towners it’s something else. A real postcard view, Liz calls it.

			I was pouring their waters and I said, “Is this you alls’ first time seeing the Alleghenies?”

			The older girl and the little boy were taking funny pictures of themselves against the window, sticking their tongues out and crossing their eyes, and they stopped and stared at me like I was talking Martian. She said, “Seeing the what?”

			I explained they were looking at part of the Allegheny Mountain Range, which is part of the Appalachians, but they didn’t seem all that excited about a free geography lesson.

			The man took glasses out of his shirt pocket to look at the menu. He said, “What do you recommend for us, sir?”

			He had a pretty heavy accent. I would’ve asked him where they were from—just out of pure curiosity—but Liz tells me that’s not considered polite anymore. So I just said our country-fried steak and garlic mashed potatoes with biscuits and gravy had people coming back from across state lines, but you couldn’t go wrong with the deluxe burger either. That’s a half-pound patty topped with white cheddar, onion rings, pulled pork, pickles, and camp slaw on a grilled honey roll. He asked if we could leave the pork off it, and I said that wouldn’t be a problem. I suggested our mac and cheese for the little ones, and he said that was fine. The older boy was so busy watching something on his phone with his ears plugged up that his mother had to reach over and touch his arm to get him to order.

			André looked a little nervous when I went back and gave him their orders. He was in training back then and all alone until the supper shift, but I told him it was fine, to just take his time and do it all up right. We don’t promise quick. We promise quality.

			I helped Katie carry their plates out when everything was ready. One thing I really remember, because it stood out so much, is that as soon as we put the food down, the kids all tucked their gadgets away without being asked. Things like that is how you can tell parents have done their job right. You know, doing what we do, we see more kids than most folks, and it makes the hair stand straight up on your head to see some of them unholy terrors. Anyone can be a parent. If you really think about it, it’s a scary thought. Scarier than any eight-foot monster running around the woods.

			A little bit later the plumber came by and I went back to the kitchen with him. We were there for a while and when I came back out the booth was empty, but there was a stuffed dinosaur the little girl had been playing with lying under the table.

			I caught them just as they were pulling out of the lot. The lady was real happy to see me.

			She said, “I don’t know what we would have done. She won’t sleep without it.” She tried to get a thank-you out of the little one, but she just hid her face behind her pal.

			Before I went back in I looked at their plates. Sheer habit. Liz and I have had this game going for years where we try to spot plates from as far from Pennsylvania as possible. Whoever wins gets off garbage duty that day. The farthest I’ve ever spotted is Hawaii, but she’s seen some doozies. The Northwest Territories, Alaska, even Mexico.

			Virginia plates aren’t anything special out here, though. A dime a dozen.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			She wasn’t a beautiful woman. Not ugly—but not beautiful. Dark, small small eyes, a nose like a turnip, sunspots on her face. But she was a very nice woman. So good-natured, so sweet. Always happy, always laughing. Never a bad thing to say to anyone. From the beginning we all liked her.

			She had quality and education too. It showed from the way she talked. Like from a book. Always polite. Always soft. “I’m sorry, sister, can I trouble you to give me that cup?” or “Please excuse me for sitting with my back to you.” Never anything chatee mattee. Never loud or stupid or vulgar. Some women open their mouths and in two words you know they’re from the village and have never seen a school door. Milking cows and making dung patties one day and sitting in America the next. Truly, for some people the war was a great blessing.

			But with her we could see very quickly that she was…how can I say…from better people than him. Even before she told us her people were Ahmadzais and her father had been an engineer who had worked with the Americans in building roads all through the country during the king’s reign. Ahmadzais are a very respectable tribe. Very accomplished, learned people.

			Him? May my neck close before God if I know even now what he was. Some said his people were from some northern province where his father was a sharecropper. Others said they were from the wild mountain people that came down into the cities during the war, and his father had been a bricklayer in Kabul.

			Not that there’s anything wrong in that. We’re all God’s people. All made and born the same. All going back to the same dirt. And he was a nice man. A very nice man. For her, a wonderful husband. He treated her with such respect. Always helping her in the house and with the children. With none of the choong choong nagging and sourness of other men. They were very happy together.

			But still…you could see he had no schooling, no manners. Just how he talked—it was like he was barking at you, his spit flying everywhere. How are you, sister? How’s your health? Whap whap whap. Whap whap whap. And in the middle of a room full of people he would sit there scratching himself like it was nothing at all. When I tell you we women didn’t know where to look for shame!

			I remember one day, all of us—some twenty, thirty families—went to the beach to have a picnic and spend the day by the sea. After lunch we were drinking tea and I looked to where the men were sitting and saw him tear a loose thread from his pants and clean his teeth with it….

			But then that was the tragedy of so many girls from good families after the Russians came and the fighting started. Millions on millions of people fleeing, rockets falling on our heads, the whole country boiling in blood. So who was thinking of marriage? The girls who were ready to be married had no men to marry them. The old ways were all lost. There was no more asking whose daughter am I and whose son are you? In those years a girl had to take whoever asked for her or sit in her father’s house an old maid and have her head go white.

			My own cousin married her father’s gardener. Just imagine. The gardener. A sooty, greasy boy from the village. And she a jewel of a girl, so beautiful you could see the dew shining on her neck. The daughter of a judge. Graduated from the university with a degree in literature. All turned to dirt.

			It was a common story. Girls like flowers married to butchers, vegetable sellers, barbers. Given hand in hand to men that before the war they wouldn’t have let carry their corpses….

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Maryam kept a very nice, neat home. Whenever you walked into their apartment, day or night, it was as clean as glass. That’s not an easy thing in such a small space with little children, but there was never anything out of place. Not a speck of dust anywhere.

			She kept the children the same way. Fresh and combed, their clothes so new you’d never believe they were all from the Goodwill and yard sales.

			In those first years she had just the two. If I remember right, Omer was two or three when they first came, and Zorah was born the year after. Maryam always joked and said, “This one is my Afghan baby and this one my American baby.”

			Omer was so beautiful then. He had big black eyes and thick black hair in curly curly rings around a face as round and white as a cookie. But Zorah was an ugly child. She had a small, thin, yellow face, like a lizard, and was bones and bones all over. Maryam was at her wits’ end with her because she wouldn’t eat. She was one of those picky, difficult children. From morning until night, Maryam chased her around with spoons full of food, begging her to take a bite. The poor woman tried every trick we told her, took her from doctor to doctor, but nothing worked. The only thing she ever wanted was chocolate milk.

			They were both very well-behaved children. They never fought or hit each other like ours did. When she said they could have only one piece of candy, that’s all they took. We had to drag our children from the park screaming like animals, but she would call them to her and say, “We’re leaving now because Baba is coming home soon and he’ll be sad if we’re not there,” and that was enough. Quietly they’d take her hands and go.

			I remember how dead Omer was over that girl, even when they were that small. Whenever we said, “Omer, whose baby is that?” he looked at us with thunder on his little face and said, “That’s my baby!” Shaqilah had only boys, and whenever she joked she was going to take Zorah home because she wanted a daughter, he would start crying. “She’s not yours! She’s my baby! She’s my baby!” He followed Zorah all around the playground like a bodyguard. You won’t believe it, but whenever she went on the slide, he stood at the top and wouldn’t let any of the other children go until she was all the way down, so they wouldn’t hurt her. We laughed, but it was such a sweet thing to see, that kind of love in a small boy for his baby sister.

		

	
		
			
				Carol Edmonton

				First grade teacher, Enterprise Elementary School

			
			Omer and Zorah were both in my first grade homeroom—Omer first and Zorah a few years later. When I think about them, I just remember these wonderful, wonderful kids. Bright, happy, eager to learn. A real joy to teach.

			Omer was quieter and more sensitive. Very thoughtful for a child. You really had to coax him out of his shell. But once he was settled in and comfortable, his little personality came shining through. Zorah was the polar opposite. A little ball of energy from the first day of school when she bounced into class holding her mom’s hand and told me she had a secret dance move, but she could only show it to me in private. For the rest of the year she always had a new, secret dance move, and she’d bring it out whenever it struck her fancy. Irrepressible is the word that comes to mind when I think about her. A real chatterbox. I remember no matter who I sat her next to, they’d be her new best friend in an hour, and from there it was just socializing and giggling all day long.

			I got to see their mom quite a bit. For both their years she came in whenever I needed parent volunteers, no matter if it was to cut hundreds of hearts out of red and pink construction paper for Valentine’s Day or to help supervise when we made gingerbread houses for Christmas. She was always saying, “I’m sorry madame, but my English isn’t good. Maybe sometimes you don’t understand me.” And I always said, “What on earth are you talking about? Your English is great! You speak it even better than some people who were born here, let me tell you.” She was a very shy, very sweet lady. Very devoted as a mother.

			For their birthdays, I remember Mom and Dad both came to class with cake and treats to have a little party. Usually, you know, it was just the moms who came in while the dads were off at work, but he came by in the middle of the day and sang “Happy Birthday” and played silly games with the kids like there was no other place he’d rather be.

			I thought it was marvelous, both parents being so involved like that.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			Maryam and I weren’t like cousin and cousin. I didn’t have a sister and she didn’t have a sister, but in each other we never felt the lack. There are my brothers, and God above knows I love them more than they deserve, but Maryam was a piece of my own heart.

			We talked every single day, even if just for a few minutes. The kids did this and that…we bought a new carpet for the salon…what should I make for dinner…just the way women talk, about everything and nothing. If we were too busy during the day we talked at night, after the kids went to sleep, drinking tea and gossiping until it was so late Omid would say, “For God’s sake, Sara, even the poor phone is tired by now.”

			So on that Friday when I woke up and saw she’d called me two times that morning I didn’t think anything of it. We’re three hours earlier than them here in California, and if the baby was up early we’d talk while I fed him and she got breakfast ready for the kids.

			Normally I would call her back as soon as I found a few minutes. But we were out running errands all day and then had guests that night so I didn’t get the chance.

			On Saturday I called her just a little while after I woke up, but there was no answer. A few hours passed and I tried again and left her a voicemail to call me when she could. It wasn’t like her to not call back, even if just to tell me she was busy, and my heart was beginning to be a little uneasy when the phone rang.

			She said, “I’m so sorry, Sara. We were sleeping and I just saw your calls. We came to Niagara Falls yesterday but reached here so late. Then we went to dinner and to see the fireworks and by the time we came back to the hotel it was almost two o’clock. So we all slept until late today.”

			I said, “What kind of people are you? I was starting to worry. You should have at least told me you were going when we talked on Thursday.”

			She said, “But we only decided at the last minute. On Thursday night when Sharaf came home from work the kids told him it wasn’t fair we didn’t go anywhere this summer, so he said we could at least go to Niagara Falls for a night. We left in such a hurry you won’t even believe it. I forgot my pills for my stomach and Sharaf forgot his charger. He had to buy another one here last night. But that’s why I called you yesterday morning, to tell you before we left.”

			She said something else, but I couldn’t hear because the kids were shouting in the back.

			I said, “What are they fighting about now?”

			“They’re not fighting,” she said. “I won’t let them go on the boat, so now they’re begging their father.”

			I said, “For God’s sake, Maryam, let them have some fun at least.”

			She said, “If you could see the boats, Sara, they look a hundred years old. And they go so close to the Falls. It’s too dangerous.”

			I said, “Yes, they’re not too dangerous for everyone else, but you people are the only ones in the world with children so they’re too dangerous for you.”

			She laughed and said, “Yes, it’s just like that. You talk so big big now because yours are still little and they do everything you say. When they’re older we’ll talk again. But Sharaf is just teasing them. He’ll let them go.”

			I heard Laylee say, “Mummy, ask Khala Sara when she’s coming again so I can play with the baby.”

			Maryam said, “Sara, we’re in the hotel lobby now and it’s too many people here and too loud. We’re going for lunch soon. I’ll call you tonight, when we’re driving back.”

			“Listen,” I said. “You don’t need to call me tonight. Just enjoy this time with your family. You don’t go on vacation every day.”

			She said, “It’s such a beautiful place, Sara. I just wish you all were here with us too.”

			I said, “For God’s sake, Maryam, you always talk like there’s no tomorrow. What’s the issue?

			“Next time we come to visit we’ll all go again, together.”

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			In those first years many of us still had hope that peace would come and we would return to our own land. Each night we sat holding our ears to the radio, listening to the BBC and Voice of America, waiting for them to announce it. Each night we sat down with new hope, and each night we turned the radio off and said maybe, if God only wills it, tomorrow.

			But we were just fooling ourselves. One year turned to five turned to ten. The children we brought here in our arms grew taller than us and walked these streets like this was their father’s own country. We still listened to the radio every night, but now just from habit. We knew then peace was just a dream. It wouldn’t come in our lifetimes, maybe even never, and we would all be buried under this foreign soil.

			What was left to do? The world moves forward, and we moved forward with it. We began to build lives here. We learned the tongue. We worked and little by little saved money. When we had enough for a down payment, we bought houses and moved our families far away from the old apartment complexes that year by year were becoming more and more dangerous.

			Most of us bought in the new developments in Fairfax and Woodbridge. New houses built on wide empty space and fresh black dirt, like at the very edge of the known world. All of them the same. Two levels with a salon, a family room with a fireplace, four bedrooms, and two and a half bathrooms. Big green yards where the children played free. High decks in the back where we sat drinking tea and looking out at our own flowers and trees. Not just the houses but everything else new too. New streets and new schools and new shopping centers. Everything like it had just been taken out of tissue paper. Even the sun and sky.

			People who couldn’t buy houses yet were at least buying new cars—eating better—wearing better—talking with the confidence of new prosperity and men who have a little something in the bank. Everyone in our little community was moving forward.

			Everyone except Sharaf.

			They were still in that one-room apartment in Arlington. Driving around in that used Corolla that was only held together by God’s mercy. He was still working the overnight shift at that dirty little coffee shop in Annandale. The same job the caseworker at the settlement office found for him when they first came and he could only talk English in yes-no. From midnight until seven in the morning he was there alone, cleaning and stocking and putting the frozen donuts and pastries in the ovens to be ready when the morning people came to open for the day. Twelve dollars an hour, and after a few years they raised it to fourteen.

			Soon after they came he started studying English at the free courses. Of course he would never be a doctor or an engineer, but after a few years his English was good enough that he could have at least found work in some warehouse or store on the day shift. Maybe even worked himself up to supervisor. But he didn’t care for that because the night job left him free to run after other things during the day.

			First he sold all his wife’s wedding gold to start a convenience store with some Arab he met on the street somewhere. The Arab swore that within a year they would be playing in money. A few days after Sharaf gave him every cent he had, the man disappeared from the face of the earth. And that was that.

			Then he started driving all the way to Herndon every morning to buy crates of vegetables wholesale. He parked in front of the community center where all the immigrant women went for their English classes, and when they were let out in the afternoon he sold them onions and tomatoes and potatoes from his trunk, two or three dollars a bag. They were like flies on sugar, and he was taking home eighty to a hundred dollars’ profit a day. But the center called the police, and when they came he swore he was a poor, uneducated refugee who didn’t know that the laws of this country said he couldn’t sell vegetables from a car on the street.

			After that he was quiet for some time. We said finally he’s learned his lesson. And then we heard he took a loan from some rich uncle of his wife’s in Germany to partner with Shireen Agha and his sons on a small pizza place in Springfield. They sold cheap pizza by the slice with a can of Coke or Fanta for three or four dollars, and the kids from the high school down the street came like a flood. It wasn’t a kingship, but their kar ow bar was going somewhere. Then smarter men than them built a gas station with a big convenience store across the street. The convenience store sold its own cheap pizza and hot dogs. Soon after that a McDonald’s went up next to the gas station. And that was the end of the pizza place.

			His relations with Shireen Agha went very bad when they closed the store. Sharaf swore on ten Qurans that Shireen Agha and his sons had been hiding profits from him the whole time. Only God knows the truth of that. Shireen Agha is a white-bearded man and a hajji…but then money is a terrible thing. His sons sent word to Sharaf that if he opened his mouth against them or their father one more time they would break both his legs. And Shireen Agha is so well respected as an elder among our people that they all took his side. So in the end Sharaf not only lost all the uncle’s money but gained a hundred new enemies too.

			Now, any other man would have seen the curse of God on his endeavors. Any other man would have died ten times over at just those failures—and there were God knows how many others besides. But when he sat and told me, it was like he was a philosopher telling some stranger’s story to caution people against the same kind of folly.

			“That’s how it happened, Ustad. It just didn’t work. I tried as hard as I could—I made all the efforts a man can—but in the end it just wasn’t in my fate. Khlas.” As if it was something beyond any of his doing that had failed him—God or bad luck or the weather—so that he couldn’t and wouldn’t blame himself.

			I’m telling you that in the whole of my life I’ve never seen a man play with his children’s bread like that.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			He wasn’t a man of many words otherwise. But whenever we talked of the children he’d close his eyes and open his mouth and start on the Chinese and Indians.

			“What’s wrong with our people, brothers? What curse is on our heads? Look at the Chinese who’ve come here! Look at the Indians! Look where they’ve reached! See what they’ve made of their children! Graduating from the big big universities, becoming big big people, sitting in big big chairs in high high places. Open the newspapers or turn on the TV and see them winning every award and achieving every honor.

			“And what have we Afghans done? Nothing. We’ve done nothing. Look at our boys with their greasy hair and clown clothes, walking looooong looooong with their trailing butts. When one of them gets into some farty community college he holds his neck as stiff as if he’s Alexander the Great. And what do these great conquerors do? They’re real estate agents. Electricians. IT people. Feqat. And are our girls any better? Social workers. Teeth washers. Doctor’s assistants. Why assistants, brothers? Why not be the doctors themselves?

			“The opportunities in this country, brothers! The opportunities in this country, and that’s what they do. Look what we fled from! We brought these children here to save them from the grave! The Chinese and Indians only came for better chances. But still they bite rocks day and night to make something of themselves and their children, while we people buy a little house and car and think we’ve reached the sky. What’s the difference between us and them? Tell me. Do they have different blood? Do they eat different food? Do they breathe different air? There’s something wrong with our people, brothers. It’s a shame on all our heads!”

			Shouting like a crazy man. Throwing his arms. His spit flying everywhere and the corners of his mouth foaming white like a mad dog’s.

			How could we keep from laughing? Dirt in his pockets, couldn’t read street signs without moving his lips, and he was taunting us about not having done anything. Someone started calling him Professor, and that became his name. Everyone be quiet now and listen. Professor Sharaf has started his lecture. He’s here to impart his great wisdom. To show all us foolish people the way.

			I remember one day when he started on the topic again. Nawab winked at us and raised his voice so everyone could hear. “Bass, Sharaf Sahib, bass. Don’t eat our ears with all that today. Our children don’t need to go out and make a name for our people. You’re doing it for us all on your own. The Chinese and Indians should eat themselves in jealousy next to your accomplishments.”

			A big hurrrrrr brrrrrrrak went up, everyone laughing like what. Sharaf went quiet and looked long at Nawab. But he didn’t say anything. He didn’t say another word for the rest of the day.

		

	
		
			
				Farid Wardak

				Sharaf family friend

			
			He was an antique.

			You’d see him somewhere and before you could open your mouth to say salam he’d attack. Are those new pants? What material? Where’d you get them? How much? If you said you stopped for gas on the way, he wanted to know how much per liter and which station it was. If your children had new haircuts, he needed to know the cost. There was nothing too big or small.

			Did you buy your car new or used? What dealership? What was the down payment on your house? The interest rate on your loan? Your mortgage?

			Then he’d take that father-cursed calculator from his pocket. One of those little toy-looking things, and every time he had to wipe it with his shirt and shake it for it to work. Then he’d start. Tak tak tak. Tak tak tak. “Kho, kho. Then you’ll own it in forty years. If you’re not dead before then.” Fazil Haq once said we should be thankful he at least had shame enough not to ask us the cost of our wives’ underclothes.

			Wherever and whenever we all sat talking, his eyes were always gone somewhere else. And then, in the middle of someone’s story, it was like his hand had closed over a live wire. As fast as electricity he’d take the calculator from his pocket and start on it, chewing his lips and mumbling to himself. Tak tak tak. Tak tak tak. And then nod and nod and nod like he’d finally solved an algebra problem he’d been puzzling over a long time and then put it back in his pocket and sit listening again, as still as a statue of stone.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			A few days after Hamza was born, Asma and Aziza and Zarghoona and I bought clothes for the baby and a few bags of sugared almonds and chocolates and went there to give her congratulations.

			Soon after we sat down Maryam got up to make tea. I said, “Aye, woman. I’m not my father’s daughter if I let you take another step. You’ve just had a baby, for God’s sake! Sit and I’ll make the tea.” She almost fought to get back up, but I wouldn’t let her move from the couch.

			I went into the kitchen and put the water on and saw there were two pots on the stove, still warm from cooking. I lifted the lids off and one was potatoes in tomato sauce, but the other I didn’t know what it was. I said, “Maryam, what’s this you made? In the small pot. It smells so nice.”

			Her face boiled and boiled pure red. But she just laughed and said, “Oh, those are just some potato skins. Sharaf’s mother used to cook them for him, and he likes them better than ten kinds of kebab. So anytime I make potatoes I fry the skins for him with some onions and tomatoes and peppers.”

			We all looked at each other haq ow paq. Then I understood why she didn’t want me to go into the kitchen. A woman not even three days after giving birth, and instead of sticky rice with lamb or a nice chicken soup, she was eating potatoes and potato skins. Because her father-cursed husband had brought them to a place where they couldn’t even buy a kilo of meat. She couldn’t even afford to throw the skins of the potatoes away for God’s sake. Which they throw to the animals in the village. And that in this land of milk and honey. If he’d been standing in front of me then, I would have shot him myself.

			Zarghoona said, “May God reward you for your patience, sister. Maybe now that there’s a new baby Sharaf will finally come to his right senses.”

			But Maryam dried the words right in her mouth. She said, “I won’t hear anything against the children’s father. He knows and his business knows. Our hands aren’t out to anyone. We eat our own share.”

			Well, there were a hundred answers to that. Hadn’t a hundred people seen her coming out of the food bank with bags full? Weren’t we sitting in a one-room hole with her baby’s crib in the salon? I could see the words on Zarghoona’s tongue, but I made eyes at her to be quiet and started talking of something else.

			We hadn’t come there to fight with a woman newly home from the hospital with a baby. If we said anything, it was only because we were sorry for her and the poor children. But she wasn’t blind to her own life. It was just pouring salt on her wounds.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Friday night was Becca Taylor’s going-away party. A bunch of us ended up driving to D.C. after to watch this band play at Avenue and then we went for pancakes. By the time we got back it was like four in the morning, so I crashed till pretty late on Saturday.

			My mom stuck her head in my room around lunchtime. She was like, “That’s enough beauty sleep, Fee. Up and at ’em. The day’s half over and you still have a million things to do.” I was shocked she even let me go that long. You don’t sleep late at our house. Sleeping late is for the sick, the dying, and the underachieving. I’m not even joking. “There’s still a million things to do” is the Dressler family motto.

			But I was getting away with a lot of stuff that summer. I mean, if I’d ever tried to pull coming home at four in the morning before, they would’ve carried me out feetfirst at 4:01. But it was like since graduation my mom and stepdad were treating me like I was an actual person. That could make my own choices. Even when I messed up. Like I needed to just figure it out for myself.

			Before I got out of bed I checked my phone. No joke, I had like seven thousand messages. It was crazy. People were literally losing their minds. Like we were all going off to war or something and like ninety-nine-point-nine percent of us weren’t coming back home to do the exact same thing next summer. Every week since graduation there was a going-away party at someone’s house with all the same kids and the same pizza and the same cake with Oh, the Places You’ll Go! written on it, and their parents walking around taking pictures and being weirdos. Even people I just kinda knew—like we’d just had the same gym period or chem lab—were all, “Lets grab coffee! Let’s get tacos and say bye! Let’s drive down to the beach one last time!” I was just like it’s really not that serious, guys. We’re not dying. We’re just going to college.

			I almost missed Zee’s messages looking through all the crap.

			Hey can u talk for a min see voo play

			U there

			?

			U dead (×_×)

			Those were from Friday night, like late Friday night, but there was one from that morning too.

			Call me plz

			I tried her a few times but it kept going to voicemail, so I sent her a message.

			Dezolay - just got up :-O Call me whenever

		

	
		
			
				Dr. Atiq Sakhizada

				Associate professor, George Washington University

			
			Ustad Khairyar called me one day and said there was a brother who wanted to see me about his children. It was the end of the spring semester and I was busy wrapping up classes and preparing for finals, but I can never say no to Ustad. He was a great friend of my father’s, and for me, among all our people here, there isn’t another man equal to a single hair on his head.

			I assumed it was the usual situation. Someone in the community hears there’s an Afghan professor at the university and they want me to help their children with college applications or to give them references. I told Ustad to give him my assistant’s number to call and set a time to meet.

			He never called, but one afternoon a few weeks later I was in my office and looked up to see a man standing in the doorway holding a big box of mangoes. Short, almost chubby, and a bit stooped, with a thick mustache and not much hair. He was wearing cargo pants and a polo shirt. The shirt had been washed so many times the collar was broken down and curled in and it was faded to some indeterminate color. Just looking at him I knew he couldn’t afford those mangoes.

			For a long time he sat looking around at the degrees on the wall and at the bookshelves. He asked me what I taught, and I told him my field was economics.

			He said, “Your father must be very proud of you, Doctor Sahib.”

			I said, “Yes, he was. But he died a few years ago. From heart disease.”

			He said, “God pardon him. Still, he lived long enough to see you like this. How many mothers and fathers are so lucky? Even now in his grave his soul rests peacefully knowing you became something, that his sacrifices weren’t for nothing.”

			He talked to me for a long time about his children. He said his oldest were a boy and a girl. His son wanted to be a big doctor and his daughter wanted to be a big lawyer. He had tremendous dreams for them, and he wanted me to tell him what he needed to do. So they could go to the top colleges. He wanted, more than anything, that they should go to the top colleges because the most successful people—he said—all went there. He ticked them off on his fingers for me. They would try for Harvard first. But if that didn’t work, they would try for Princeton, Yale, Columbia, and Georgetown. He pronounced the names as reverently as a holy man reciting the names of saints. He was so proud to show me that he knew them, that he knew what they meant.

			He said, “These Americans know what to do because it’s their own country. And these other immigrants have been here a long time and have learned the tricks too. What to do for their children. Where to take them for courses and tutoring. What books to make them read. What to ask their teachers. But we’re still very new. We don’t know these things and I don’t want to hurt my children’s chances.

			“It’s not that we’re illiterate. My wife, she’s not a village woman. In Kabul, she went to school. All the way to twelfth. I only went up to the tenth class, but I swear I was first in my class all ten years. I ate books, Doctor Sahib—ate them. But then my father died, God give him heaven, and we were left to my uncles.

			“How can I tell you what it is to be left without a father at a young age? My uncles were cruel, hard men, may God walk them through every circle of hell on the Day of Judgment. I was my mother’s only son, you understand, and the oldest, and they took me out of school and said, “The hair has sprouted on your body. You’re not a child anymore. Be a man. Have some honor. It’s on you to find bread for your mother and sisters, not on us.

			“At fourteen they gave me in hand to a peddler. From morning dark until the call to evening prayer, I walked the streets of Kabul with thirty pounds of plastic slippers hung on a wooden frame on my back. If we sold enough in the morning, we stopped on the side of the street for potatoes and bread. If the day was bad, there was nothing to eat until I came home at night. He paid me a hundred afghanis a day. My uncles took every cent as payment for the food and one room they gave us and still complained night and day that we were burdens. Their wives and daughters treated my mother and sisters like slaves.

			“Do you know, Doctor Sahib, what it is to carry that kind of load on your back for twelve hours a day? Especially as a young boy? By the end of the day your very balls are on fire. But what choice did I have? The only good thing was that the work made me hard and quick. Little by little I learned the ways and tricks of the streets and bazaar. I started working for stall owners on the side. Running to the money changers for them and sitting and selling in their stalls when they went to the mosque to pray. When I was twenty-two, I went in on a partnership with a man who had an electronics shop in Laysee Maryam Bazaar, near Kabul University. Chinese things he smuggled into Kunduz through the border with Tajikistan. I didn’t have any money to advance, but he loaned me the money, and almost all my profits went back into the loan until I was equal.

			“From there I found my daily bread and a little extra too. I rented a four-room house with a yard and garden in Pul-e-Charkhi, and my poor mother and sisters almost died of happiness the day I brought them to it. I was happy to provide for them, but school and education and all that was finished for me. I always think if my father hadn’t died, if I had just had a chance, I could have made something of myself. Become more than the donkey I am. It’s a grief I’ll carry as long as I live.

			“But my children have a father like me. They have opportunities. In this country they can be anything. They’re smart. My oldest daughter, especially—she’s a live flame. I want to give all my children the best possible chances to be something. My life is dedicated to their futures. I don’t want them to just be average, like most other people’s children. I want them to reach the sky. That’s why I’ve bothered you today.”

			His story really touched me. His dreams for his children were like my own father’s dreams. I said I was happy to help in any way I could. I started talking to him about college applications and GPAs. When I asked him how the children were preparing for the SATs, he looked confused. I said, “They haven’t taken it yet? It’s required for college. They usually take it in grade eleven or twelve.” Then he said his son was in the fifth grade and his daughter was in the third.

			I almost choked to keep from laughing. He had gone on for an hour, as worried as if their college applications were due tomorrow, and they were still running around the playground.

			I said, “Sharaf Sahib, I understand your worry, but they’re still very little. Let them be children. See what they’re interested in, which subjects, and encourage them in those. If they’re having trouble in school it’s a different thing, but if not, leave them alone. Too much stress too early can have a bad effect.”

			He didn’t believe me. It took a long time to convince him, and that was only after I promised to give him a reading list for the children and the names of some after-school math and science programs they could sign up for.

			After that he dropped in to talk to me two or three times a year, always bringing their report cards and asking what I thought of their progress. He never called before coming so sometimes I wasn’t there. I’d come back from class or a day off and find boxes of fruit in front of my office. Never cheap fruit or anything in season. Pomegranates, cherries, figs, melons. I begged him to stop bringing things but he wouldn’t listen.

			He always said, “It’s nothing, Doctor Sahib. Just a little something sweet for your family. The way you act you’d think I brought you a whole sheep.”

		

	
		
			
				Noorya Siddiqi

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They say that God hears the prayers of the grieved and suffering louder than others. And truly Sharaf’s mother was a long-suffering woman.

			Still, every sorrow she had as a young woman widowed and thrown on the mercy of her brothers-in-law with four open mouths to feed, every prayer that must have risen from her anguished heart in those hard years, all were answered in Sharaf.

			As soon as his head came up, he took his mother and sisters away from the want and servitude of his uncles’ house and gave them their own home. One by one he married the three sisters off with honor to good husbands in good places. And when the last was married and there was no one left to do the housework—that was before he married Maryam—he brought a servant woman to cook and clean and sat his mother down to order her about like a queen.

			He bought her the finest clothes in the whole bazaar, velvets and silks and lace, like she was a young bride, and bought her, too, a beautiful gold locket. He wouldn’t let her keep it in her trunk for weddings, like most women do, but told her she had to wear it every day so that each time she looked at it her heart would bloom. So that people said yes, God took her husband, but then He also gave her a son like Sharaf.

			Maryam told me the story a hundred times. How on the night his mother died, her last words weren’t for the world to come. They weren’t a prayer of repentance or a cry of fear of death. With her last breath she raised her eyes to God and said, “My son, may all black dirt turn to red gold in your hands.”

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Derrell Foster

				Guest services director, Niagara Butterfly and Nature Conservatory

			
			4:12 p.m. First frame. Bottom right-hand corner. They walk through the entrance gallery. The image is blurry at best. They’ve merged into this crowd of visitors walking in at the exact same time, so you can just make them out if you know what you’re looking for. But almost immediately after that, right here in the grand plaza just through the main doors, captured by four different cameras in as many angles, you can see the whole party together, center frame. Six people. An older male and female who we now know were the parents, and their four children, two males and two females.

			We were only able to confirm their presence on-site through this footage. None of the employees had any recollection of them. But you can understand that. The fifth most visited tourist attraction in the world on Labor Day weekend? It’s a mob scene like you wouldn’t believe, and the butterfly and nature conservatory’s a big draw. On a day like that we can get fifty thousand people through here, easy.

			All the images you see here are from a multichannel IP camera system with advanced built-in software that captures high-definition video data. It’s bulletproof and waterproof and records twenty-four seven. Retention time on the system before the cameras begin to overwrite is ninety-seven days. It might seem kind of funny, a place like this going all out like that, but someone, you know…the wrong kind of person…might look at how crowded this place gets, especially in the summer, and make something of it.

			The cameras have caught almost all of the family’s movements. Right after coming through the entrance, they stand talking together in the plaza for a few minutes. The little boy points repeatedly to something out of frame, toward the left. You can see him trying to pull away in that direction and his mother kind of pulls him back. Soon after that the family separates, the young lady and the little boy moving west into the moth gallery while the parents and the young man and little girl exit simultaneously toward the east and enter the vine maze leading into the tropical bird aviary.

			In the moth gallery the young lady almost immediately takes a seat on an empty bench near the door while the little boy walks slowly around the room, stopping at the cecropia moth station, where he puts headphones on and stands for a good while listening to a recording about the moth. The young lady seems to be busy with her phone.

			Meanwhile, the party of four explores the crowded aviary, the young man trailing behind while the parents and the little girl move together through the enclosure. They spend quite a bit of time observing the lorikeets and the macaws. A guest services member offers the little girl a bowl of fruit to feed the lorikeets, but she seems to shy away and hide behind her father. The young man takes the bowl instead. You can see three of the colorful birds sitting on his hand while they feed. From there the foursome moves on into the Northern Owl Exhibit. Once there, they leisurely tour the mounted owl specimens before exiting and walking through the English rose garden and the misting cave to the entrance of the tropical rainforest, where they stop and wait.

			The mother sits down on a bench with the little girl and begins to fix her hair. The father and the young man stand next to them, talking. At one point the young man starts to move forward, but his father seems to call him back.

			During this time, the young lady and her brother have left the moth gallery and are wandering together through the live insect zoo. Here you can see they show a great deal of interest in the glow-in-the-dark scorpions and the tarantulas, taking quite a few pictures. After that they stand listening to a guide in front of the praying mantis cage for a while. The young lady takes her brother’s hand and moves away. The little boy seems to resist going, but she pulls him along out of the zoo and into the hanging gardens. After wandering through the gardens for a few minutes they approach a guest guide, we presume to ask for directions, since she walks with them all the way to the doors of the tropical rainforest, where they’re united with the rest of their family.

			Crowd density is always greatest in this part of the conservatory, and the images don’t always capture them in center frame, but we painstakingly managed to trace their movements through this area. We can see them cross the Paradise Bridge to the waterfall, where they stop to take what seems like a considerable number of pictures of each other, at one point asking another visitor to take some pictures of the family all together. They then walk on to the lily pond where the parents sit down for a spell. You see the girls standing very, very still in these frames here. That’s because butterflies have settled on their hands and hair. Their mother takes pictures of them. As you can also see here in the next few frames, their father seems to be shooing the butterflies away from himself. That’s all right. Some people just don’t care for them. The young man and the little boy crouch next to the pond, intent on the koi.

			After a while the parents stand up and they all move to the emergence window, where visitors can watch butterflies emerge from their chrysalides. They stand there for a couple of minutes and then they pass out of the exit doors together and into the gift shop area. They spend a little over a quarter of an hour browsing in the shop, and according to our records they buy two T-shirts, a poster, a pencil case, and a butterfly necklace.

			They leave the conservatory through the Japanese garden path that leads out to the southeast exit to the parking lot. The last frame before they step out of range of our cameras captures them from the back, the children walking in front and the parents together behind them. 5:22 p.m.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			First he asked for twenty thousand. I said, “Brother, if I had twenty thousand just laying around like that, would I still be working like a dog in this old age of mine?”

			He thought I was just doing politics and tried to convince me. He said he’d been working in some business for a year, for another man. Now the man was sick and wanted to sell the business as soon as possible. Twenty thousand for everything. He could do better than the man. The man made many mistakes and was lazy and stupid. It was a golden chance that wouldn’t come again. He couldn’t let it slip from his hands.

			What it was he wouldn’t say. If I loaned him the money he would tell me. I could name my conditions. He would pay me back with interest. If I wanted to come in on it, then it would be an investment and we would be partners. He was on fire. If I’d asked for one of his arms he would have bitten it off with half a mouth. But in truth, I didn’t have that kind of money to just give.

			So he asked everyone else. Even the ones who didn’t have any come and go with him. The ones who hadn’t waliaked his salam in years. The ones who called him Professor Sharaf to his face. This man, if you can believe it, even found the number of Farid’s brother-in-law in Maryland who he’d never seen before in his life but who he knew from Farid owned two used-car dealerships. People didn’t call him shameless without reason.

			No one gave him a cent. They said, “Thank you, but these schemes aren’t for poor people like us, Sharaf Sahib.” It became a big joke. People started calling each other asking for loans of just a million or two.

			About a week after he first came to me, he called again and asked for ten thousand. A few days later he asked for five. He said, “You can do five, Ustad. I know you have at least five. It’s not as if I’m asking for charity.”

			Now, I’ll tell you the truth truth. Even though I knew I’d never see a dollar of that five thousand back, I was ready to give it to him. I knew he wasn’t a man to be pitied, but in my own life I’ve known what it is to have no one in the world to turn to, to have every door closed in my face. It hurt my heart to hear him plead. So I said I’ll give him the five thousand and balah after it. Let it be like I lost it in a gamble. But when I told Sohaila, she hit herself against the ground and sky. She said, “That money is the blood of you and the boys, working day and night so we can have something for the future, and you want to give it to a crazy man to burn on his foolery?”

			What could I do? The choice was between making Sharaf happy and keeping peace in my home. So I called him and told the truth. It was like I’d killed the man, but he just said, “That’s all right, Ustad. I understand. Just you wanting to help me is enough.”

			You know, many people called him an illiterate villager. A mannerless donkey. But in some things he had the grace of a natural born prince. He never mentioned it to me again. In all the years after, though he had many opportunities, he never once said, “Remember when in a very bad time in my life I extended my hand to you for help and you kicked it away?” Many men with bigger names, men with less honor and character, would have reminded me a thousand times over.

			Still, for a long time after that he didn’t call or come to see us, and he was cold whenever I called or saw him somewhere. We invited them to dinner some ten times, but his answer was always the same: “Another time, Ustad. I’m very busy these days.”

			I didn’t ask him what he was busy with, and he didn’t tell. We all heard he had quit the coffee shop. But no one knew what he had sunk himself into this time.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The women knew without knowing long before we did.

			On the night of Engineer Fahim’s wedding, in the car on our way home, my wife said, “Sharaf’s wife was wearing all new gold.”

			I thought she was just talking. You know how women are, gossiping about everything big or small. Or that she was hitting me on the ear, readying the way to ask for new gold for herself.

			“So then what?” I said.

			She said, “All these years, she’s only worn those cheapy fake things you can get on the side of the street at the Indian bazaar. But tonight she had two new cuffs on one arm and eight bangles on the other. And they weren’t light either.”

			“Maybe those are fake too,” I said.

			She just looked and looked at me.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			When God gives, He doesn’t ask, “Whose son are you?”

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			In 2003, Rahmat Sharaf bought—lock, stock, and barrel—the flagging business of an individual he’d been working for under the table for over a year. The business consisted of a white 1999 Ford Econoline cargo van and all the machinery and equipment contained inside it. In the same year, he registered the business under the name World Class Cleaning LLC. He was the sole owner and employee.

			Mr. Sharaf went door-to-door in the middle- and upper-middle-class neighborhoods of Northern Virginia selling his services. In the beginning, these were limited to gutter cleaning.

			To build a clientele, he initially underbid the competition, charging fifty dollars for one-story homes and a hundred dollars for two-story homes.

			Northern Virginia is a heavily forested area. The leaves fall in the gutters, and the gutters get full and need to be cleaned out. There are many exasperated women whose husbands never manage to get around to it. Elderly residents who can’t climb a ladder to do it themselves. First-time homeowners alarmed to find out that if gutters aren’t cleaned properly, it can lead to foundation cracks and structural damage over time. As one resident put it, the demand for cleaners is so high that some places don’t even bother to call you back.

			Former clients remember him as a very conscientious worker. Careful. Polite. Always going the extra mile. For instance, he didn’t pile up the leaves and trash for you to take care of like the other guys did. He gathered it into bags and stacked them up neatly on the curb for collection.

			Little by little, he expanded his services to include the pressure washing of driveways, decks, pool areas, windows, and fences, and the soft washing of homes. From early spring to late fall, by starting at the crack of dawn, he could clean the gutters of three or four homes a day and pressure wash another two or three. Even with his discounted pricing, he could take home as much as four hundred dollars a day in profits.

			His advertising strategy in those early days consisted of flyers that he placed under the windshield wipers of cars in these same neighborhoods, and boxes of colored chalk, which he used to write World Class Cleaning, Call 555-9122 on the sidewalks of commercial areas in high-traffic pedestrian zones.

			By the end of his first year in business, demand was so great that he hired a full-time employee. A year and a half after that, he landed a monthly five-figure contract for the exterior cleaning of a block of low-rise apartment buildings in Woodbridge. He added three additional employees to his roster. He also purchased a new truck, on which he had his company’s name and new slogan—Less mess, less stress!—painted professionally. He had the same name and slogan embroidered in yellow on the bright blue polo shirts and caps he and his employees wore as part of their new uniform.

			But the exterior cleaning of homes and gutters is a seasonal business that goes all but dead during the winter months. So in the great American business tradition, he diversified.

			He began by pressure washing semitrucks and eighteen-wheelers. He had discovered in conversation with an acquaintance who drove a truck that the few businesses in the area that offered the service had bays that the rigs had to drive into. His edge was that he charged less, and he drove to the vehicles. He further expanded into the pressure washing of fleets of delivery and shipping vans and the washing of parking garages and shopping center parking lots.

			Three years after starting his business, he added two micro floor scrubbers to his equipment and began deep cleaning commercial floors during the graveyard shift. He found this was slower going than the gutter cleaning and pressure washing had been. But by dint of ferocious persistence, using the same strategy of initially underbidding his competition and showing up at business establishments in person to discuss if they were happy with their service providers instead of just cold-calling, he steadily built up a clientele for this nocturnal work while exponentially growing his daytime business by adding residential and commercial landscape maintenance, post-construction cleanup, and the minor repair and cleaning of newly vacated homes and apartments. By his own admission, he was sleeping three to four hours max in any given twenty-four-hour period—and not necessarily consecutively.

			His biggest break came when he was awarded multiyear contracts for the overnight cleaning of several chain restaurants and two big chain gyms in the D.C., Maryland, and Virginia area. By this time, he had a fleet of eight vans and twenty-two full-time employees. This number swelled to forty-five full-time employees, mostly high school and college students, during the peak summer and fall season. Former employees confirm that throughout this period he was still personally picking up jobs, no matter how small, because he loathed turning away any work.

			In his eighth year in business, Mr. Sharaf sold the entire company for an undisclosed sum. But he would not rest on his laurels. Three weeks after the sale, he bought his first commercial real estate property, a shopping center in Leesburg. He would come to own a total of ten strip malls and shopping centers in the NoVa area. In 2012, he shifted his prodigious energies to the international market and started an import company, the main products being car electronics, cell phone accessories, children’s toys exported from China to the United States, and textiles and fashion jewelry exported from China to Dubai.

			Several different sources claim that in later years he also purchased a network of extremely profitable 7-Eleven and Dunkin’ Donuts franchises spread throughout the state. However, these reports, while seemingly credible, could not be independently verified by the County Register.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			First thing she says when she calls back is “Just don’t be mad, okay?”

			I’m like, “Ummm, okay?”

			She goes, “The thing is, I can’t hang out tonight. I’m at Niagara Falls with my family. But I promise we’ll figure something out for tomorrow or Monday. Whatever you want to do, I’m there.”

			I didn’t even say anything for a minute. I kept waiting for her to be all like no, I’m just screwing with you. But then I was like oh, she’s actually serious.

			So I just said, “You know what? That’s cool. Don’t worry about it. We don’t need to hang out tomorrow or Monday or ever.”

			I knew I was acting like a total drama queen, and that’s not my usual MO—you can ask anyone that knows me—but I couldn’t help it. Especially after everything that happened.

			She said, “It’s honestly not my fault, Fee. My parents got all hyped up last minute about going on this dumb trip. They never would’ve let me stay home alone. You know how it is.”

			And I did. Like, I really did. Parents are literally the worst. But still, she just kept flaking on me. And not for little stuff either. She didn’t come to graduation even though I had to practically sell a kidney to get an extra ticket for her. She messaged me after the ceremony saying she couldn’t make it. Then she said she was gonna come to my grad party, even if it was just for a little while, and totally ghosted again.

			Hanging out Saturday was her idea. She planned the whole day. We were gonna go to Kings Dominion and do all the new rides. They had this new 4D roller coaster where your seat spun around while you were going around the track and it was supposed to be insane. Then we were gonna go back to her house and order food and watch movies all night. All the stuff we used to do. I was so stressed about going away and starting college and all that and I was super excited to just hang out with her and chill before I left.

			Then she calls and flakes again. And I was even more pissed ’cause she knew Sunday my grandparents and aunts and uncles were coming over to say bye and then my whole family was flying out to California with me on Monday. She knew it was our last chance to hang out.

			I said, “Yeah, I know how it is, but you know I have plans tomorrow and I’m leaving Monday morning. Even if you couldn’t meet up, my house is literally five minutes away from yours. You couldn’t have just called and come over for a couple of minutes to say bye before you left?”

			She started making up all these excuses, but I just hung up. I was so done. I was like I don’t need people in my life who can’t even bother to literally show up for me.

			She kept messaging all day.

			Plz don’t hate me I’m rly sorry

			Will U just talk to me

			I just wanna say 1 thing

			Pick up plz

			Still gonna keep calling…

			Pick uuuuuuuuuuuuuuup

			Srsly I feel like a stalker

			I know ur mad but just talk to me

			I finally just blocked her.

		

	
		
			
				Joan Reimann

				Founder and CEO, Shenandoah Realty

			
			Any realtor worth their salt knows that first-time homebuyers are a very special breed that have to be handled a very special way.

			They usually come to us with this beautiful vision of this perfect house they’ve been building up in their mind for years. It’s big and bright and has this many rooms and a cozy little reading nook and a gorgeous yard, and it’s in a nice, quiet neighborhood not far from work, etc. etc. etc. And that’s all very nice, but nine times out of ten it has absolutely no grounding in reality. Unless your budget is unlimited—which is rare—there is no perfect house. So a big part of our job, then, is bringing these people around to the realization that sooner or later they’re going to have to compromise on that vision.

			The problem is, clients don’t like the big bad C-word. People never like to think they have to compromise on the really big things in life. It makes them feel like they’ve somehow gotten the short end of the stick. And that’s not the way anyone wants to feel—especially not people buying their first home. They’ve been dreaming of this moment for so long, and they want to feel the magic of it. The trick then, as a good realtor, is to bridge the gap between what they want and what they can have, without taking that dream away from them. It’s a very delicate dance. And—not to toot my own horn—I’ve been very successful doing it.

			But that said, I’ll also say that in my twenty-seven-year career as a broker, the one client, the only client I was never able to budge—not an inch, not a centimeter—was Rahmat Sharaf.

			The very first day we met he was sitting exactly where you’re sitting now, and I asked him the first question I ask every new client. I said, “What is your number one nonnegotiable requirement for your home?” And without missing a beat, he said, “I want to buy in Riverside.”

			It wasn’t close to the craziest demand I’ve ever heard, but it was a bit unusual. People will usually talk about size or amenities or school quality and mention a few areas they’re interested in along the way. And during the conversation it became clear that Mr. Sharaf wanted all those nice things too—but he only wanted them in Riverside.

			To an extent, I could understand why he was so…enamored with the idea of buying there. It’s the perfect place to live and raise a family. It has some of the most beautiful homes in Northern Virginia, the public schools are on par with many of the best private schools in the country, and it has the lowest crime rate in the state. Plus, situated along the riverbank and surrounded by all those woods, it’s absolutely breathtaking. There’s nothing quite like it in the whole region.

			And if you care about that kind of thing—and I had a feeling Mr. Sharaf very much did—there’s an undeniable prestige associated with it. At the time, it was home to half a dozen cabinet members, including the Secretary of State. It’s no wonder, given that the White House is just eight miles away, on the other side of the river. Foreign dignitaries, professional athletes, business titans—a lot of big names live out there.

			But all those things also mean it’s one of the most exclusive zip codes in the state, if not the country. It’s a very competitive market. There’s always red-hot demand and low inventory. I explained all of that to him from the outset and told him that while his budget might seem significant for other markets, it was just average for the kind of house he wanted in Riverside. But it didn’t faze him one bit.

			Over the next few months I showed him the few places I could find, but they were too small or plain or needed too much fixing up for his taste. Then I asked him to just humor me and took him to see some places in Chantilly and Great Falls and Fair Oaks—these gorgeous properties, and all within budget. But he walked through them like they smelled. Wouldn’t look twice. In the end, he said, “You just find me a good house in Riverside and I’ll be happy.”

			I will say that for being so stubborn he was still one of the nicest clients I’ve ever worked with. He never badgered me in any way. He called once in a while to check in if he hadn’t heard from me. If he was in the area he dropped in to chat and brought pizza for the whole office. He called me a “successful lady” and asked how rich I was. You know, always joking around. Just very charming. A real character. The whole office loved him and looked for listings for him. Even with how brash and demanding he was, he made you want to help him.

			But at the end of the day, charming or not, I’m running a business. A year in, he hadn’t made an offer on anything we’d found him, and it was clear he wasn’t going to budge on the Riverside location. I was ready to throw in the towel. You have to understand that’s not something I do lightly. But the relationship was just a huge time suck at that point.

			I remember it was late spring, around the beginning of June, and I called him and set up a meeting for the following week to just wrap things up on our end and give him a few referrals. Junior realtors at other agencies who were young and hungry and had the time to take him on.

			And then…it was just one of those things. You have to believe the universe has a sense of humor. It was late Sunday night, and I was supposed to meet with him on the Wednesday coming up. I always have a little bit of stress insomnia before the start of the workweek, so I’m lying awake making checklists in my mind when I get a text on my work phone. It’s a message from a seller’s agent about this pocket listing in Riverside that’s about to go live. I mean, this was a very unusual situation because pocket listings are so rare in a market where demand is so high. But the agent was putting it out to a dozen agents she trusted because the sellers were looking for a quick, no-fuss transaction with serious buyers. I scrolled through the pictures and the asking price in a blur, and it was one of those moments you live for as a realtor.

			Full adrenaline pumping, I sent a message to the agent and then called Mr. Sharaf right then—I had a feeling he wouldn’t mind—and told him to be at the house at nine sharp the next morning. We were the first people to see it. He had brought his whole family with him, which was unusual, but I guess he must have sensed something from my excitement. I’ll never forget the looks on their faces coming up the driveway and seeing the house for the first time.

			It was an absolute dream of a property. A fairy-tale house. An all-brick Colonial in the Willow Forest area. Nine thousand square feet, three-car garage, six bedrooms, eight baths. Two-story foyer, dark hardwood floors, cherrywood-paneled library, billiards room, a huge, bright kitchen, multiple wood-burning fireplaces, and a stunning backyard with an English country garden and a saltwater pool surrounded by evergreens. Before we even got through the lower level he said he wanted to make an offer.

			The only problem was, it was over his budget. About a good fifteen percent over. I know, I know. I hammer into every associate I hire that a good realtor never puts their clients in that position—it doesn’t pay to have them fall in love with a house they can’t buy and then compare every house they see after to it. But I just had a gut feeling about this one.

			It was the first time I’d ever seen him hesitate about anything. He looked physically pained about the idea of letting the house go. He said, “You tell me. What should I do?” I said it was going to go quick and there’d be multiple offers, so if he was serious we needed to be ready to make an aggressive offer. Sure enough, there were six offers on the house by the next morning. There was no way we could be the highest bid, so we sat down to strategize, and I laid out all his options for him. But he surprised even me by saying he would leverage by waiving almost all his rights, including the inspection contingency, and he would offer to pay cash. I always strongly advise against waving the inspection because it’s such a risky gamble. But he said—and I’ll never forget it—“Madame Reimann, I’m a very lucky man in my life. I think maybe luck is here for me too.” I couldn’t argue with that.

			And he was lucky. It turned out the couple who owned the house was in the middle of a very nasty divorce. They wanted to sell as quickly as possible. There were higher offers, but none that waived every contingency and would push through as fast.

			We closed in ten days at the exact asking price. $2.9 million.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Galen Porter

				Zorah Sharaf’s tutor

			
			I was stuck in line at the grocery store Saturday afternoon, picking some stuff up for my mom. Everyone and their grandma was there too, loading up like it was the apocalypse coming and not just a long weekend. I was bored out of my mind, randomly messaging everyone, and I messaged Zorah too.

			So how are the great Niagara Falls?

			She didn’t respond right away like she usually did, and I thought she was still mad at me for giving her so much homework.

			I was tutoring Zorah for the SATs. Since about mid-May. Every Tuesday and Thursday from five to seven, and Saturdays from eleven to one.

			I’d started a tutoring service with a couple of buddies when we were freshman at Gar-Field High. The other two guys did curriculum work and I was the SAT prep guy. I got 1580 when I took the test junior year, and that put me in the ninety-ninth percentile in the whole country. When my score got out I had more clients than I could take on, so I quadrupled my rate and quit my other job at the library.

			I was working with a lot of kids that summer, and they were mostly the same. Obsessed with super scoring and percentiles, half of them hopped up on Adderall or Ritalin so they could study harder. But with her it was a whole different ball game. She just didn’t really care in that way. It was always like half a joke to her. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she tried, but it was still like whatever.

			On that Thursday—I mean that last Thursday—I came over and we pretty much followed routine. I remember it was taking us a long time to get through a reading comprehension exercise because her little brother and sister had found some party hats and horns somewhere and they kept running in and screaming “Happy New Year!” and blowing them in our faces and running off again. They thought it was hysterical.

			She had to keep getting up and shouting down to her mom that they were bothering us, and every time her mom came up and took them down it was quiet for a couple minutes and then they’d find their way back again.

			I don’t know. It was kinda dumb. They had a den with a library and a huge desk with those swanky green lamps, but we weren’t allowed to work there. We always had to sit in this open area at the top of the stairs where everyone kept going through all the time. Her parents wanted us to sit there. I could tell she was embarrassed about it so I didn’t say anything, but I guessed they weren’t too crazy about us sitting alone.

			She looked kinda tired toward the end of our session, so I said, “There’s only about ten minutes left anyway, so we can finish this on Saturday.”

			She said, “Actually, Saturday’s no bueno. Don’t be jealous, but we’re going up to Niagara Falls tomorrow. You get to torture me again Tuesday.”

			“That’s fine,” I said. “But since that’s a four-day break, I expect you to have the first third of The Magic Mountain finished by the time I see you again.”

			I had her on an intensive reading plan to boost her writing, reading, and vocabulary because those were some of her weakest areas. Really dense, convoluted stuff that’s murder on the brain if you’re not used to reading it. Dickens, Henry James, Dostoyevsky. She hated it all.

			“Are you being serious right now?” she said. “You’re gonna tell me to read nine thousand pages on my vacation? The only vacation I’ve had all year?”

			“Yeah, your life is tragic,” I said. “Come on. You’re half done anyway. Just read in the car. It’s a long drive up there.”

			She said, “I can’t read in the car. It makes me dizzy.”

			“I bet you’re gonna read all your texts just fine, though,” I said.

			She reached over and pinched me on the neck. She liked doing that because it looked like a hickey when it bruised and I had to walk around with it getting weird looks.

			She let go when she heard someone coming up the stairs. It was Omer. He said, “How’s it going, man?” and kept walking before I could say anything. That guy was always in a hurry.

			She said, “I’ll make you a deal. I’ll finish reading that crap if you text Maddie.”

			Maddie was one of her friends that I knew too, through one of the guys in the band I was in. Zorah kinda set us up and we went out a couple times, but that was it. Maddie kept texting me to hang out, but I wasn’t really feeling it.

			“That’s not how this goes,” I told her. “I assign work and you do it. You don’t have any barter power here. Barter. B-a-r-t-e-r. To trade goods or services without the exchange of money. It’s a good word.” We did this thing where we would sometimes text SAT vocab words to each other. It was a good way to practice and get them set in her mind.

			She started going off on me while I got my stuff together.

			“It’s so rude to ghost someone like that. Who does that? You don’t even have a reason. Seriously. Like why won’t you?” she said.

			Then her dad came upstairs. He had his keys and he said, “Galen, I’m going out and I can drop you at the metro.”

			Her mom was making dinner in the kitchen when we walked through. She said, “Say hello to your mother for me, Galen,” and I said I would. She always said that, even though my mom didn’t know her. We were walking out the door when Zorah leaned over the banister upstairs and yelled, “Don’t forget Maddie!” and I looked back up at her and said, “Don’t forget Hans.”

			All that was on Thursday. On Saturday, after I dropped the groceries off at home, I went out to get an early dinner with some friends. Then I came home and fell asleep on the couch watching baseball. I woke up to my phone buzzing. It was just before seven.

			Honestly it looks just like a huge flushing toilet.

			There was a picture of her with the Falls behind her.

			I messaged back. That’s a pretty shitty thing to say about one of our nation’s most beloved natural treasures.

			She just texted LMAO.

			And then, a couple of minutes later, Have a good night you obstinate dick.

			I wrote back, You too, you laggard loafer.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Without a doubt, Sharaf after the dollars wasn’t the same as Sharaf the bricklayer’s son who made donuts at night in the coffee shop with his four threads of hair tied in a net. But then that’s the way of the world.

			People were just dead over him now. All of them who used to give back his salam on the tips of cold lips, or extend two limp fingers to him to shake, people who never invited him for a cup of water, let alone a bite of bread, sitting there now in his mansion from morning until night, drinking his tea and eating his rice and meat, acting like he was their father’s own son, hanging on to his every word like the ladles they were, laughing hrrrr brahk hrrrrr brakh at his jokes with their mouths gone all the way to their ears.

			But he himself wasn’t changed. Of course only God knows what’s in a man’s heart and mind, but on the outside he still looked like a furniture mover. He wore the same old shirts with big sweat stains under the arms. The same unfashionable pants with twenty pockets. Not that he was a miser. He didn’t begrudge his wife and children anything. You’ve seen it all on the TV. The house, the cars, the whole life. But, for himself, he still bragged to us about the big bag of socks he bought for ten dollars from Costco that lasted him three years.

			Another man might have reminded people of some things. But then maybe he knew he didn’t need to. We all had eyes. Maybe the house and the cars and the new stiffness in his neck were enough.

			He still took that same little calculator out whenever he felt like it. No matter if it was in the middle of a wedding or a funeral. But now when people asked him if he was counting his millions, he laughed. Now he laughed and other people didn’t.

		

	
		
			
				Noorya Siddiqi

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Everyone always said, “Oh, of course they’re happy. Who wouldn’t be with that kind of life?” But many people have money and they still dip their daily bread in blood and swallow it in grief. No doubt the money made their life easier, but they would have been happy without it.

			For them, the most important thing in the world was family. And in that way they were truly blessed. They were a husband and wife who’d never had a bitter word between them in more than twenty years of marriage. And God had given them four healthy, beautiful children who were the lights of their hearts and the blacks of their eyes.

			I know. I spent more time with them than anyone. Maryam and I became friends many years ago at the community center. I’m alone here—marriage and children were blessings beyond my fate—and because of that she felt sorry for me and always made me come stay with them.

			Whole weeks I used to spend there. She always gave me the same room, on the second floor, a beautiful room with wallpaper with little pink roses on it and a matching rose-patterned bedspread and curtains. The children called it Khala Noorya’s room even when I wasn’t there.

			In that house there was a lot of love. A lot of joy and laughter. Their favorite thing in the world was spending time together. They loved taking little trips. Sharaf always took them where they could learn something. To museums and things like that. One time, he even took them to the Library of the Congress people to see all the books. Maryam always wanted to go to the countryside to buy fruits and vegetables and eggs and butter from the farms and take walks in the mountains. They would go apple picking in the fall and strawberry picking in the summer. In the spring her favorite thing was to go see the cherry blossom trees. The children picked places to go too. Every summer, they drove to Florida and spent three or four days at that Disney World or whatever badh balah it is just for them.

			Even if they were just at home they had fun. Anytime the weather was good they played soccer or badminton or volleyball together in the backyard. And every Friday night they had a tradition of ordering pizza and watching a funny movie. They loved the Charlie Chaplin movies because Sharaf laughed at them like he had never seen a TV before, and the children laughed to see him laugh like that.

			You know, many of our people are so strict with their children. They think if the children are scared of them they’ll turn out right. But Maryam and Sharaf were more like friends with their kids. Omer would walk with his arms around his father’s and mother’s shoulders, talking to them like they were his classmates. And when Zorah was bored, she used to turn music on and make them dance with her. Just imagine! We would have died before asking our parents to dance with us. They would have skinned us alive for disrespect. But Sharaf and Maryam would get up and shake their arms around with her, laughing at themselves, just to make her happy.

			It was all like that. Whenever you saw them together, the way they laughed with each other, the close, easy way between them, it made you wish you were one of them. That your family was like that too.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Jessie Walsh

				Attendant, Speedy Stop Gas Station & Mini-Mart

			
			Gas was way up, so the whole place was a zombie zone. It wasn’t more than like ten people came in all day. And half of them just came to bitch. Every time they spike prices like that I get bitched out regular.

			So I’m just sitting here and around suppertime this gray SUV turns in and pulls up in front of Pump 6. It’s an Audi. Not a new model, a couple years old at least, but still sweet as hell. I have a view of the whole lot from the counter here, but I can’t see who all’s in it ’cause it has those dark windows. So a couple minutes go by and no one gets out of the car. And I start thinking maybe they’re waiting for someone to come out and fill up for them. But then I start thinking it says self-serve on every pump, and even if you thought someone was gonna do it, wouldn’t you figure it out when no one came out to help?

			I don’t spook easy or anything. And being August and all it was still bright as hell out. But we’re not exactly on the busiest road out here. There’s not much around except a tractor supply place about five miles up one way and an auto repair shop a couple miles down the other. It’s why when I first got hired here for the summer, my mom said over her dead body. She wanted me to go back to the Big Dipper. But this pays more. And serving ice cream to people and their snotty kids the whole summer makes you wanna blow your brains out. My dad finally talked her into it. He said it was fine ’cause I was only doing the day shift and most places get robbed at night. But she still called every couple hours when I was working and went crazy if I didn’t pick up.

			But anyway, it’s been like five or ten minutes now and this car’s still just sitting there and I’m starting to get a little nervous. I’m wondering if I should go out and knock on a window and see if they’re okay—only we’re not supposed to go out there alone if there’s only one person on shift—or if I should just lock the door and call Simon and ask him what to do. Then all of a sudden, this other car pulls in and stops right behind it, at Pump 4.

			I forgot all about the Audi. It’s a Mercedes C 300. Black, with ten-spoke wheels and sports trim. That thing goes from zero to a hundred in seven seconds flat and can go 155 miles per hour. It’s sick as hell.

			But it’s like someone hit Play. The driver’s door opens and this kid gets out. The window on the driver’s side of the SUV comes down and this baldy-looking guy sticks his head out and starts yammering at him. The kid walks over and starts filling up the SUV. And then this girl and these little kids get out of the back of the Mercedes and walk up here.

			The girl was around my age. Might’ve been a couple years older. With girls it’s hard to tell sometimes. But I knew she wasn’t from Lindendale. She looked like one of the girls on TV. Just like…the way she was and all. Not like I was creeping or anything. Like, if you had eyes, you could see it. I’m just saying I wasn’t creeping.

			They go straight for the slushy machine in back, talking about what they’re gonna get and all. We have ten flavors. Melon berry, wild cherry, sour apple, cotton candy, lime, blue raspberry, strawberry-kiwi, grape, coconut, and tropical punch. Simon’s real proud of that. He says it sets us apart from all the other places that have just the regular cherry and cola.

			A couple minutes later the kid walks in. He didn’t look all that much older than me either.

			He was pretty regular. I mean, you know, not like how you’d think with that kinda car. Just like regular clothes and everything. He goes over to the coffee station, and the girl and the kids come up here with their slushies, and she points to him and says, “My brother’s going to pay for everything.” I said it was fine by me. I asked if she wanted a tray and she smiled and said, “No, thank you,” and they left. It’s kinda weird the stuff that sticks in your brain. Most people would say no thanks or nope or that’s okay, but she said it like…. you know how your mom teaches you to say it when you’re little? No thank you. Kind of singsongy.

			Then the kid comes to the counter with a coffee and two teas. A monster size on all the hot drinks. It kinda looked like he needed them, too. I mean, his eyes were kinda red and he just looked messed up tired.

			I said, “Fueling up on the caffeine, huh?”

			He said, “Yeah.”

			I said, “That’s a sweet car.”

			He said, “Yeah. It’s pretty sweet.”

			Then we started shooting the shit, you know, just about cars and stuff. He said he just got it, used, from a police auction, but he wasn’t gonna keep it. He said that’s what he did, bought cars from auctions and fixed them up and sold them off. He said, “I can’t buy a lot of the cool cars even when they come up ’cause there’s not a lot of people that buy them. Then I gotta hang on to them forever. But sometimes if something real nice comes up, like this one, I get it just for fun and drive it around until I can sell it.”

			I told him how a couple months back this guy came in with a 250 GT Ferrari, restored like brand-new. He said when he went up to Montreal for the Formula One race, he saw a Lambo Aventador just parked out on the street. He showed me pictures of it on his phone. It was the sickest car I’ve ever seen. He had all these pictures of cars on his phone from all the auctions he went to.

			It seemed like a pretty sweet deal, buying cars at auctions and selling them off. I didn’t know that was like a real job, like something you could really do. I was about to ask him how he got into it when the old dude honked a bunch of times.

			I said, “Take it easy, man,” and he said, “Yeah, man. You too,” and walked out.

			He handed two of the cups into the Audi, but when he went to get into the Mercedes, she—the girl, I mean—was sitting in the driver’s seat. She started playing around—you know how girls act when they know they’re cute and can get away with stuff ugly girls can’t—trying to grab the keys out of his hand, but he didn’t look too happy about it and kept saying something to her. And then the baldy guy—I mean, I guess he was their dad—stuck his head out of the window and yelled something and she got out looking pretty pissed and got in the back of the Mercedes. I couldn’t really blame her for trying.

			The Audi pulled out first. The Mercedes was right behind it. At the light they turned left onto I-33. Headed straight east.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			They lived for the children. Worked for them. Sacrificed for them. Dreamed only for them. Of course they loved them all the same, but as in every family each had their own place.

			Omer wasn’t like a boy grown up here. He was so gentle, so polite. Small with children and mature with adults. A character of pure gold. He had never so much as held a cigarette or a bottle in his hand or raised his eyes to his parents in disrespect. He was their right arm. They knew they could count on him for anything.

			Zorah was the light of the house. The very top of Maryam’s and Sharaf’s hearts. She was the joker, the one who pranked and teased everyone. They could never stay angry at her because she always made them laugh. When she wasn’t home the house was empty and colorless. As she grew into a young woman, Sharaf said she looked more and more like his mother, who was such a great beauty in her girlhood that the people of the lane used to stand outside on the days she went to the bazaar, just so they could catch a glimpse of her face.

			The two little ones were the babies of the family. Hamza was the mischief maker. He was crazy about sports. Baseball and soccer and basketball. He slept in his uniforms. Laylee was pure sweetness. She loved painting and drawing and all animals, especially owls and lizards. She wouldn’t go to bed until she kissed each of her stuffed animals.

			They fought sometimes like all brothers and sisters do, but they were still very close. Omer and Zorah were real friends. They were always going to the movies together and looking for new restaurants to try. Whenever Omer needed new clothes, he took Zorah with him and bought whatever she picked. She was always saying that when Omer got married she would live with him and his wife half the time, and it wasn’t a joke. They both spoiled the little ones, and the little ones adored them the same way.

			Of course I’m not saying they were perfect or that there was never any trouble. Just show me a family without problems. Especially one with teenagers.

			First there was the issue with Omer. Ever since Omer was little, Sharaf would brag about how he was going to be a brilliant doctor one day and go work at the famous hospital in Minnesota where all the kings of the world came for treatment. But truly man plans one way and God another. Omer was just never the boy for that kind of striving and ambition. When he was younger it wasn’t so evident, but by the time he was thirteen or fourteen they could see he had no aptitude at all for school.

			They did everything but kill themselves to help him. Tutors for every subject, weekend courses, summer courses, admissions counselors they paid to tell him he was ruining his chances. Every day after school they made him sit at the kitchen table with his schoolbooks, Maryam standing over him for hours to make sure he was doing his homework and studying, and most nights the poor boy went off to sleep right there with his head in a book before they let him go to bed. It wasn’t that he was stupid or lazy or anything like that—it was like his mind was just locked against schooling. Whatever effort he made was only for the sake of his father and mother, so he wouldn’t disappoint them. But that was how, by pushing and pulling and all but carrying him on their backs, they at least got him to graduate high school. And even though he was rejected from all those big colleges Sharaf was dying after, he still got admission to a few places there in Virginia, the kind that will take anyone if they have the money to pay for it. But then Omer turned around and said he didn’t want to go to college. He wanted to go into business.

			Well, Sharaf all but went crazy at that. He thought Omer was trying to take the easy way. To plant his feet in his father’s ready-made success. He swore he’d never give him one inch of any part of his businesses unless he went to college. But Omer was like a rock. He said he would start his own. They fought with him for months. Pleaded, begged, threatened. Sharaf even brought home a notarized letter one day that said that if Omer went to college, on the day he graduated, Sharaf would transfer a hundred thousand dollars to his name to start whatever business he wanted. But it didn’t make any difference. In the end they had to let him go his own way.

			He started selling used car parts online, spending ten, twelve hours a day combing through local junkyards for whatever was most in demand. He’d been obsessed with cars since he was a little boy and knew more about them than most mechanics, so it wasn’t just some craziness. And he really was his father’s son, with the same ragh for hard work and profit, working seven days in seven, making friends with the junkyard managers and convincing them to give him discounts because he was buying in such bulk and to call him as soon as valuable cars came in. Soon he also started buying and selling cars from auctions, driving all over the state wherever they were held. In truth, the boy began doing very well for himself. But the money meant nothing to Sharaf and Maryam. It was a daily grief to them that the son they had hoped and dreamed would be a great brain surgeon was selling used cars and old junk for a living.

			Then, a few years later, like it was the evil eye or some curse fallen on their children only, Zorah also went through a time when she lost interest in her studies. Her grades went bad, and she did some things that weren’t right. She became more headstrong than a girl should be. It was an even bigger shock to them than Omer, because Zorah had always tried so hard at school, had always been such a good student, such a good girl. Again they did everything they could, wrung themselves dry of every drop of their blood trying to convince her she was taking the wrong path. And when that didn’t work, they left it to God that with time she would realize her foolishness herself. And it happened just like that. After a few months she came to her senses. By that summer she was the old Zorah. Working hard, getting tutoring, and preparing to apply to colleges. She was so determined to correct her wrongs and make her parents proud of her again.

			Those were humbling times for Sharaf and Maryam. Beshaq. I think they understood then that you can never know even your own children completely, that all the love and time and effort and wanting in the world doesn’t guarantee they’ll always do right and stay on the right path. After that they always joked they would be ready for Laylee and Hamza when the time came.

			But the most important thing was that the problems didn’t break them. They went through the difficulties and came out whole. In the end they were stronger and closer as a family than ever before.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Gene Thurlow

				Owner, Cedar Lake Inn

			
			First thing Ellie says to him is, “If I were you, I’d forget about the rooms and go buy a bunch of lottery tickets.”

			We were out here in the front office, finishing things up before Craig came in for the overnight shift. There wasn’t much going on. Especially for a Saturday night. Everyone was in their rooms except for a couple that had gone into town for the Harborfest.

			It had been mild all day, but just before supper the wind picked up and the clouds came in fast and heavy. I asked Ellie if maybe I should shut the windows on the screens, because it was starting to get chilly and wet, but she said to leave them up because it was just drizzling.

			She was straightening up in the parlor, putting the books and board games back in the cabinets, and I was writing a couple of notes in the log for the night and breakfast shift when we heard the chimes at the front door. I thought maybe it was Craig coming in a little early, but when I looked up there was a man standing there in the hall.

			He said, “Excuse me, sir. I need some rooms for my family. Just for one night, please.”

			That’s when Ellie said that, about forgetting the rooms and getting some lottery tickets instead. He seemed confused, so I explained how from June to the end of September we’re booked solid at least three months in advance. And not just us, but any of the places worth their salt around here. Labor Day weekend you can’t find a porch, let alone a room, for forty miles around. But what happened was we had a party of jazz musicians coming in for the Harborfest that called up last minute and canceled. So we had three whole rooms sitting empty for a couple of nights.

			I asked how many people and he said six. I told him they could have one big room in the main house and one smaller suite in the carriage house, or two smaller suites in the carriage house that had love seats with fold-out beds for a third person.

			“The carriage house is across the lawn in the back,” I said. “Just down the path on the other side of the trees. It’s more private. Two separate suites with a wraparound porch. If you look out the window you can see the porch lights from here.”

			“We just want rooms together,” he said.

			I told him we’d get the carriage house ready, and he said he’d go get his family. Ellie asked where they were parked, and he said down the hill. That’s why we hadn’t heard them coming. They must have seen the place from the back and parked down on Montgomery and walked up the steps from the bottom of the hill. I told him if he drove around front he’d see the signpost for the private road that led right up to the front of the inn.

			He thought about it for a second but said they were okay for now, since they were already parked, unless it wasn’t safe to leave cars down there, in which case they’d move them. Ellie told him not to worry on that count. “This isn’t that kind of place,” she said. I gave him a “Guest of the Cedar Lake Inn” ticket to stick on his dashboard and he said they had two cars, so I gave him another.

			He came back with the rest of the family a little while later. Ellie took them into the parlor to wait while she got the rooms ready, and I finished up the paperwork with him. The suites were all ready for the jazz people, but we like to add small touches here and there, just to make things special. Guests always tell us it’s the little things that make all the difference.

			I asked him if they’d come up for anything special.

			He said, “We were in Niagara Falls and then we came to see the lakes. We were driving home, but my wife isn’t feeling well, so we stopped to spend the night.”

			I said that was too bad, but if he didn’t mind some advice, they should try to come back again in October or early November, because even though it’s pretty country all year round, there’s nothing in the world like the Finger Lakes in the fall when the leaves turn.

			Ellie came back and said everything was ready, and it wasn’t a minute too soon. They all looked bushed, but the poor lady looked almost green. She was rocking the little girl in her lap and the little girl was crying into this little stuffed frog. You could tell she’d been asleep and they’d had to wake her up.

			Ellie told them checkout was at eleven and breakfast started at eight. She said, “We do everything country-style. Pancakes, crème brûlée French toast, fruit salad, and a vegetable or ham omelet with fresh-baked buttermilk biscuits. If you have any dietary restrictions, we can whip something special up just for you.”

			“Thank you, madame,” he said, “But we have to go early, before breakfast. We’re driving far.”

			He didn’t seem like much of a talker, and we don’t pry about what’s none of our business, so we didn’t ask where far was.

			We both walked them to the carriage house. It’s just a few steps from the main house, but it’s like being in your own little country cottage because it’s sort of hidden from the main house by a row of old sugar maples. It always gets booked up first.

			By then it was raining steady. Ellie took him and her and the little girl to the Tudor Rose Suite, and I took the older kids and the little boy to the Blue Lily Suite. There wasn’t any conversation about it. They just kind of naturally divided up that way.

			I remember the older girl perked up as soon as she saw the room. “This is amazing,” she said, and started taking pictures right and left. We put a lot of work into the place, so it’s nice to see people react that way. The older boy asked about the internet password, and I said it was written on the card on the writing desk. Last thing I told them was there were extra blankets and pillows on the top shelf in the closet.

			Ellie was standing in the doorway of the other room talking with the lady. “Are you sure I can’t bring you a cup of tea, hon? Or a Tylenol or something?” she asked her. The little girl was already tucked in and asleep on the bed and the man was sitting in front of the TV with the news on talking on the phone.

			“Thank you. I’m okay now. I just need to sleep,” she said. So we wished them good night and left them to it.

			Craig was in the office when we got back. Ellie went off to the kitchen while I gave him a rundown of the day and our late guests. When she came back, she told him there was a basket of muffins in the kitchen for the guests leaving early and not to forget to give it to them when they checked out. Craig’s one of our best workers, but small things kind of slip his mind.

			It was 10:42 when we said good night. I’m a hundred percent sure of that because it’s in the log. Everyone that comes off shift writes the time in the log along with anything else that everyone might need to know. A special request by a guest or something running low that needs to be picked up. That kind of thing. Everyone coming on shift reads the log from when they were last in.

			It’s right there. The last entry for August 31: Ellie and me leaving for the night. Craig here and updated. Everything quiet. 10:42 p.m.

			Our place is just across the street from the inn, about a two-minute walk door-to-door. Ellie went right to sleep, but I sat up for a bit reading in bed. It was a New Year’s resolution I made after one of the guests, some famous neuroscientist, told us you lose a thousand or something brain cells a day if you don’t exercise the mind. I dozed off after a few pages and when I came to it was almost midnight by the bedside clock. I put my book away and went to the bathroom.

			On my way back to bed I stopped and looked out. From our windows upstairs you can see the main house and the carriage house behind it. When we first bought the place, I’d get out of bed and go over to the window a dozen times a night. I had nightmares about the whole place burning down because of a faulty toaster or a guest throwing a cigarette out the window. I’ve gotten better about it over the years—but then so has our insurance.

			It was so misty you could barely make out the lights on the road a little way off. We’re at a bit of an altitude up here, so that’s normal when the fog comes in like that. It was quiet out, nothing but the rain pattering away on the roof and trees.

			All the lights at the inn were off except on the front porch and on the first floor where they’re always on. I remember the light in one of the suites of the carriage house was on too, though I can’t remember which suite it was. They asked me a lot about that—after—and I’ve gone back in my mind a thousand times to try to remember, but I can’t. Sometimes I’m absolutely sure it was in one, and then the next day I’m positive it was in the other.

		

	
		
			
				August 31

				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			In the midst of all that remains a mystery, there is nonetheless a core of irrefutable facts about that night. Facts that would later be twisted and turned, highlighted or dismissed to support one theory or another, but facts immutable still.

			Among them—information that was never released to the public by law enforcement but which the Fairfax County Register was able to ascertain through our own in-depth investigation—the final known interactions of the Sharaf family with the outside world on the night of August 31.

			Omer Sharaf made a call to his telecom service provider, Conexio, at 10:33 p.m. Because all calls at Conexio are recorded for quality assurance purposes, we know that he spoke to the client service representative for approximately ten minutes, inquiring about various plan options and ultimately requesting a change to a promotion for an unlimited data package at a lower price. In the middle of processing his request, the service representative informed him that her computer had crashed, and that she would call him back once it was working again, which she did, four and a half minutes later. The transaction was completed in six more minutes.

			Rahmat Sharaf made four calls between 10:00 and 10:30 p.m., all to the same number, that of a business associate in Dubai. The first three calls were all less than thirty seconds long. He left a detailed message after the last one, stating he was trying to get through but the line was busy, and providing instructions to his associate on an impending deal. The last call he made was at 11:38 p.m., to an individual at Joy Wear Company Limited, a manufacturing company specializing in knitted children’s and women’s wear in Nanjing, China, with which we now know he was exploring the possibility of an export partnership. The conversation ended at 12:02 a.m.

			Maryam Sharaf received fifteen text and picture messages on her phone between 11:10 and 11:22 p.m., all from a cousin in Melbourne, Australia, and all related to a family wedding that had recently taken place. Because they were sent through an application that tracks when a recipient reads a message, we know through the cousin’s testimony that she opened the application and read them almost immediately after they were sent to her, though she did not respond.

			Without a doubt, however, it was Zorah Sharaf who left the longest trail of electronic footprints that night. Just after 10:00 p.m.—the last confirmed time the family was seen all together—she sent text messages to two friends, suggesting Cosmo’s Café for a lunch they had planned for the coming week. In the next hour and a half, she responded to an email from an admissions counselor at Virginia Commonwealth University, left a series of hearts and smiley faces under dozens of pictures posted by other friends on social media, changed her own profile picture to a photo of herself standing under a rain of cherry blossoms, and changed her mood message to Out of sight but still on your mind…. Her online activity at that point ceased until a few minutes after midnight, when she commented among the reviews of a charcoal facial mask on a popular online cosmetics retailer: “Save your $$$! Totally dries your skin out and takes forever to wash off!!!!” Immediately after, she used a credit card to buy four songs—“Coin-Operated Boy,” “La Nuit De La Saint Barthéléme,” “Spring Is Here,” and “The Ballad of Lucy Jordan”—and downloaded them onto her phone.

			At 12:36 a.m., in the last known act of any of the Sharafs that night, she changed her profile picture again, putting up a photo of her whole family on the deck of the Maid of the Mist with Zorah standing in the middle, all of them wearing the distinctive bright blue rain slickers issued to all passengers, all of them smiling widely, and captioned it To the moon and back…

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			The last time I visited them, I fought with Maryam. When I saw her rough, dry hands and her cracked feet and the white patches in her hair and her clothes, which were just Omer and Zorah’s old sweatshirts, I yelled at her. I said, “Are you crazy, Maryam? Have all your brains run away? Look at yourself! Closets full of clothes and you dress like a homeless person. Cases of jewelry and nothing but that old copper wedding ring on your hand. You look like a farmer’s wife! Shame on you! Get someone to help you in the house and go take care of yourself. Six people couldn’t do the work you do alone. Why are you like this?”

			“Go go, Sara,” she said. “What am I doing all day that I need a servant? The village women have ten children to care for and cows to milk and they bring water from the river. Do they have servants to help them?”

			I started on Sharaf too, but he wouldn’t hear it. “She’s right there in front of you,” he said. “Ask her if I don’t tell her every week to get someone. To get ten people. But what can I do? She’s your blood, just as stubborn as you are.”

			“Work work work,” I said. “There’s nothing else in the world for you people. When are you going to enjoy yourselves? To wear beautiful clothes and eat in nice restaurants and travel and see the world? When are you going to sit and let someone put a pillow behind your back?”

			She laughed at that. “When they’re all finished with college and have nice jobs and are married and happy in their own homes. Then I’ll rest,” she said.

			“Everyone says tomorrow and tomorrow,” I said. “But tomorrow never comes. Blink, and that’s the whole of life. One day you’ll open your eyes and see, Maryam, and then you’ll remember this hour and say ‘I wish I had listened to Sara. Sara knew. Sara was right.’ ”

			But I really think in that last year or so they began to understand it themselves. They realized that Omer and Zorah were almost all grown, and even Hamza and little Laylee didn’t need the work they once did. After the doctor told her she had an ulcer, Maryam hired a woman to come once a week to do the heavy cleaning. If she was tired, she ordered food from outside instead of cooking. She even let Omer drive the little ones to school a few days a week while she slept late.

			Sharaf was working less too and not traveling as much. He said he wanted to spend more time with the kids before they were all gone to their own busy lives.

			They were planning a big trip to Europe for the next summer. It was something they’d dreamed of since the children were little. They were going to spend three months traveling all over France, Switzerland, Italy, Spain, and Greece. Zorah and Omer were arranging the whole thing.

			It was truly such a beautiful time in their lives. They had worked so hard and worried for so long, there had been problems on the way, but now, finally, everything was in place. They were financially secure, and the children were past danger and on the right path. All the big struggles and problems were behind them. Maryam and Sharaf were finally seeing the fruit of all their hardship. They were so full of hope, so excited for the future…

		

	
		
			
				September 1

				Steven Garneau

				Fulton County summer resident

			
			At Christmas I promised Cody I’d take her out on the boat when she came to visit over the summer, and after that it was all she could talk about. Every week she’d call me up with questions. “What if we get shipwrecked, Uncle Steve? Are we gonna live on an island? Will we make smoke signals so they can find us? Are we gonna drink out of coconuts?” The little booger’s just eight and some change, and they’ve lived out in Arizona since she was born, so in the middle of all that baked earth and godforsaken desert, the idea of being out on a boat must have seemed like magic. Plus, she has that only-child imagination. But she had her little heart set on having an adventure, so I didn’t tell her the odds were against us being shipwrecked on the river.

			She flew out to New York around the middle of August for two weeks, but I had a work emergency the first weekend, so we couldn’t get up to the cottage until Saturday night on her last weekend with us. It was raining when we got there, and all the reports said it was gonna get worse before it got better.

			She wouldn’t touch her dinner. Just sat staring out the window with a hangdog look on her face, listening to my sister call every ten minutes to make me swear on everything holy that we wouldn’t go out on the water in the storm. She’s got all the paranoia of only-child parents.

			When we were going to bed that night, I said to Jilian, “I don’t care what Lisa says. Come hell or high water I’m taking her out tomorrow. If it’s really that bad we’ll just go out for a few minutes, but at least it’ll be something.”

			It was still dark out when Cody woke me up the next morning. She was standing at the foot of the bed, all dressed with her cap and backpack on, shining a flashlight straight into my face. I almost had a heart attack.

			“It’s not raining anymore, Uncle Steve,” she said. “I stuck my hand out the window.”

			She kept hopping around while I got ready, telling me to hurry up before it started raining again. She wouldn’t even let me make coffee, so we had to stop at a drive-through and get breakfast to go on the way to the marina.

			By the time we got there the sun was starting to come out. The ground was still sopping wet, but the sky was blue and clear as glass. There was a thick mist far out on the water and up around the mountains, but the sun was burning it off fast. You couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day to go out on the boat.

			We were the first people there except for Vince. He wasn’t up at the marina, but I knew he was around somewhere because the only other car in the parking lot was his. He’s a year-rounder. Has been for more than twenty years. He manages the grounds and opens up the locks first thing in the morning. His place is just a couple miles down from ours.

			There’s a double-doored system to get out to the canal. We maneuvered out to the first set of doors, and I let Cody blow the horn three times to let him know we were ready to go through. A couple minutes later he comes jogging up from the lower boathouse, waving at us. The first set of doors swung open just fine and we glided right through. Cody was jumping up and down at the railing, looking down at the front of the boat where it was shearing the water. I called her back and told her to stand next to me until we got all the way through.

			The second set of doors started to open. The left-hand door swung all the way back, but the right one only swung open about a quarter of the way out before there was this loud thud and it stopped. It’s happened before. It’s an old, rusty setup, and other than a few repairs here and there, they haven’t done much to update it since it was built way back when.

			Vince was at the controls in the lockhouse. We could see him from the boat. He looked out the window and I gave him a thumbs-down. He closed the doors back up and tried again. But the same thing happened. The left one opened up, but the right one stopped at the exact same place with the same thud. He came out of the lockhouse and walked to the edge of the ledge and looked down into the water. The water there’s only about eight or nine feet deep, but it’s murky. Even more than out on the lake. And when the gates open and close like that, they churn up all the sludge at the bottom and make it look black and swampy.

			“There’s definitely something blocking the door down there, but I can’t see it,” he yells over to us. “It looks big.”

			He went back into the cabin and came out with a long metal rod and lowered it into the water, banging it around.

			“Yep,” he says, “it’s some big piece of crap stuck down there.”

			I put my hands over Cody’s ears and said, “Vince, mind your French.”

			“Sorry,” he calls over, still poking around down there with the pipe.

			Cody said, “Why won’t it open? Can we still go out?”

			I said, “Don’t even worry about it. Uncle Vince’s going to figure it out, and thanks to you we’re first in line, so we’ll be the first people through when the doors open up.”

			Then Vince yells over, “You know the hell what? I think it’s a goddamned car.”

			Even I started swearing then. There’s always been this stupid craze around Fulton in the summer with bored teenagers stealing golf carts from the country club and dumping them in the canal. Once in a blue moon they get really bold and dump a car in.

			“The police’ll have to come do what they need to do,” he said, and he went back into the lockhouse to call them.

			So we’re just standing there waiting, me and Vince shooting the breeze, when another boat comes up from the canal on the other side of the doors. It’s Cameron Healy with his brother-in-law, back from a fishing trip. Cameron has a summer place up there too.

			“What’re you all standing around for?” he says.

			Vince says, “Some punk kids decided it’d be fun to dump a car in front of the doors. We’re waiting for the police.”

			Cam starts bitching about needing to get home to a shower and some hot breakfast, and we’re clowning him for it because he always struts around like he’s some real outdoor survivalist type, when the police car pulls up.

			It’s a newbie. Some kid that looks like he just graduated high school two minutes ago. We explained the situation, told him he needed to get a truck out there with a crane that could lift the car out, but he shakes his head and says, “I can’t do that yet. I need to call a dive team in first to go down and get the plate numbers so we can make sure no one’s reported it missing.”

			Now Cam’s bitching on one side and Vince on the other, because it’s going to take all day to get a dive team out there on Labor Day weekend.

			Then Cam says, “Eff that, okay? I’m gonna go down and get the license plate number and you can call it in by the time the tow team gets here.”

			The kid doesn’t look so happy about that. He says, “I’m going to have to ask you not to do that, sir. There’s a procedure we need to follow in these situations.”

			“Yeah yeah yeah,” Cam says, “I know the drill.” He tells his brother-in-law to start recording him on his phone.

			“It’s Sunday morning, September 1, and I, Cameron Healy, feel like taking a little morning swim. Keep taping,” he says, and takes off his shirt and shoes and socks and dives off the edge of the boat with the kid still talking, asking him not to do it.

			Cody says, “Whoa. That was awesome.”

			I was glad it wasn’t a total loss. I knew we probably wouldn’t get out on the water that day, but at least she was getting some adventure.

			Cam doesn’t go down at first but just swims to the wall, swearing about how cold the water is. Then he flips under, quick as a fish, a white flash, and disappears deeper down.

			It’s like half a minute or a minute, I don’t know how long it was exactly—it’s not like anyone was timing him—only it starts to seem like a long time for anyone to be underwater.

			I’m holding on to Cody’s shoulders pretty tight, and we’re all starting to look at each other, and the kid’s starting to sweat, and Cam’s brother-in-law’s still taping with the phone aimed at the water, but he’s not looking too sure about it either when Cam comes up.

			He doesn’t look at us, doesn’t say anything, just takes a couple of breaths like he’s trying to swallow the whole sky and then goes under again as fast as if something jerked him down by the legs. The whole thing wasn’t even ten seconds.

			I’m thinking holy hell, we’ve got the Loch Ness Monster or something down there, and now on top of everything else we’re gonna have a man drowned. His brother-in-law throws the phone away and starts yelling, “Cam! Cam!” down at the water, and the kid’s full-on panicked, calling into his walkie-talkie for backup, and there’s a few other people there now running over to the ledge to see what the commotion’s all about, and I say, “Go inside the cabin, Cody. Now.” But Cody wasn’t listening to me. Her eyes were as big as moons watching the spot where Cam went under.

			“I think he’s in trouble,” I said to I don’t even know who, and I start taking off my shirt and shoes, and Cam’s brother-in-law’s doing the same thing, and we’re both about to jump into the water when Cam shoots up like a rocket.

			He’s gasping for air, but he gives us a thumbs-up that he’s okay. We’re all shouting at him and over each other, asking what the hell happened, but he’s not even looking at us. He swims over to the wall and starts waving to the kid who’s still jabbering into the crackling walkie-talkie.

			He keeps trying to say something, but no one can understand ’cause he’s so out of breath. He finally gets it out. He says, “Listen. I didn’t touch it. I didn’t touch anything, okay? Any of it. You gotta get people out here fast. There’s someone inside.”

		

	
		
			Things Secret and Open

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Can you hold people’s mouths shut? You can’t hold anyone’s mouth shut. Everyone knew what that girl was.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			When a child goes bad, the whole world holds a finger to the mother and father. But how can you know? Look how many children born into pure evil grow to walk as angels among men. And look how some of the best mothers and fathers come to raise the devil’s own seed.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The beautiful ones are never far from filth. It’s God’s great curse upon their heads. With one hand He gives them beauty, and with the other a secret stench that wants only a time and place to rise.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			In truth, Sharaf was a thorn in half our people’s eyes. The bricklayer’s son who could buy them all. For years they sat on two feet, just waiting to drink his blood. But when she did what she did—when she cut his nose off and rained the world down in pieces on his head—then, finally, their hate blisters popped and cooled.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Even when she was a girl of eleven or twelve with her head just starting to come up, you could see it. A tongue as long and sharp as a knife. No respect for young or old. Eyes and mouth always dancing. Waza weetah.

			Ten thousand times we said, “Be careful, Maryam. You think she’s just a child now, so you laugh when she does wrong or talks back. But in a few more years you won’t be able to head her off. And then in this country? Just hold your ears and ask God for mercy.”

			But who were you telling?

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The first thing was the money. There was too much and all of it at once. It lifted them straight from the dirt to the sky. When it happens like that to people who have never had anything, they lose themselves completely.

			The second thing was the difference between the younger and older children. Because it was like this, that when Sharaf’s pockets started to swell, Laylee and Hamza were still babies. So they were dressed in gold and silk and fed on milk and honey from the beginning. They never knew the lack of anything. But Omer and Zorah? They were the children of the hard years. They didn’t know the feel of new clothes against their skin until they were half grown. They were raised eating red beans and potatoes seven nights in seven. You know, years later, Maryam swore the reason Omer was left so small in frame and not as tall or strong as our sons was because there was never enough meat or milk or fruit in the house in those early years. Her eyes always filled with tears just talking about it. For Maryam and Sharaf, these things were deep wounds of the heart. Every mother and father in the world with any kind of regret for what they couldn’t do for their children can understand that.

			But that’s why later, when their reign began, they went so crazy. They didn’t know what to do for them first and what second. Especially for Zorah. For Omer too, but Omer was a boy. It’s different with a boy. They can’t really be spoiled the same way.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			There was nothing in the world she wanted that she didn’t have. Whatever she put her finger on, no matter what the cost, they bought her.

			Look, we all had daughters too. No less than her in any way. Our girls went shopping at the T.J. Maxx or Marshalls or JCPenney and threw their hats to the sky when they could do even that. But Zorah? Ooooh hooo. She wouldn’t even buy her servants’ clothes from those places. Zorah would only go shopping at the luxe luxe stores like Neiman Marcus and Saks. I’m telling you, this teenage girl had a closet as big as an apartment for all her clothes and shoes and purses. Our poor daughters wore those cheap little trinkets they bought from the mall. At most, an older girl might have a pair of delicate gold earrings or a thin gold necklace. Jewelry suitable for young girls. Sangeen. But Zorah at sixteen had diamonds in her ears the size of ten centies.

			It’s true. Ask anyone. There was no limit. Of anything. Do you know her creams, her perfumes—even her shampoos and soaps—came from France? Like she was the daughter of King Zahir Shah himself.

			And when our children had birthdays, what did we do? We invited a few people to the park and bought a cake from the grocery store and ordered some pizza. On Zorah’s thirteenth birthday they rented out a skating rink in Manassas and invited two hundred people. They had a six-foot cake that would make a bride eat herself in envy and brought a DJ she liked from New York.

			How much more should I say? How much more can I say? It was all too much. Too much. Maybe it’s not good to say—now—but in the end they made their own monster.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			When they moved into the house, Maryam and Sharaf gave her the master bedroom just because she wanted it, and they took the small room down the hall.

			You should have seen the way they made it up for her too! Like something from a catalog. All in cream and pale blue, with a big bed with a roof and lace curtains all around it, and a blue velvet sofa, and a beautiful silk carpet in a paisley design. The chandelier and dresser and vanity table were all the most beautiful antiques, and the wallpaper, cream with little blue flowers, looked as if it had been painted by hand. It was like a princess’s room, so perfect you didn’t even want to breathe in it.

			When we found out, we told Maryam she was crazy, letting a young girl sit on their heads like that. But she just laughed and said we were old, and our time had passed, and we should let the young ones enjoy things while they could.

			In all my life I’ve never heard of such foolishness. Of course everyone knows their own business, but I’m just saying that things in that house were…another kind of way.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They never made her lift a finger. You won’t believe it, but she was a grown woman who didn’t know how to make a cup of tea or wash her own clothes. They were her slaves, bass. They did everything but feed her by hand, and if it wasn’t for the shame they would have done that too.

			Their excuse was that they wanted her to focus on studying and not lose a minute doing anything else. Just because she got a few little A’s, they thought she was some genius who was going to conquer the world. And of course we couldn’t understand because none of our children were as special as Zorah. None of our poor, stupid children could ever reach Zorah’s feet.

			But even Einstein cleaned up after himself, didn’t he? Even Einstein, when his wife wasn’t home, made his own bed and washed his own plate.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			He was proud of it. That she was like that. For him it was a mark of what he’d done. Of how far he’d brought them.

			How many times did he tell us that story? Whenever we visited, he called her to himself and hugged her to his side and said, “Look at this daughter of a dog. Do you know what kind of kalankara she is? Listen to this. The other day she says to me, ‘Baba, on my birthday I want to wake up and come downstairs and open the door and see a BMW in the driveway wrapped in a big bow. But don’t wrap it in a pink bow. Everyone wraps it in a pink bow for a girl, but I hate pink. Wrap it in a white one.’ By God above, that’s what she said to me. ‘Don’t wrap it in a pink bow, Baba. Wrap it in a white one.’ Ha ha ha! I said, ‘Aye! Aye, you donkey’s daughter! Do you know how your father lived? There were days when your grandmother would make four pots of tea from the same handful of leaves. By afternoon, the tea she poured in our cups was weaker than a sick man’s piss. And when they couldn’t give any more tea, she would take the leaves from the bottom of the teapot and fry them with onions and tomatoes for us to dip our bread in.’ From me, who ate tea leaves in Kabul, to this one, who says Baba, wrap my BMW in a white bow! Don’t wrap it in a pink bow, Baba, but only in a white one. Ha ha! Ha ha ha!”

		

	
		
			
				Saif Anwari

				Sharaf family friend

			
			These people don’t know what they’re talking about. Chatee. Many people give their children nice lives, but their children don’t shame them in front of the world and bury their grandfathers upside down. Look at Hajji Shireen. He owns three restaurants. His children don’t want for anything in the world. But every single one of them is a credit to their parents and the community. God-fearing, obedient, polite. They’ve never set a foot wrong in all their lives.

			The money wasn’t the problem. The money wasn’t the issue. From the first to the last it was about one thing and one thing only: They forgot who they were. They tried to be what they weren’t. They became more American than the Americans. They became the father and grandfather of Americans. Those first Americans who came here on the boats and took the country from the Indians and made it America—I’m telling you, even they, even they weren’t as American as Sharaf and them were.

			Look here. It’s very simple. That was his family. Those were his children. He was the head of that house. Everything that happened there he allowed to happen. He let them do all those things. Each year on that Halloween Malloween, his children dressed like cartoons and walked up and down the streets collecting candy like beggars, him and his wife walking proudly behind. Is that something for Muslim people to do? For Afghan people to do? And every Fourth of July, he invited us all to a big barbecue and hung American flags all around his house. Aye hay. If his father had come here before him, if he had been born and raised here, then maybe we could have said it was just ignorance. But from a man who came here already half bald? It was a thing of great shame! Why didn’t he invite people for a party on our own Independence Day? He didn’t even know the date of our independence! Where in that whole house was the red and green and black flag?

			And then leave all of that to one side. Leave it and just tell me this: What’s Christmas? It’s a holiday for Christians, isn’t it? But at Christmas, he bought them a tree. These Muslim children, living in a Muslim house, born to a Muslim mother and father, had a Christmas tree. We saw it with our own eyes. A tree almost eight feet high with gifts underneath like that Santa Claus was his own mother’s lover.

			And when someone told him it wasn’t good to do those things, what did he say? Professor Sharaf opened his mouth and gave us a lecture. He said we people here who were too strict with our children were doing wrong. That we were pressurizing them. Making more of things than they were. He said his children knew they were Afghan and Muslim. That the tree and lights and gifts were just for fun, to make them happy. But tell me, what do little children know of happiness? Children are happy in the things you tell them to be happy in. If they wanted those things, he should have said, “We’re not Christian. We don’t have Christmas. That’s not our culture. That’s not our religion. We’re Muslim. We have Eid. That’s their way, and this is ours.”

			But he thought he knew better than us. He thought he knew better than everyone. He thought he was helping his children so they wouldn’t feel different from their classmates. But you can’t confuse their tender little minds like that. You have to teach them early. You have to be strict. In this country you have to be on guard every second of every day until they’re past the danger point.

			We told him all this. But what was his answer? “When in Rome, brothers, do as the Romans do.” You see, this man, who hadn’t had enough schooling to know who the Romans were, had learned all these grand sayings. But God didn’t make us Romans. He made us Afghans. Our mothers and fathers were Afghan, our grandfathers were Afghan, and the ones before them were Afghan too.

			Well, in the end he learned it. Better than we tried to teach him. He learned everything. But afsoss afsoss, all of it too late.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			In all of twenty years, did he or his family come even once to Friday prayers? During Ramadan, did they take part in the nightly Tarawih? Did they join in the monthly readings of the Quran? Did he send any of his four children to the Islamic study classes? Or did they come to the mosque for a few hours two times a year, at Eid, dressed in all their finery, to show off and join in the fun?

			When you put the dollar before God—that same God who has blessed you with so much—and teach your children by your own actions that the only thing to strive for in this world is material success, and teach them nothing of the world to come, least of all to fear it, then can you be surprised when the wrath of God descends upon your head and home?

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			In the end, Zorah was a girl, and Maryam should have been more careful with her. A father leaves the house every day and goes to find bread. That’s the way of the world. It’s the mother who raises the children. It’s the mother who disciplines them and forms their characters.

			God knows they weren’t one of those very strict families. Qayedgeer. Those narrow-minded people who think if a woman doesn’t hide herself at home behind four walls and cover herself from head to toe then she’s for sale on the street.

			Of course there are Afghans on the other extreme too. Who kill themselves trying to be so asree, so “modern.” Who let their daughters walk outside half naked. Go with anyone, anywhere. Do anything. But those aren’t families good people have anything to do with. Everyone knows what they are. If we see them somewhere we say salam and walaike, but we would never think of coming and going with them.

			Most of us here are in the middle. Trying our best to live and raise our children to be good Muslims and Afghans but to also live in the world as it is. In these days and times, in this country, it’s so important that people like us hold together.

			We give our daughters freedom, but within a frame. All the good families, all their daughters, even if they don’t cover their heads and wear the hijab, they still dress modestly. All the good girls, if you see them, their necklines aren’t lying all the way down here. Their shirts aren’t so short that half their stomachs show. Their dresses and skirts are long. Ba Pardah.

			And whatever you say about them now, Sharaf and Maryam were good people. They cared about their good name. Maryam didn’t cover her head—and I don’t say that in a bad way; I don’t cover mine either, God forgive me—but she always dressed and behaved so properly. That’s why we didn’t understand why she left Zorah free like that. Wearing jeans and blouses so tight it was like she’d been sewn into them. Or coming to weddings in gowns with just those narrow little straps and all her arms and shoulders showing. Were those the doings of a good girl from a good family?

			And it wasn’t just the clothes. She fixed her eyebrows when she was twelve. A child with her mother’s milk still blue on her lips. Do you know our mothers wouldn’t let us touch our eyebrows until the day we were engaged? I don’t care if this is America or the moon—I still only let my girls start tweezing them when they turned sixteen and not one day earlier. But Maryam? She acted like it was nothing. She said, “I told her not to touch them, but she did it with her friends, so what could I do?”

			Well, I didn’t say it to her, but I said to myself, “For God’s sake, what do you mean what could you do? Eat your own head, woman, you should have dragged her into the bathroom by her hair and shaved both her eyebrows off for disrespecting you like that. That’s what you should have done. You should have glued hair from her head back onto her eyebrows and told her that if she touched them again, you would burn them off. You should have put such fear into her that she wouldn’t dare to look up at you again. That’s what you should have done!”

			And the makeup! She was only in eighth grade and leaving the house with full powder and red lips and black-lined eyes every day. Raqam raqam. Was she going to school or to a dance club? We didn’t do as much makeup at our own weddings! As a mother, how could you let that happen?

			It was one thing worse than the next. And which thing can you blame? Children don’t go bad in one day. It happens little by little until all at once they’ve gone beyond the limit. And by then it’s too late to pull them back.

			But I don’t hold a finger at anyone. May my neck close before God if I do. I have daughters too. It’s only to say that for that girl there was no frame. She had stepped completely out of it. And Maryam had allowed it.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It’s the truth. There was too much freedom in that house. In everything. The way she acted. The way she dressed. Her comings and goings. Her friends.

			They gave her freedom because they believed that was how they would keep her from bad ways. And in return she served them water in their own skulls.

		

	
		
			
				An Mai

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Oh my God—it was like she was living at Alcatraz. Like seriously.

		

	
		
			
				Hannah Owens

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			We knew things were kinda different with her from the very beginning of freshman year.

			Like even in gym. Our uniform was a gray T-shirt with a bobcat on it—that was our mascot—and navy-blue shorts. That’s what everyone wore. But I guess her mom and dad came and talked to Principal Graham so she could wear sweatpants instead. So, like, every time we had gym period she literally stood out like a sore thumb.

			There were always a few douche canoes who’d be like, “Yo, sweatpants, you hiding your hairy legs or something?,” and she always ignored them, but we all wondered what the deal was. I mean, that was before we got to be friends and all. One day in the locker room someone just asked her—but not in a mean way or anything—why she didn’t wear shorts, and she just kinda shrugged and was like, “Oh, it’s against my culture.”

			We were like, okay, that’s weird—like what culture is against gym shorts, yanno? But we were also like, fifteen, and really dumb, and we didn’t know what that meant. So we were just like okay, that’s…whatever.

		

	
		
			
				Melissa Boyer

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Oh yeah—she said that a lot. Whenever she couldn’t do something she’d always be like, “I’m not allowed to. It’s against my culture” or like, “My parents won’t let me ’cause it’s not in my culture.”

			It wasn’t just shorts. She couldn’t wear skirts or dresses unless they were way past her knees. She wasn’t allowed to wear swimsuits either. Even when we went swimming at her house, she always wore leggings with a T-shirt or a tank top in the pool.

			There was lots of stuff she couldn’t do. She wasn’t allowed to try out for cheerleading. I remember because she was really obsessed with it. Hannah was a cheerleader and whenever we went over to her house, Zee would put her uniform on and do all the cheers. She acted like she was trying to be funny, but she knew all the routines by heart and was better than most of the girls on the team. She totally would’ve made the team if she’d tried out. She probably would’ve made captain by senior year. But her mom and dad wouldn’t let her.

			Another thing was she was allowed to have sleepovers at her house whenever she wanted, but she couldn’t ever sleep over at anyone’s house. So whenever anyone had a sleepover she’d come over and hang out and have dinner, but like, around nine or ten, her mom or dad’d always come pick her up.

			I guess we just got used to it. It was like, okay, this is Zee’s deal, you know? Everyone had stuff and that was just Zee’s stuff. After a while we didn’t really think about it.

		

	
		
			
				An Mai

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			The biggest thing was guys. Guys were the one thing we could never ever talk about if we were at her house or if her parents or brothers or sister were around. It was like every time we’d go over, before we even got there she’d be like, “Don’t forget we can’t talk about you-know-what,” and we’d be like, “Yeah, we know. You’ve told us a billion times.” But she’d still say it. One time I was like, “What’s gonna happen if we do?” And she was like, “Just don’t. My mom and dad’ll freak out. They think you’re nice girls who don’t do that stuff, and if they think you like guys they won’t let me hang out with you.”

			It was kind of crazy. I mean, it wasn’t just that we couldn’t talk about guys we were into or whatever, we couldn’t even be like, “Oh hey, you know what Ryan Hayes did in chem lab today?” We couldn’t even text her about a guy. If one of us forgot and mentioned something in our group text or whatever, she’d send a devil face and write, “Pls Stop.” We were like why can’t we even text and she said sometimes her mom went through her phone and read all her messages.

			But whenever we were at school or at someone else’s house, she talked about guys all the time. Like who was cute and who she wanted to go out with and all that. She honestly talked about guys more than any of us.

		

	
		
			
				Hannah Owens

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			She wasn’t allowed to hang out with any guys. Period. Not just like dating or going to school dances and stuff, but even just as friends.

			Like one time we were all at Melissa’s house and her cousins Drew and Parker just dropped by. They’re around our age and pretty chill and we were just hanging out listening to music and talking and stuff. We were in the living room and there’s a huge window there, so when Omer came to pick Zee up I guess he saw them. He told her mom and dad and they grounded her for a month.

		

	
		
			
				An Mai

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Listen. My parents are like Asian Asian. I know what strict is. Even when I was like twelve, my mom or dad used to walk me to the next-door neighbor’s house when I went over there to play with their kids. It was like ten feet from our door to theirs. And then they’d sit out on the deck like creeps and watch us playing in the backyard. Can you seriously imagine? I mean, I love my parents to death, but I’m just saying I know the deal.

			But it was like, for our group—and even for me—the older we got, the more we got to do. I mean just staying out later and doing stuff by ourselves. But it was like, for Zee everything just got worse. Her parents got stricter. The rules were more insane. She seriously got to do more stuff freshman year than she did sophomore year. We just didn’t get it. It was like, why?

		

	
		
			
				Melissa Boyer

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Even with all that, things were still good for her. She got all A’s and B’s, so she was on the silver honor roll, and she was on the yearbook committee and in the French club and the photography club.

			People really liked her. The teachers were always joking around with her and asking her to lead teams and volunteer for stuff. Whenever we walked around school a bunch of kids always said hi to her. And she was pretty. That helped. I mean, people like pretty people. We didn’t know she was “out-there” beautiful or whatever. When you’re friends with someone you get used to how they are. That’s why it was so weird when they started calling her “the stunning Afghan beauty” all over the news and stuff. We just thought she was pretty in a basic pretty girl way. But at school that still puts you ahead of a lot of people.

		

	
		
			
				Hannah Owens

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			It’s ’cause she had her own vibe going on. Kinda out there—but very cool.

			There were a lot of girls into clothes and stuff, but they came to school looking like they bought their outfits right off the mannequins at the mall. Really try hard and fake.

			Zee would walk up in jeans and a sweatshirt with just, like, bloodred lipstick and her hair in a messy bun and diamond studs in her ears and look amazing. She looked like she wasn’t even trying, but she still blew them all out of the water. She really had an eye for that stuff. Every month, she went to this one bookshop in Sterling and bought all the Vogues. I mean not just the American one, but like the French and Italian and British ones too, even though they were crazy expensive. It was the only thing I ever saw her read outside of our textbooks.

			She tried some crazy stuff too. Like for a while she only did neon eyeliner. Electric blue or purple or green. And then she started doing her hair in this long mermaid braid with a necklace woven through it. And one year—I can’t remember if it was freshman or sophomore year—the last day before Christmas break, when we were having our class parties, she came in with pearls in her hair. It looked like how snowflakes look when they land in your hair, before they melt. If anyone else had tried any of that stuff it would’ve looked so dumb, but on her everything always looked amazing.

		

	
		
			
				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			We all got to be friends because we were in the same homeroom freshman year. The teacher had the class set up in pods, and the five of us were randomly assigned to the same pod. We just kinda clicked, I guess. Zee and I were like best friends in a week, but we were all pretty close.

			I think we really bonded ’cause we were all scared shitless of high school. Most of us came from these small middle schools and we got to TRH and it was just like…we’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto. It’s pretty intense, going there. There’s a lot of really smart kids around. Everyone’s in all the AP classes and it’s super competitive. It’s not enough to have a 4.0 GPA and a 1500 SAT score. That’s like baseline. They really drill it into you that if you wanna do well and get into a good college, you have to “demonstrate qualities beyond academic excellence.” You know. Like use true American ingenuity to pioneer groundbreaking cancer research in your parents’ garage with nothing but battery acid and a box of paper clips. Or use your spring break to start a nonprofit for all the starving children in Africa. Or like, in between bites of your tuna melt at lunchtime, write a masterpiece of fiction that perfectly encapsulates the hopelessness and despair of your generation. You had to be exceptional. Succeed beyond expectations. Defy adversity. All that bullshit.

			It was all really overwhelming, especially freshman year. We had no idea what we were doing and we were just trying to figure it out. We really connected over that.

			Zee was like the glue that held us together. We’d go over to her house and make grilled cheese and just talk about everything for hours. Honestly, out of all of us she seemed the least freaked out. She’d make fun of stuff that seemed so serious to the rest of us. It didn’t surprise us when she made honor roll first quarter.

			The first time she invited us over we were kinda nervous and thought her parents were gonna be really scary because of how strict they were and everything. But they were actually really nice.

			We saw her mom way more than her dad. She didn’t work so she was always home. Every time we went over she did the two cheek kiss with each of us because she said that was the Afghani way of saying hi. She always called us beautiful girls. She’d be like, “How are you beautiful girls?” or “What do you beautiful girls want to eat?” She was always bringing us food. Chips and guac and cookies and cake. She cooked for us too. I remember she made these amazing dumplings, and there was this fried eggplant thing with garlicky yogurt sauce you ate with bread. Whenever we were there she let us have the whole living room to watch movies or TV. And we could stay for dinner and sleep over whenever we wanted. Even on school nights. No one else’s mom let them do that.

			I don’t know. I mean, I know they were really hard on her about all that stuff, and some of their rules were so unfair and crazy, but it really bothers me the way people talk about them. On the news and all. About how they were. It’s just, like, a lot of bullshit. Whenever we came home with her, Zee would kiss her mom on the cheek and her mom would smooth her hair and talk to her really nice and stuff. And Zee did this thing sometimes where she’d be like, “Guys, look how swole I am,” and then she’d try to pick her mom up by the waist and throw her on the sofa, like fake wrestling, and her mom’d be laughing and shouting at her to stop, and Zee’d be laughing, and you could tell they played around like that a lot.

			Her little brother and sister were cute but just really annoying sometimes. Her sister was always trying to get one of us to play Go Fish with her, only she called it goldfish. But if you didn’t let her win she’d start crying. Her little brother just acted like we were aliens. He’d stand behind the door staring at us through the crack. If you tried to talk to him he’d run away.

			Omer was mostly cool. When he was home he was always coming down to make food. We never got how he was so skinny ’cause he ate like a pig. If we were watching a movie or something he’d come watch with us while he ate. If he was in a good mood he’d drive us places. We mostly went to the mall ’cause there was nowhere else to go. We’d walk around and grab a Cinnabon and coffee. None of us were allowed to drink coffee yet, so we drank it whenever we could. Sometimes he took us all the way to Woodbridge to this huge thrift shop in the middle of nowhere that Zee loved. The rest of us would try on the old-lady hats and fur coats. When we got bored, we went to the book section and took turns reading out loud from those romance novels with the dirty covers until we were laughing so hard one of the store people would come tell us to stop. But Zee was really serious about it. She bought clothes and jewelry and weird little knickknacks. I remember one time she found this big framed black-and-white picture. It was of the Statue of Liberty being built in Paris. You could see the top half behind some buildings with scaffolding all around it and there was this old-timey guy in the middle of the street in the front, smoking a cig or something. She freaked out about it. She kept going, “Oh my God, this is so insane.” She hung it up in her room as soon as we got back. I remember she’d change other stuff around but she always kept that one up.

			Her dad was always off working or on some trip. But when he was around he always came to say hi to us. He was really corny. Like, you know, dad corny. He’d come and put his arm around her and wink at us and say, “Excuse me, ladies, but do you know who you’re friends with? This is the future Supreme Court judge her honorable excellency Miss Zorah Sharaf. You should get her autograph now, before she’s famous.” And Zee’d be like, “Oh my God, Baba, you’re so embarrassing. Who even talks like that?” But we thought it was really cute.

			Every summer he took us all to D.C. on day trips and we’d go around to the Smithsonian and the Lincoln Memorial and the Jefferson Memorial and the Washington Monument and all that. He’d ask us why each thing was important to history and what we thought about it, just like the teachers did on field trips. Then he’d take us to get sushi at this really fancy place, Zen, because he knew we were obsessed with it. He let us order whatever we wanted but he never ate any. He just ordered green tea for himself and made faces at us the whole time, asking us how we could eat stuff like that.

			He was always nice to us. Like really nice. I mean, they all were.

		

	
		
			
				Hannah Owens

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			It wasn’t like one thing or one day. It was just like…everything was fine and then somehow…it wasn’t.

		

	
		
			
				An Mai

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			I’d say…around junior year? When she started being so whatever about school. Like she was too cool for it. Which was crazy because at first she was the one who always used to do every extra-credit project and wouldn’t shut up about how much she wanted to make the gold honor roll. But all of a sudden, if we were hanging out and started talking about, like, how stressed we were about a class, she’d start rolling her eyes and be like, “Oh my God, I literally can’t. You guys are giving me a migraine. Can’t you guys talk about anything else?”

			If she wanted to hang out after school and we said no because we had to study, she called us nerds. She made us feel bad for just wanting to do well. When we called her out on it, she tried to turn it around on us and said we never wanted to do anything but study. And we were like yeah, because it’s junior year and shit’s getting real. We can’t just goof off all the time like before.

			I think it was also because, like, we just didn’t wanna go over to her house all the time and bake brownies and watch movies and stuff. There were all these hangouts and parties we wanted to go to, but she couldn’t go because there were going to be guys there or her parents just wouldn’t let her. It was like we always had to choose between her and having fun. It started to be this constant thing.

		

	
		
			
				Hannah Owens

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Her outfits started to be like…a lot. I don’t know how to describe it. I mean, before, even when her outfits were edgy, they were still classy. Now they were kind of…trashy? Like her jeans wouldn’t just be ripped up but ripped up in some really risqué places. Or she’d walk around in a T-shirt without a bra, or her top would be really cropped so you could see henna tattoos on her hip bone. She’d be walking down the hall like that and the bro dudes would start howling and shouting gross stuff and she’d just laugh.

			Her makeup was really over-the-top too. She never looked bad, but you could see her coming a mile away—like full foundation and bronzer and blush and fake lashes and mascara and lipstick. Honestly, not to be mean, but sometimes it looked almost clownish.

			For us, it wasn’t even what are you wearing but more like, oh my God, have your parents been abducted or did you kill them and stuff them in the freezer? Because how else are you walking around like this?

			And then one day I was going home with her after school and she was like, “Wait, I need to go to the bathroom.” When she came out, it was like a whole different person. She had a sweater on over her tank top and her makeup was normal again. And I was like, oh, okay. So that’s what’s up.

		

	
		
			
				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			One time I asked her what she was gonna do if her mom and dad found out. And she was just like, “They’re not gonna find out.”

			If we said anything about how weird she was being, she’d start gaslighting us like we were the weird ones. When we tried asking if there was something going on, she’d get really defensive and mad and we’d end up saying sorry. It was kind of messed up. The other girls started saying it was too much drama and they were over it. They just stopped trying.

			I was like, whatever, they can do what they want, but I’m not going to stop being friends with her. I honestly thought she’d just snap out of it at some point. Like she’d come to school one day and be the old Zee and say it was some huge prank she’d been pulling.

			I didn’t know about all the other stuff going on. With her grades and everything. She didn’t tell me. I didn’t find out about that until it really hit the fan.

		

	
		
			
				Kathleen Graham

				Principal, Theodore Roosevelt High School

			
			You have to understand that Theodore Roosevelt High is one of the top-ranked public schools in the country. Our curriculum is composed of some of the most intensive advanced placement and international baccalaureate classes offered in any high school in the nation, the average SAT scores of our students have consistently been in the ninetieth percentile or above, and the vast majority of our graduates gain admission to elite four-year colleges. In addition, we can proudly say that twenty-eight Rhodes scholars have been Theodore Roosevelt alumni—more than the number of Rhodes scholars from most colleges and universities in the United States.

			As educators, we understand that in a school renowned for such excellence, most, if not all, students face a certain degree of anxiety and pressure related to their performance. This is, after all, a very sensitive and critical time for them. They’re dealing with academic results that will affect the trajectory of the rest of their lives. So during my tenure as principal over the last fifteen years, we’ve worked tirelessly with students to ensure that they aren’t lost in this process, to help them maintain a sense of perspective and school-life balance. That said, while we don’t promote competition, we do promote students realizing their full potential and not being satisfied with just “passing.”

			The majority of our students are self-motivated. They go through an extremely competitive application process to be admitted to the school, so we don’t often face problems in that sense. However, we realize that not everyone self-motivates at the same rate, and we work hard to identify and help students where they may be struggling. We’re happy to be able to say that most of those students, with our help and encouragement, find their footing. But, inevitably, there are always a few outliers.

			Zorah Sharaf was struggling. After a couple of years of good—though not stellar—academic output, she suddenly dropped the ball. If a student struggles from the beginning, we question their overall capabilities. But looking at her previous record and from her teachers’ feedback, we came to understand that in her case it really wasn’t a question of ability but of apathy. We believed that she truly had a certain degree of ability and potential. She just wasn’t applying herself.

			In the first quarter of her junior year, she was sent to see me after an incident in her molecular genetics labs. Students were engaged in constructing and analyzing DNA sequences in the context of eukaryotic gene expression. It was all done by simulation, each student at their own computer, the instructor taking them through it step by step. Well, Zorah had fallen behind during the exercise, but instead of telling the instructor, she just stopped working altogether, so that when the exercise was finished everyone had results to turn in except her. When the instructor asked her why she hadn’t said anything, she answered back quite rudely, which is why she was sent to see me.

			She was in tears when she came to my office. I calmed her down and asked her to tell me what had happened. She said, and I quote from my notes of our meeting, “I just got confused with one of the steps, and then they were already ten steps ahead by the time I figured it out. Ms. Hawkins wouldn’t even listen to me when I was trying to explain.”

			We had a long discussion. I asked if there was something happening at home or in her personal life with her peers, and she adamantly denied it. We talked about her academic goals and what she felt was holding her back. I asked her what she felt she needed from us to help her succeed. I offered her peer or teacher tutoring, extra lab time, whatever she needed. I had to practically beg her to take help that other students would have killed for. But we came up with a plan, and when she left my office that day she really seemed, at least to me, genuinely committed to trying harder.

			But unfortunately the old adage is true. You can’t help those who won’t help themselves. There was no follow-through. Things got worse. Her teachers, almost across the board, reported the same thing. There was no interest during class. She didn’t turn in assignments on time. The quality of the work she did turn in was shoddy at best. She was skipping periods and being disrespectful to teachers. By the third quarter of her junior year she was just on the borderline between failing and passing all her classes except French, where she was consistently an A student.

			At that point we felt we didn’t have a choice. We had asked her several times to come in with her parents to discuss her performance. But whenever we tried to set a time she had an excuse. “My mom can’t come because she just had surgery.” “My grandfather’s really sick and my parents are busy with him.” “My dad’s away and my mom can’t leave my little brother and sister alone.”

			Another thing I’d like to make very clear is that here at Theodore Roosevelt High we allow the students to have a great deal of responsibility. We communicate our implicit trust to them very early on. We’ve found it fosters a great degree of agency and self-sufficiency. But in this situation, after a few attempts like that, we had to go ahead and communicate with her parents directly.

			When her parents came in, we weren’t at all surprised to find they had no idea we’d wanted to meet with them for some time. But we were surprised that they had absolutely no clue about the issues with her academic performance. In fact, they didn’t believe us at first.

			Her father looked at me and Ms. Gonzalez, our head guidance counselor, like we had two heads each. He said, “I don’t understand. Zorah has been getting almost straight A’s since she started here. She’s a top student. She has a 3.9 GPA.”

			When we showed them her recent report cards, which, aside from her French class grades, were conspicuously lacking in anything even close to A’s, what came to light, finally, was that Zorah had been intercepting the report cards we sent home by mail and replacing them with report cards she created herself, and then signing her mother’s or father’s name when she returned them to us.

			You can imagine their shock and embarrassment. That level of duplicity and the betrayal of trust—those aren’t easy truths to confront about your own child. But to their credit they didn’t double down or try to excuse it. They couldn’t apologize enough. Her poor mother was in tears, almost pleading with us. She said, “We’re very sorry, madame. We didn’t know. Believe me, we didn’t know.”

			I said, “Please understand that it’s not that we don’t think she’s capable. Her French instructor sings her praises. And she designed some wonderful posters for our annual charity campaign and managed all the wardrobe and makeup for the drama club’s production of Macbeth. The issue is she applies herself selectively.”

			I asked Zorah if she had anything she wanted to say or add. But she was as good as mute.

			When her father said, “What happened, Zorah?,” she just shrugged and said she didn’t know.

			He said, “She’s very smart. Of all my children she’s the smartest. Since she was small, she wanted to go to Harvard and become a judge.”

			Her mother said, “She’s in her room all the time with her books. I don’t know what happened.”

			In the end, we came to an agreement that her homeroom teacher would provide them with monthly updates on her progress and we would send them a weekly assignment sheet so they could closely monitor her work at home. By our standards, the measures were certainly draconian—but also necessary. Zorah wasn’t jumping for joy, but I think she understood these were consequences of her own actions.

			At the end of the day, our goal is to equip the child with the tools they need for success. But I’ll be the first to admit that success doesn’t always look the same for everyone. Not every child will go on to win a National Merit Scholarship. Not every child will be accepted at an Ivy League school or become a Rhodes scholar. As principal, I know, more than anyone, how difficult it is for parents to accept their children’s limitations, to see them as anything other than what they believe they are or can be. Certainly Mr. and Mrs. Sharaf weren’t alone in that.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			Maryam said, “More than anything, we don’t understand the lying. We thought all the children in the world would go bad before Zorah. Why didn’t she tell us if she was having trouble? Sharaf would have hired ten tutors to help her. When have we been the kind of mother and father whose children can’t come to them for help?”

			They talked to her for hours. They tried to understand. They said, “Is someone bullying you? Did your friends tell you to do it? To lie to us and make the fake report cards?” She told them she hated school. She didn’t want to be a lawyer or a judge. That was boring. She wanted to be a makeup artist.

			Sharaf couldn’t fit in his clothes. He said, “If you were just one of those stupid girls with nothing in their heads who only care about silly things like makeup and clothes, then it would be one thing. Then I would say go, do whatever you want, and balah after you. But God gave you such a mind! There are other Afghans who only care about their sons. But I never made any difference between you and Omer. I care more for your future than Omer’s. People go blind looking for the chances you have. I work like a dog so you can have these chances. And this is your answer? That you want to do makeup?”

			I tried to calm him. I said, “You have to be patient. These aren’t children of Afghanistan who just blindly follow whatever their mother and father say. She thinks she’s some free American teenager who can just do what she wants. All you can do now is try to steer the situation in the right direction. Give her guidance, yes, but gently. Otherwise, you might push her even further away from yourselves. Az badh bathar.”

			Even poor Omer tried to stand up for her. He told Sharaf it wasn’t right to force her to be something she didn’t want to be, that they should let her study whatever she was interested in. He said Zorah had told him she wanted to take makeup courses at the community college, and he would pay her tuition himself. Well, he hadn’t finished before his father turned his wrath on him. He said it was a fine day when a man’s children began working hand in hand against him, and it was all Omer’s fault anyway for refusing to go to college, so that Zorah was just following his example. Sharaf wouldn’t talk to either of them for weeks.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			About all that we found out later, when the whole world found out. When the media people went sniffing over every little thing in their lives like dogs, to see what filth they could find underneath.

			Of course he didn’t say anything to us then. A pride like his? He would have died before he told us that the one he bragged was going to be a Supreme Court judge one day—not even just a county judge or a state judge, mind you, which would have been achievement enough for anyone else, but a Supreme Court judge (just like the Mexican woman he saw on the TV one day who was forever after burned onto his heart and mind and dreams)—who would take her oath from the president himself, with Sharaf by her side, and make the name Sharaf famous across this country, which is to say the world, and say, “This is my father, the bricklayer’s son, who cleaned the roofs and the floors and the toilets, whose role is second only to God’s in my standing before you today”—that she wasn’t just nothing but worse than nothing: a liar and a delinquent.

			But then man never knows where his true peace lies. I think of him, and I think that later, when the other trouble came, there must have been many times when he looked back at that trouble, or what he thought was trouble, and thought that he would give half his life to have just those problems again. He must have looked back to that time and thought that he was the happiest of men then. He just didn’t know it.

		

	
		
			
				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			Oh yeah, her parents freaked. But my parents would have freaked out too. I mean, forging report cards? Who does that?

			I was like, “What happened?”

			And she was just like, “Yeah, I know. I just didn’t wanna deal.”

			She was supposed to get her license that summer and then for her birthday her dad was gonna get her a BMW. She was obsessed with driving. All she talked about was how amazing it was gonna be when she got her license and car. But after that whole thing they were like yeah, that’s definitely not happening. They said she couldn’t get her license until she got her grades up.

			She wasn’t allowed to hang out on school nights anymore either. Just on Fridays and Saturdays. And she had to go to tutorials three times a week after school and meet with all her teachers every few weeks for a check-in.

			I tried to make her feel better. I was like, “Think about it this way. If you study hard enough and get your GPA up, you can apply to a bunch of places and pick somewhere thousands of miles away. We could go to California together. Then you could finally do your own thing. You just gotta get to college.”

			She said, “Are you serious? Only slutty Afghan girls move out of their parents’ house before they’re married. Good girls always live at home. They’d die before they let me go away by myself for college. My dad says I have to go to Georgetown for undergrad and then Harvard for law school, and when I go there Omer’s supposed to move with me.”

			I told her she should still work hard and maybe they’d let her go somewhere else ’cause you never knew. But she didn’t wanna talk about it. All she kept talking about was how much it sucked they wouldn’t let her get her license and how crappy it was they found out about all that stuff before her dad said yes to the French immersion trip.

			That was the ten-week Paris trip the AP French junior year kids took each summer. It was all classes during the day, but after school and on weekends you got to go off and explore the city on your own.

			Zee was obsessed with Paris. She was always saying, “People there are just naturally cool. They’re not like people in boring-ass Riverside.” Melissa and her used to get into it all the time ’cause it always pissed Melissa off when she said that stuff. Melissa would be like, “America has places just as good as Paris. Better than Paris. It’s just a stupid cliché thinking it’s better just ’cause it’s French.”

			Zee would just look at her like she was too dumb to live and be like, “You don’t even have a passport, Melissa, so how would you know?”

			She’d been buttering up her dad all year. Telling him how great it would look on her college applications and how the girls would all be in one dorm and the guys in another. She even got Ms. Adil to write a letter to her parents about what an excellent educational experience it was going to be and how she would be a great addition to the group and all that. Ms. Adil loved her. She said she was the best student she ever had and spoke French like a dream. Zee was really proud of that. Her dad hadn’t said no yet, which we thought was a good sign. Whenever she brought it up he kept saying, “We’ll see.”

			We made all these plans. Out of all our group we were the only two in French immersion. We were gonna room together and stay up late and try to sneak out after curfew. She had a whole list of places we had to visit. Not like touristy places but real places people who lived there went to. She said she was gonna buy enough clothes to last until she was thirty.

			But then all the grade stuff happened and her parents were so mad. You had to get your deposit in by the end of May, but she kept putting it off and putting it off and trying to be really good. Like going to tutorials and studying really hard to get her grades back up.

			A few days before the money was due, she just straight walked up to him and was like, “So I’ll need that deposit now.” And he was like, “You think after everything that happened you’re going to Paris? That’ll be a cold day in hell.”

			She cried and begged and all, but he was like forget it. He told her if she got her GPA up they’d go to Paris on a family trip after graduation.

			She came over to my house after and she was like, “It’s all bullshit. They’re just using the school stuff as an excuse. They never would’ve let me go anyway, even if I had straight A’s.

			“They didn’t let me go on the class trip to New York last year, they didn’t let me go on any of the college tours, and now this crap. Screw them.”

			I didn’t know what to say. She’d never said stuff like that before. Like, she’d get frustrated at them sometimes when she couldn’t do something like go to a school dance, but then she’d always be like whatever. I felt really bad for her though. Everyone we knew was going away that summer. To either Paris or Madrid or to internships all over the country. And she had to stay in Riverside and take summer classes.

			“We’ll video chat every day,” I said. “And I’ll go to all the stores you wanted to go to and take pictures of stuff and you can tell me what to get for you.”

			It sounded so dumb. We both knew it wasn’t the same.

			A couple weeks later I left for Paris with the immersion group. After I got there we messaged once or twice, but then she just completely ghosted me. I was just like, okay, she’ll reach out when she’s ready.

			But she went MIA all summer.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Once a girl’s eyes rip—larey barey—then even God Himself can’t keep her.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Good people, as soon as their daughters know right from left, teach them one thing: That a girl’s reputation is like a cloth of pure white. The tiniest fleck of dirt—the tiniest fleck anywhere—and the whole thing is ruined.

			And another thing, just as important: That a girl’s reputation is never just hers. In it, she holds the name of her whole family. It’s her father’s name. Her brothers’ name. Her mother’s and sisters’ names. The names of her grandfathers’ grandfathers.

			For good people, name is everything. The beginning and end. Once my good name is lost, it’s lost forever. As long as men live and have memory, my family’s name is stained. Then my father in his grave is shamed and my brothers are shamed and my sons are all shamed. Their eyes are lowered in front of the whole world. My other daughters, even if they’re pure themselves, are ruined all the same. Forever after, our heads will be bowed before the taunts, silent or said, of all people. The shame of it is worse than death.

			It’s why from the moment my daughters’ heads came up, I always said to them that if, God forbid, you even think of doing something like that, do us one great mercy and poison us first. Then go on your way—do what you will—that’s between you and your conscience and God. But at least grant us death before that hour should come.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It doesn’t mean the boys shouldn’t be good. Of course they should. But no one is bad-named or shamed the same way because of a son. If a boy does a bad thing people will talk a little, but in the end a man’s faults are always hidden.

			You’ll say: But how can you make such a difference? And what can I tell you? This is the world, as God made it. A man is a man and a woman a woman. They’re not the same. They’re not seen and judged the same. Even among you people that’s true. With all your talk about equality and women’s rights, in this country a man is still a man and a woman is a woman. Deny it night and day, but in your hearts you know it’s true.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The first time I heard was in June. When exactly, I can’t say—I wouldn’t close my neck before God if I’m wrong.

			I just remember I was at the big Walmart in Woodbridge one day when I saw Rahila Jan, an old friend from the community center. In talking talking she asked me if I’d heard anything about Maryam’s daughter lately and I said no, nothing. So she told me.

			I said, “What are you saying, sister? I can’t believe it. Qatan. Yes, it’s true that girl is…a little this way and that. But something like this? It’s just the devil’s gossip. You told me this thing here today, but I beg you please don’t tell anyone else. We’re both mothers of daughters, and all we should do is to pray to God to keep them and the daughters of all Muslim people everywhere in His safety.”

			She was offended I doubted her word. She swore ten qasams it was true because so-and-so all knew. But I just couldn’t believe it. I didn’t believe it at all.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			A neighbor told me. She said she’d seen her at the big park in Washington with all the cherry blossom trees, down by the water. There’s that place there where you can rent those little blue boats you cycle with your feet. Well, she was there one evening with her husband and children and saw them in a boat together, laughing and carrying on like there wasn’t a thing wrong in the whole world.

		

	
		
			
				Noorya Siddiqi

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Torpekey called me one day and said, “Don’t tell anyone, but my man saw them in a car near Market Plaza. He was next to them at a red light. She didn’t see him at first, but he saw her and when she saw him staring she put her head down to hide.”

			I said, “Sister, repent and say toba. Why bad-name someone’s daughter for nothing? Why take such sin on your head? It was probably just a cousin or some other relative. You know they have people visiting all the time.”

			She said, “But then why did she hide?”

			I said, “Only God knows that.”

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They’re saying I was spreading the word? Let me tell you one thing about these people. These fatherless dogs would slander the Holy Prophet’s own daughter if they could. Yanih, that’s the kind of people they are.

			The truth is I knew before anyone, but I kept the word to myself. I don’t get involved in such things. All I want is to live with my family in peace and quiet, eating the bread that God has apportioned to us, away from all their filthy gossip.

			But do you know where most people found out? From Zarghoona. At Farid Wardak’s daughter’s wedding she closed her eyes and opened her mouth and told everyone who had ears. She’s one of our elders and I have great respect for her, but she’s always been like that. The whole world knows it.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			People call me Bibi Hajji. Because you’re American, maybe you don’t know what a Bibi Hajji is. They call me Bibi Hajji because I’ve gone to Mecca and made the great pilgrimage. I walked around the Ka’ba seven times and raised my hands before God’s house. I renounced all my sins and asked for His mercy. I was purified and redeemed.

			I wasn’t a perfect person before I went, and I don’t say I’m a perfect person now—only God above is without flaw. But I can tell you I took my Hajj seriously, unlike so many people who only go to show off that they went. When I came back I started wearing the hijab and covering my hair. I no longer listen to music for pleasure. I get up in the middle of the night and perform Tahajjud prayers. I don’t gossip or talk bad about people. I don’t curse or wish ill on anyone, even my enemies, but instead leave them to God’s justice.

			But if I’ve renounced the sins of this world, does it mean others have too? People still talk. They tell me things. I can’t shoot them in their mouths, can I? So, in the same way, without wanting to, I heard the story from many, many people.

			And that night at the wedding, I was just telling it to someone as an example of the evil in people’s hearts, who make stories and gossip when they don’t know what’s truth and what’s lies. I was saying it was a shame on our community that we did such things. Maybe some people heard. Maybe the people I told opened their mouths to others. But that’s out of my hands. It doesn’t mean I was gossiping with evil intentions in my heart. And if there are those who say I was, who would sully my name before the world like that—me, a white-haired woman in their mother’s place—then may God strike them down with the most terrible of cancers. May those they love most and hold closest in their hearts be brought to them with their chins tied and wrapped in shrouds of white. For such people, that’s my only prayer. Bass.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			And then one weekend towards the end of July we took the children to the amusement park in Williamsburg and I saw her myself.

			We were standing in line for some ride and they were about thirty, forty people in front of us. She was all made-up, wearing a skirt as short as a street woman’s, hanging from his neck and doing things in public that I haven’t done with my own husband of twenty years in private.

			He was like a half-cooked man. Short. Dark as coal. Hair like a loafer. Kagh kagh. Looks not even worth spitting at. Not that that’s important. Beauty is for men to look for in women. What can a woman do with a man’s beauty? A mother and father, when choosing a husband for their daughter, look at a boy’s character and family name. They look for a man that can provide her bread. Not a man that looks nice in pictures.

			The only reason I mention it at all is that if he had been beautiful—a Shah Rukh Khan, for example, or an Ahmad Zahir—then at least you could have said okay, she lost her head because he looked like that. But a girl like her and someone like him? How can you explain it?

			But then they say lovers are always blind…

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It was a shame in so many ways. Yanih, what didn’t she have? Beauty, youth, wealth, a loving family, a bright future…

			But if she truly couldn’t help herself, if she was so on fire and needed to do things like that, why not at least choose one of our own boys, an Afghan, someone they wouldn’t have been ashamed to show the world?

			Of course, in God’s world there is no big or small person. I’m not saying that. But among our own people here, there were a hundred boys from good families who would have cut their own arms off for her. She could have put her finger on any one of them. Instead she went off with someone like that, some Punjabi Munjabi or Hindu Mindoo…whatever he was, only God knows.

			And then put to one side where his father was from, what his origins were. There wasn’t anything else about him you could point to and comfort your heart with either. He was just some minimum-wage worker at that big restaurant near Dulles where all the airport taxi drivers go to eat.

			Well, he must have known that his hat had fallen into oil from the second she turned her hot eyes on him. Everyone who saw them saw his brand-new clothes. The three-hundred-dollar sneakers. The big, beautiful watch on his wrist. What dishwasher have you seen walking around so smooth and slick?

			You know, one part of it was that she was doing what she was doing. The other was that she was using the money of the father whose name she was disgracing, who was off slaving on the other side of the earth, to dress and perfume her lover. Yanih, just the pure shamelessness of that girl’s eyes…

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Soon the word was being tossed up and down the house of every Afghan in the county. But I said maybe people are just talking chatee. Maybe it’s not what people think and they’re closing their necks before God for nothing. Maybe it’s all halal. She’s engaged, but they haven’t told anyone yet. For whatever reason. Like when Nadera’s daughter was engaged, and they didn’t tell people until months later because the boy’s mother died suddenly and they were waiting a respectable amount of time to announce it.

			So I called Maryam one day, acting like I was just calling to see how she was, but really to put my fingers in her mouth a little. We talked about the children and such and she told me she was so busy she didn’t have time to scratch her head because Sharaf was gone almost all the summer on business. Then I started talking about Farid Wardak’s daughter’s wedding. She asked me if it was nice, the hotel and food and everything, and I said, in a joking way, just to see what she would say, “Oh I see how it is, why you’re so interested. Don’t try to hide it. You’re taking notes for Zorah’s engagement. I know you people. Keeping everything a secret until the last minute. Any day now we’re going to get an invitation for her engagement party.”

			She laughed and said, “No, no, Asma Jan. Those things are a long time away. You know Sharaf. He wants to make a great woman out of her. He wouldn’t even think of it until she finishes all her studies.”

			When I put the phone down I said not only is she not engaged, but that poor woman has no idea. Because if she knows what the girl’s doing, she would have hit me on the ear with some hints—readied the way for the news—talked about how children in this country don’t listen to their parents and such.

			She didn’t know anything. It wasn’t an act. I’ll swear to it.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			They started calling her. Late at night, the father-cursed cowards and gossipmongers crawled out of their holes and called her. I didn’t know about any of it then. Maryam only told me much later, when the thing was past itself.

			She said, “They wouldn’t leave me alone, Sara. Eleven, twelve o’clock at night, my phone would start ringing. Unknown numbers. Sometimes men and sometimes women. I didn’t know their voices, and if I asked who they were they just laughed. Always the same word.

			“Do you know where your daughter goes?

			“Do you know what your daughter does?

			“Whose arms is your daughter lying in right now?

			“Your husband should spend less time making dollars and more time cleaning the stench that rises from his house.

			“At first I thought it was just jealous people trying to make mischief. I knew there were many who burned at what we had. But this was beyond limit. How could they say such things about Zorah? Why were they bad-naming her?

			“I didn’t know what to do. I’m just a woman. And Sharaf was on the other side of the world, in China. Even if I told him, what could he do from there? But it would have killed him to know people were saying these things.

			“Every night, he called to talk to me and the children, one by one. And every night, he said, ‘Maryam, I know it’s difficult for you with all the kids around your neck. It’s hard for me too, being away from you all, but if I do these things now, and do them right, our family’s future will be secure. My mind is at least at peace with Omer there. He’s a man of the house now too. If there’s anything, you can lean on him.’ ”

			She sat awake all night, scared of the phone. She started watching Zorah more closely too. But she didn’t know what more to do with her. Since the situation with her studies they’d been so careful. She was only allowed to go to her summer school and to study at the library. Maryam always dropped and picked her up herself. After the calls started she even went early a few times, just to make sure. But she was always there. If there was any change in her it was for the better. She was much calmer than before. She studied all the time and started helping around the house, even asking Maryam to show her how to cook. What else could Maryam do? She couldn’t keep her locked in the house on the word of some dogs.

			She became a hundred people with fear and worry. It was like someone had her by the throat with both hands. Finally it was too much for her to bear alone. She didn’t want to, but she told Omer.

			Omer, the dear heart, took the burden from her at once. He reassured her she had done right not to tell Sharaf. He said, “Baba already has a million worries on his head there with his work. And these bastards are just trying to cause trouble. You know how our people are.”

			After that he took her phone from her each night and made her go to sleep. He told her never to take any call from strange numbers.

			He said, “You don’t worry about it anymore, Mummy Jan, and just leave it to me. I know what to do.”

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			Sahil Rafique has never spoken to any media source. He has, however, spoken extensively with law enforcement during several in-depth interviews. Most of the information that we’ve been able to confirm about the events that transpired on the day in question come from statements he provided during these sessions.

			According to his account, on the afternoon of Thursday, August 27, he and Zorah Sharaf were out together on a trip to Potomac Mills mall, located in Woodbridge, a suburb of Prince William County. When asked by investigators why they had traveled to a mall almost forty-five minutes away from the area where she resided when there were more than six malls between the two points, he stated that during the course of their friendship (a word that Mr. Rafique emphatically used to characterize the relationship between himself and Zorah), they would often travel to neighboring counties at Zorah’s request, as she wanted to stay away from places where people might see them.

			He related that upon arriving, Zorah said she hadn’t had any breakfast and was hungry, so they proceeded to have a late lunch. They had been to the mall together numerous times before, and Zorah’s favorite thing to eat there was the spicy chicken panini and French fries from the Italian eatery in the food court, which they ordered this time as well.

			This was around two o’clock. He claimed he remembered the time because they had been thinking of watching a movie at the Cineplex and ultimately decided against a two-thirty showing because they wouldn’t have had time to eat. The lunch lasted approximately an hour. As they were finishing their meal, he asked her what she wanted to do, and Zorah said she wanted to go to the Sunglass Hut in the mall to get matching sunglasses for the two of them.

			Mr. Rafique left the table to return their trays and afterward stepped into the restroom. When he came back, he found a young man standing next to the table talking to Zorah. She was notably agitated, and Mr. Rafique thought it was someone trying to ask her out or get her number, which had happened before. But when the young man saw him, he stood in front of Zorah, as if blocking her from Mr. Rafique. He then held his hand out for a handshake and said, “I’m Omer. Zorah’s brother. What are you doing with my sister, man?”

			According to Mr. Rafique, at this point Zorah looked extremely frightened. He, in turn, became “really nervous” about the situation because Zorah had told him numerous times that her family was very strict, and she wasn’t allowed to associate with or have any male friends outside of her family. He also “understood how it was,” belonging to a similar culture himself. Mr. Rafique, replying to Omer Sharaf, said, “We’re just hanging out. As friends. No big deal.”

			Omer said, “My sister’s just a kid, man. She’s not like one of those girls. I’m not saying you’re a bad guy, but you know this is messed up. So just leave her alone. If you try to contact her again it won’t be good for you, man.”

			He then said something to Zorah in Dari, and Zorah, without looking at or saying anything to Mr. Rafique, gathered her things and left with her brother.

			Mr. Rafique said he realized afterward that Omer must have followed them all the way from the library in Fairfax County where Mr. Rafique had picked her up earlier that afternoon.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			When your daughters are little girls with their mother’s milk still blue on their lips they come home from school and say, “I have a boyfriend,” and you laugh and kiss them and ask them who. When they’re teenagers they bring these boyfriends home to you, and you watch your daughter take her lover by the hand and lead him to her room and close the door. After—you sit this boy at your table and feed him your bread and smile at him from ear to ear, this boy that’s lying with your daughter, and you shake his hand before he goes. When these teenage girls get pregnant, you still accept them. With no shame at all, you tell people. You know they won’t hold a finger to you because they know tomorrow it may be their own daughters. Even your good girls that don’t get pregnant when they’re fifteen and sixteen can go with ten or twenty or a hundred men before they marry—if they marry at all—and you accept it. You don’t see it as bad. Because it’s your culture. Those are your ways. And that’s why we don’t judge you for it.

			But those aren’t our ways. That isn’t our culture. We don’t accept those things. And why should we?

			But because we don’t, to you we’re barbarians. Because we teach our daughters different. Because when they start to understand these things we sit with them and say, “Listen. Right now, you’re still a child. You think you know your own good, but you don’t. Don’t think about boys now except that you think of them as your brothers. Stay innocent and free. All the love you need right now is the love your family gives you. Those other things, that other love, you have a long life for that later, when you’re older and ready to be married.”

			That’s why we’re barbarians. Because we don’t buy our daughters birth control when they’re fourteen. Because we don’t allow them to perfume and make themselves up in front of our eyes, in our homes, before we drive them like pimps to their lovers and say: “Have a good time.” Because we want them to stay children as long as they’re children. To stay pure.

			What did so many people call Sharaf and Maryam? Monsters. Just think. Monsters. They tried to make it like Zorah was chained and tortured. That’s the story they told. On the TV and in all the newspapers. That’s the story you people are still telling today.

			But let me ask you this: How many people, no matter where they come from, want to see their teenage daughter destroy her whole life over some greasy dishwasher—uneducated, not a cent in his pocket, making just enough to eat and sit on the toilet after? A loafer looking to use her and throw her away like trash.

			What did Maryam and Sharaf do that was so terrible? What does every parent do? They try to protect their child. So they tried to protect Zorah, so she wouldn’t make mistakes which would affect her whole future. Mistakes they knew she would later regret. And for that they were monsters. They were monsters because they worked like dogs so she could live in a mansion. Because they filled her wallet with credit cards. Because they gave her love and encouragement and dreamed of great things for her.

			And so tell me then—what happened? Did Zorah do good things? At seventeen, did she know what the world really is? What men are? The lies they tell innocent girls so they can pass their time with them? How they can ruin a girl before she’s even begun? Tell me. In the end were they right or were they wrong?

		

	
		
			
				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			When we got back from Paris around the middle of August I messaged her to hang out. I was really excited to see her and give her some stuff I’d gotten her. It was this purse with the Mona Lisa painted on it, a bunch of Eiffel Tower key chains, and a T-shirt that said “I Louvre You.” She really loved tacky tourist crap like that. The tackier, the better. She had a whole collection from everywhere she’d been.

			She messaged back:

			Sorry rly busy with some stuff rn. Ill let u know. I wanna hear all about Pareeeee!!!

			But she never got back to me, and a few days later we went to Hawaii for our family vacation. When we got back I texted her again.

			When you wanna get stuff for school? Senior year- o_0

			We always went shopping for school stuff together. We did a whole day with lunch and everything and we always got one thing the exact same. Like a sweatshirt or something. And if we both wore it on the same day we’d do this whole stupid bit where I’d be like, “Oh my God, I love your shirt” and she’d do this snotty old rich lady thing and be like, “No, dahhling, I love yours. Your taste is absolutely diviiine,” and everyone would give us the side-eye and be like you guys are seriously so dumb.

			But she didn’t message me back, so I messaged her a couple more times and then I called her. She didn’t pick up and she didn’t call me back either. I honestly didn’t know what was up with her. But I was like okay, whatever.

			Then, on the first day of school, right after first-period orientation, I was at my locker and she came up to me. It was so weird. I mean, she was wearing jeans and a school T-shirt and no makeup. Like not even mascara. And Zee would put mascara on just to go sit by her pool. And she always looked amazing on the first day of school. She planned her outfit for it like a month ahead of time.

			She goes, “Fee, I really need to talk to you.” No, like, hi or hey or how was your summer. But I could tell just looking at her that something was up.

			So I was like, “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

			She said, “I can’t talk about it here. When’s your free period?”

			I said fifth, right after lunch.

			She said, “Okay, can you come to the third-floor bathroom in the library then? I’ll be inside. Just knock and I’ll let you in. I really, really need to talk to you. It’s really important.”

			I was weirded out ’cause she sounded so serious and I was like, “What is it? Just tell me,” but she just kept saying she’d tell me at fifth period.

			The third floor of the library at TRH has a handicap bathroom where you can go in and lock the door. Kids go there to fool around or sell stuff ’cause the third floor is just the rare books collection. It’s always freezing cold because of the temperature control to preserve the books, and there’s only a few study carrels anyway, so it’s usually pretty empty. I remember it was a total ghost town that day ’cause it was the first day of school and even the super nerds weren’t around yet.

			When I knocked on the door and she let me in I was like, “What’s up? Are you dealing now?”

			But she just said, “Fee, I need you to buy me a phone. Like ASAP. It’s an emergency.”

			I just looked at her and was like, “Ummm, what?”

			She said, “I need you to buy me a phone. My mom and dad took mine.”

			I said, “Okay, you need to back up. Like seriously. What happened? Why’d your parents take your phone?”

			She got super impatient and rolled her eyes like I just wasn’t getting it. Even when she told me, the story was all over the place.

			She said she’d been hanging out with this guy and her mom and dad found out and they were so pissed they took her phone and made her tell them the passcode. And when they got into the phone, they found all the messages between her and the guy and got even more pissed.

			She was like, “They took my phone, Fee. Just like totally took it. And my laptop. And now I can’t leave the house unless it’s with my mom or dad or Omer. And they won’t talk to me. My dad told them not to talk to me ’cause I’m a whore. Even Laylee and Hamza. He told them if they talked to me they’d get in trouble. Like I care. But now I don’t have any way to talk to him or let him know I’m okay. I need you to get me one. Like any phone. I don’t care. You can get one at the mall. I’d ditch classes and do it, but they took all my cards too. I have like twenty bucks my mom gave me for lunch today, but that’s it.”

			Then she goes into her tote and pulls out this bag—like one of those big ziplock freezer bags my mom puts extra spaghetti sauce in when she makes too much—and it’s full of jewelry. Like some serious bling.

			She goes, “I can’t give you money for it, but you can sell some of this at a pawn shop. It’s all real. I looked some places up in the computer lab. There’s a couple near Tysons Corner. You have your car, right? If you go today after final period you could get the phone tonight and give it to me tomorrow.”

			Honestly, I thought it was one of her pranks. Like my brain couldn’t process what she was saying. It was the first day of senior year and we were standing in this funky bathroom and she was trying to give me this huge ziplock bag filled with a whole, like, treasure chest of jewelry, and she wanted me to sell it and get her a secret phone so she could talk to some dude?

			I was like, “No. This isn’t serious. Like, you’re recording this, right?”

			She was like, “I’m not joking, Fee. I swear to God. I really need you to get me a phone.”

			I started to seriously freak out. I was like, “What are you even talking about? What are you even doing? Who are you? Like, how are you hanging out with a guy? You’re not even allowed to partner up with a guy for a school project, and now you’re fooling around with some random dude? How is that even possible? Who even is this guy?”

			She said, “I can’t do a whole story thing right now. Stuff just happened. Like it happened, and it is what it is, and now I need your help. You’re my best friend. I can’t ask anyone else.”

			I was like, “Zee, can you honestly just stop for a minute? Just stop for one minute and think about it. You want me to go and sell stolen jewelry and use the cash to go buy you a phone you’re not even supposed to have? That’s so sketchy. What if your parents find out? What if they catch you with it? You’d be in even more trouble. And I’d be in deep shit too. I’m pretty sure I’m not even old enough to sell stuff at a pawn shop. Don’t you have to be like twenty-one or something? I wouldn’t even know how to do it. Like what to even say.”

			She was like, “It’s not stolen. It’s my stuff. They bought it for me.”

			I was like, “Yeah. They bought it for you to keep. Not pawn like some crackhead.”

			She just started stuffing it back into her bag.

			I said, “Look. Just use my phone. Seriously. Call him right now. I don’t care.”

			She said, “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” And she walked out.

			I followed her to the elevators and was like, “Zee, come on. This is crazy. Let’s go get coffee and talk. We’ll figure something out. Promise.” But she just walked off.

			After that there were a few times I saw Omer or her mom or dad dropping her off or picking her up. At school she was always in the computer lab. The lab was this glass room in the middle of the school, so you could see who was in it when you walked by. Everyone called it the fishbowl. I figured she was probably video chatting and messaging him that way. And then a couple weeks after the whole bathroom thing, I saw her with a phone. It wasn’t her old phone. It was some crappy-looking one. She was sitting out on the bleachers talking on it at lunch.

			I tried to say hi to her in the halls, but she just acted like she couldn’t see me. One time I went up to her at her locker and asked if we could talk and she said, “Sorry, I don’t have time for fake friends.”

			That really hurt. I was like, I should be the one that’s pissed. Like, you were trying to get me to do stuff that would’ve gotten me in trouble. What kind of best friend does that? So I was like, be mad. It’s senior year, I have a ton going on and I’m super stressed anyway and I’m sick of all your drama. I don’t even care anymore.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			She was like a caged animal. She would close her eyes and open her mouth and scream at Maryam until her face was pure blue. I heard it myself when I called. “I hate you! I wish you were dead! I wish I was an orphan! I’m going to marry him or I’m going to kill myself, and I’m going to leave a note telling everyone you made me do it!” That sweet Zorah, the joy of their lives, turned into that…thing.

			Maryam didn’t know her own daughter. She feared her own child. That she might hurt herself. Or that she might hurt them. She hid the knives from the kitchen. She made Laylee and Hamza sleep in her bed and locked her bedroom door every night and made Omer lock his. She said, “Sara, I know we’re educated people and don’t believe in these things, but I swear it’s like someone’s done jadoo on her. Like she’s been possessed by evil spirits.”

			Maryam knew the thing was out of her hands now. Sharaf was supposed to be in Dubai for two weeks before he came home, but she couldn’t wait. She was worried that if Zorah did something, if something happened and he wasn’t there, tomorrow he’d blame her for not telling him. After a few days like that she called him and told him the whole story. He took a flight that day and was back home the next morning.

			Sharaf sat with Zorah. Maryam said he cried for the first time since his mother’s death. He said, “What terrible things have we done to you, Zaree, for you to do something like this to us?” Zaree was her nickname at home. Zorah cried too. She said she was scared to tell them because she knew they wouldn’t say yes. That she and this boy wanted to be married.

			He tried to make her understand. To talk to her like an adult. He said, “Use your mind. How can you throw your life away like that? How can you be married at seventeen to some dishwasher? Not even an Afghan, but some stranger from God knows where. A kooney. Without character. Because if he’s a right man who wanted to marry you, why didn’t he send his family to us instead of going with you secretly, in shame?”

			He said he was more disappointed in her than he had ever been in anyone in his life. He never imagined that she, of all the people in the world, would hurt him like that. He thought she was smart. He asked her how they could have such dreams for her, dreams where she reached the sky, when her dreams for herself were nothing.

			It didn’t make any difference. She put both her feet in one boot and said it would be him or it would be no one and nothing. Even if the world was going to end tomorrow, she was going to marry him.

			So what could they do? What choice did they have? She had betrayed their trust. She had lied to them every day for months, going with him when they thought she was in classes or studying at the library. There had to be consequences. They did what millions of American parents would have done and have done in the same situation. They took her phone away. They took her computer. They took her credit cards. They didn’t allow her outside with her friends. All of it only to stop her from ruining her life. This horrible thing they did to save their own child was they grounded her.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Even then they might have had a chance to save their name.

			There was still time to throw dirt in people’s eyes and swear it was all just the vile rumors of Sharaf’s enemies. People jealous of his success who were trying to ruin his name through his daughter. If they kept her clean from then on, made her put every step right and kept her eyes down…well, with time people might have forgotten some things. He was rich enough to buy himself that chance.

		

	
		
			
				Kathleen Graham

				Principal, Theodore Roosevelt High School

			
			I’m not going to go into the details of the incident that occurred in October.

			We believe it’s counterproductive to respond to baseless accusations made against our administration out of misplaced frustration. At the end of the day, we aren’t adversaries but partners with parents in achieving safety and security for all our students. That has always been our number one priority here at Theodore Roosevelt High.

		

	
		
			
				Patrick Delaney

				Security director, Theodore Roosevelt High School

			
			That guy had a lot of brass coming here blaming us.

			The thing is, people don’t get the actual problems we have to deal with. I mean, thirty, forty years ago it was unheard-of for there to be a head of security at a high school. But here I am, trying my best to protect these kids. And who am I protecting them from? Themselves. People don’t like to admit it, but it’s true.

			I know it makes me sound like an old geezer, but these kids today are different. I don’t know what it is. I have one of my own, and I work around two thousand of them all day, trying to think like them and keep a few steps ahead of what they might do, so you’d think if anyone would’ve figured them out even a little, it’d be me. But I don’t know what to tell you. Maybe it’s all these new drugs they do. Or the screens they park their faces in front of twenty hours a day. Maybe the tree huggers are right and it’s the chemicals the corporations put in the food. But whatever it is, they’re off. It’s why people like me get called in.

			Before, a kid’d have some grudge against another kid and they’d throw a few punches and cuss each other out and call it a day. Now? They get turned down by a pretty girl or teased a little and they come in with an AR-15 looking to get even. Some of them don’t even need an excuse. They just wanna be in the news. They all wanna be famous. Martyrs for their own cause. They want the world to know their names and what they stand for, and the kicker is they actually think they stand for something.

			The egos on these kids. The sense of self-importance. The entitlement. Like they’ve discovered the world all over, how it really is, and we’re just the poor, dumb suckers they’ve gotta school. They love to yap about how wrong things are. And they think by yapping they’re actually doing something. They think by whining and putting pictures of their mugs on the internet they’re actually doing something. Changing the world. All this talk. All this stuff. All these reasons. These are special kids. No one’s ever had problems before them. They all have disorders to prove it. ADHD. Anxiety attacks. Panic attacks. Triggers. And they’re proud of them. Wear ’em like badges of honor. A whole generation, I tell you, a whole generation that’s out to lunch. I’m not sorry I won’t be around to see what it’s gonna look like in fifty more years. It’s crazy. Director of security at a high school. Like it’s Fort Knox. Or the Pentagon.

			But what I’m trying to get at is that because of all that, this is three hundred thousand square feet of very well-protected buildings and grounds. We have cameras monitoring almost every square inch. We have two armed officers on-site during school hours and an emergency system that can lock every single door at the press of a button. All staff wear photo IDs. We do random sweeps of lockers. Any visitors or strangers enter through the front vestibule, where there’s a metal detector, and they get access to the main building only after confirmation of identity and business. If students need to leave early the parents have to call, and the students need a pass from the main office before they can leave campus. Any kind of threat or rumor of a threat is investigated with one hundred percent seriousness. We try to stay ahead of the curve. To anticipate even the shadow of a shadow.

			But at the end of the day, this is a high school—not a prison. These are young adults with their own minds. They come and go in their own cars. We can’t microchip them. We can’t have guards walking up and down the halls twenty-four seven.

			And then he had the nerve to come up here pointing his finger in our faces, yelling, “You didn’t do your jobs! You didn’t protect my daughter! I’m going to sue you all into the ground!”

			We carried out an internal investigation. You don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to figure it out. October 25 was a Friday. Sixth period rolls around. Now, I don’t know if it was random or planned, but if she did plan it she couldn’t have chosen a better time. We had a hell of a time picking her up on camera. It was free period for a lot of kids, and it was an unseasonably warm day. The sun was out, the kids were all hopped up for the weekend, and tons of them were out on the grounds.

			She came out of her fifth-period class and made a beeline for her locker. She stuffed her books in and took out a few bags. Nothing suspicious there. She didn’t look like she was under any kind of stress or strain. After retrieving the bags, she walked quickly to the other side of the school, to the south exit, which was, like I said, unusually busy that day. She stood on the steps and took a phone call for less than a minute and then walked down the path to the main gate and out. Easy as pie. We didn’t know she’d left the grounds before school let out because she didn’t go through the front office for a pass, like the kids are supposed to. She didn’t look right or left. Kept her head down and walked right out, and you can see, just a little way down the street, a black or dark blue Camry parked just behind the bus stop. She doesn’t hesitate for a second. Just opens the passenger-side door and jumps in, and they drive off.

			So, looking at that footage objectively, and knowing what we now know about the situation, how could we have done anything about it? But that’s the problem with most parents these days. They drop their kids off at school and expect us to do the parenting for them. They’ll put the responsibility on anyone and everyone except themselves when things go wrong. Just like him.

			Ms. Graham was real professional, trying to calm him down, until finally I got right back up in his face. I said, “Hey, buddy, hey. How about you have a seat? We didn’t let someone just waltz into the school and take her. No one held a gun to her head. She walked out on her own two feet. If your daughter was gonna do what she did, that’s on her and you and your wife. Not on us.”

			Later, Ms. Graham said she appreciated what I was trying to do, but I shouldn’t have said anything. But I’m glad I did. You need to look these parents in the eye and tell them the hard truth. ’Cause they’ll do everything not to see it. At the end of the day, people need to take care of their own business and put their own houses in order before they come looking to blame us.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			With her cunning that girl could have led us all thirsty to the ocean and brought us thirsty back.

			She knew what the situation is for our people here. How they see us. She knew they would believe anything she said. If she told them we kebab little children and eat them whole, they would say they knew it all along.

			She gave her own mother and father into the hands of the police because she knew if she just ran off with her lunda they might find some way to force her back home. Everything she did, everything she said…she knew exactly what she was doing. How to free herself of her family once and for all.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			At approximately 3:00 on the afternoon of October 25, Zorah Sharaf walked into the emergency room of Spring Valley Hospital in Fairfax County. She was alone. After being registered, she was assessed by a triage nurse. When asked why she’d come in, she answered that she’d tried to kill herself because her parents were keeping her prisoner and abusing her as punishment for being friends with a young man.

			She stated further, “Just because they found out I was talking with a guy, they won’t let me leave the house except for school. They won’t let my brothers or sister talk to me. I’m not even allowed to eat with them. My mom and dad keep calling me a whore and saying I’ve shamed them and they wish I was never born. Last night me and my mom got into a huge fight and I told her I was gonna kill myself and she said good. So I went to my room and ate some poison.”

			When the nurse asked what she’d taken, she said, “I cut up a packet thing from a purse and swallowed all the stuff inside. Like, those bean-bag-looking things in purses with the little rocks in them? I went to sleep and when I woke up this morning I didn’t feel good. I had a migraine and my stomach hurt. I told my parents I ate poison, but they didn’t believe me. They made me go to school anyway. So I called my friend to bring me here.”

			Several tests related to the ingestion of toxic substances were subsequently conducted. The results of these tests, and whether she was treated with any kind of medication or procedure, have not been made public. Later that evening, Zorah was assessed by the pediatric social worker at the hospital.

			During this assessment, she stated she was scared to return home because lately her father kept saying that since she wanted to be married so badly, he was going to take her to Afghanistan and have her married there by force to the son of one of his friends. He said she would never see America again as long as she lived. When she told him she would never go, he told her he would drug her to get her out of the country and once overseas he would destroy her passport. He taunted her every night, saying she would go to sleep in America and wake up in Afghanistan. At first she thought he was only “trying to be mean,” but then she overheard him on the phone one night talking to her aunt’s husband in Afghanistan about such a plan, and she realized he was serious. At the end of the assessment the social worker promptly contacted Child Protective Services.

			Zorah was just weeks away from turning eighteen and having complete independence from both her parents and the state. At that point, however, she was still a minor, and according to Virginia state law, minors may be removed from their home by authorities if they believe harm to the child may occur before an investigation into allegations of abuse is completed or a court order for removal is obtained.

			During the course of the evening, law enforcement also became involved in the situation after she was reported missing by her family. When her father went to pick her up after school and couldn’t find her, he immediately called the police.

			In the meantime, Zorah swore she would never return home. She said she was leaving with her friend. However, given her status as a minor, authorities refused to release her into his custody.

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			It was just after supper, and I was at the front window in the living room—that big bay window there. I was looking out because the wind had come up like crazy, and I was worried our scarecrows and goblins were going to blow off the front lawn. We always go all out decorating for Halloween—the kids in the neighborhood just love it.

			While I’m standing there, this police car drives up the street real slow and stops at the curb in front of their house. A couple of officers get out and go up and knock on the door and someone opens it and they go in.

			Well, you know, you see something like that, and you wonder. You don’t see police cars parked out in front of people’s houses around here every day. It’s just not that kind of place. James was sitting there watching TV and I said, “What do you think it is?” and he said, “Whatever it is, it doesn’t matter because it’s none of our business.” But he’s always like that. Not that I’m saying he’s wrong, but still, being neighbors and all, you start worrying about if there’s been a break-in or something. If some depraved criminal is prowling around your neighborhood, wouldn’t you want to know?

			They stayed for a while. I remember checking a bunch of times after and the police car was still parked out there. And then it wasn’t. The lights in their living room stayed on though. I remember they were still on after midnight when we turned the TV off and went up to bed.

		

	
		
			
				Noreen Stewart

				Former casework assistant, Hope House

			
			I was doing night shifts at the shelter to help pay for grad school. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, 9:00 p.m. to 9:00 a.m.

			It was a women’s shelter—mostly refugee women who’d made asylum claims and didn’t have a place to go. They usually stayed for a few months. Just until they could find more permanent housing. Occasionally, though, if we had free beds and the other shelters were full, we’d get a domestic violence survivor or some older minor they were having trouble placing.

			That’s how she came to us. On one of my shifts. Usually the new referrals arrived before nine because one of the actual social workers on staff had to do the formal intake, but when I got there that night they still hadn’t brought her by, so the evening shift social worker asked me to get her settled and said they’d do her paperwork in the morning.

			One of the county CPS officers dropped her off later that night. When I took her up to her room she freaked out. She wouldn’t even go in. She just stood in the hall and said, “I’m not staying here. Seriously, I’m not. I’m calling my boyfriend to pick me up. I don’t know why they brought me here. I already told them I’m staying with him.”

			I mean, I get that people are used to different things. Our rooms and the bedding and everything were clean, but it wasn’t the Ritz or anything. Most of the women who came to us were happy just to have a place to stay. But sometimes they acted…like that. I can’t say I was surprised. I mean, you just had to look at her. The designer jeans and cashmere coat. The Chanel bag. The rich girl skin and hair.

			I said, “Well, you can talk to your caseworker about that tomorrow, but you can’t leave tonight. I can’t physically stop you from leaving, but if you’re going I’ll have to call the police, and they’ll just get you from wherever you are and it’ll be this whole thing all over again.”

			It was like she didn’t even hear what I was saying. She just kept staring at the room. Completely frozen.

			I said, “You’re actually pretty lucky. We don’t have a lot of residents right now, so you get your own room. That almost never happens.”

			I left her there so she could figure it out and went down to the office. She came down a couple minutes after and asked to use the phone. She said hers had a low battery and she’d forgotten her charger in her boyfriend’s car.

			We didn’t let residents use the office phone unless it was an emergency, but I could see she was having a hard time so I said she could use it for five minutes.

			I left her alone and went into the kitchen. I could hear her crying to whoever she was talking to and it was more like twenty minutes before I went back. But she seemed calmer after that and didn’t say anything else about leaving and just went back upstairs.

			I didn’t know her story then. I didn’t know until way after, when it was in the news and all that. We had a strict policy at the shelter where only the caseworkers had access to the files. The rest of us were never supposed to ask residents anything personal, although we listened if they wanted to share. It was supposed to be a safe space.

			She was with us for around a month. The whole time she was what we called a “problem resident.” Basically, she was a brat. She never cleaned up after herself. Like she’d leave the bathroom a mess after she showered. Or she’d fix a snack and leave all her dirty dishes in the sink. And when you asked her to clean up she gave you attitude. She had curfew problems too. She was still a minor, so she wasn’t allowed to spend the night outside the shelter without her caseworker’s permission. After the first couple nights when she went off anyway, our director, Maria, sat down with her and explained that if she did it again she’d have to leave, and they’d place her in some foster home that would make the shelter look like Disney World. She stopped sleeping out after that, but she still never made curfew, walking in at midnight and having all these crazy stories about why she’d missed the bus. We all just kind of rolled our eyes and looked the other way. I mean, she was a teenager.

			She was usually out all day, and when she was in she was in her room on her phone. But she came down to the office a few nights when I was on shift and we talked some. She was pretty bright and funny, and once you got past the bratty stuff you could see she wasn’t a bad kid.

			She wanted to know what I was always typing on my laptop, and I told her about my thesis. She noticed my engagement ring and asked to see a picture of my fiancé, Matt. She said she hoped her boyfriend would propose on her birthday and had this whole elaborate idea of how she wanted him to do it in a garden at the arboretum in D.C. with an antique diamond and emerald ring. I kept thinking about how bad I wanted to show her the statistics on teen marriage. I said, “It’s not all rainbows and hearts. Sometimes we wanna kill each other. And I’m really glad I took time when I was younger to just be alone and do my own thing.” But she just kept talking about how cool it’d be to get married and have your own place and do whatever you wanted. Total la la land.

			Usually before a resident left we’d know ahead of time and bake a cake and have a little going-away party. But she left really suddenly. She was there on my Monday shift and didn’t say anything to me about leaving, and then I came in on Wednesday and she was gone. Her room was all cleaned out and they’d erased her name off the whiteboard.

		

	
		
			
				John Masterman

				Attorney, Buchanan, Rooney & Masterman, LLP

			
			Mr. Sharaf came to my office for a consultation just before Thanksgiving.

			I’d describe his demeanor during our meeting as…highly anxious and agitated. He made it clear from the very beginning that he was seeking immediate action. Before we even began discussing the situation, he stated, several times, that money was no object. He said, “I don’t care about the cost. I only want my daughter back.”

			As he related the story to me, his daughter had been kidnapped, and the authorities were refusing to do anything to help bring her home. She was being held against her will at a certain young man’s residence, and not only were the police refusing to act, they also wouldn’t give Mr. Sharaf information about her whereabouts so he could help her himself. He wanted, by any legal recourse available, to get the police to either do something or give him the information he needed. He also wanted to initiate criminal and civil cases against the young man responsible for taking his daughter. To sue him. To ruin his life as he had ruined his daughter’s. He wanted to act that very day, that very hour if possible, and he’d heard that our firm was one of the best in the area, so he was turning to us for help. He reiterated, “Do whatever you can. Don’t worry about the money.”

			While we have a great deal of compassion when it comes to the plight of our clients, we also know that a situation might be…a little distorted by their point of view and personal feelings. These feelings might be perfectly valid, but feelings don’t hold up in court. It’s our job to be able to discern the facts, to separate these objective facts from emotions, and so arm ourselves with the knowledge we’ll need in moving forward as efficiently as we can through the legal system.

			In this case, after he told me his story, I asked Mr. Sharaf some questions and reviewed the multiple police reports he had filed, as well as the information he had received from the police. It quickly became apparent to me that this was a case of an adolescent who had acted in a way that was contrary to her parents’ wishes and that the word kidnapping was a gross mischaracterization of the situation.

			The fact was, the police had investigated the accusations. They had conducted multiple welfare checks on the young lady and ascertained that she had left the family home and was with this young man of her own volition. She had stated this repeatedly. She had also painted a picture of her life at home that was at odds with the way Mr. Sharaf described it. And, above all, the crux of the matter was that she was eighteen and legally an adult.

			I explained it to him as gently as I could. I said, “According to the laws of the United States, eighteen is the age of majority. At eighteen, the law says, you have complete legal authority over your life, and you don’t need a mother’s or father’s permission for anything. Your daughter has just turned eighteen. And she has, according to these reports, stated repeatedly that she wants nothing to do with you or the rest of her family and wishes to live with this young man. I’m sorry. Legally, your hands are tied. Unless you can prove that she has, by the legal definition, taken leave of her senses and is a threat to herself and others, which is a very high bar, and something I would strongly discourage you from attempting, there’s nothing you can do.”

			He said he didn’t care about the chances, that he wanted to try anyway. I told him we weren’t that kind of firm. That if we didn’t see that there was any merit in a case, it wasn’t something we would take on, and that if I were him I would be wary of any attorney who told him differently. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. To tell you the truth, I rather admired his tenacity. I like to believe I have the same quality myself. It makes me a formidable advocate for my clients. But I held firm. I advised him to sit tight and hope she would come back of her own accord.

			It wasn’t that I was unsympathetic to his situation. As a parent myself, I understood the primal instinct that had brought him to my office. The need to keep your children safe by any means necessary. But there was nothing I could do for him. There was nothing anyone could do. It was a very difficult case. A very difficult case.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Of course they tried to hide it. What bigger calamity can there be than your virgin daughter running away from home with a man? May the merciful God above keep all Muslims from such a sorrow.

			But nothing stays hidden. In one way or another, today or tomorrow, the truth always comes to light. And then how could they hide it? There was a whole girl lost from the house. People went to visit and Zorah was never there. Day or night. How long could they say she was sick or sleeping or at the library?

			And after some time that boy opened his mouth and told everyone what we suspected anyway. Not that anyone could blame him. Why would he hide it? It wasn’t his honor. It wasn’t his father’s name turned to dirt.

			But what happened was one of Zarghoona’s sons, Hasib, went to the restaurant one day with some of his friends. And when they saw the boy…man…whatever balah he was, Hasib called him over to the table and said, “So I hear you’re coming for our Afghan girls, eh?” You know, making mischief, putting fingers in the boy’s mouth to see what he would say.

			He said, “You heard wrong. I’m not coming for them. They’re coming for me. They won’t even leave me alone in my own house.” He told them the whole story like some hero in a Hindi film. From aleph to yah.

		

	
		
			
				Zaman Mukul

				Owner, Khantap Mediterranean Grill

			
			They came here. The father and brother. They were waiting for him in the parking lot.

			I thought he was again late for work, but when I looked outside I saw he was standing next to his car, talking to these two guys. I thought maybe they’re his friends. I opened the door and shouted to him that I’m not paying you to talk. But when he tried to walk away, I saw the older man took his arm, like this, to stop him. He tried to make himself free, but still the man wouldn’t let him go. Then I could see it’s trouble here, you know, so I shouted to Qais—he’s one of my workers—to call the police, and I went outside to them.

			I said, “Hello, hi—excuse me. This is my property. I’m the owner here. What’s the problem?”

			The older man he said, “Brother, this boy, he works for you, but you don’t know about him. He kidnapped my daughter.”

			I just looked at him like this, my eyes big. I’m shocked, you know. I didn’t expect something like that. I didn’t understand. I said this man, maybe he’s crazy.

			The boy shouted to me, “He’s lying, Zaman! He’s lying!”

			Then the brother, he said, “He took my sister. He won’t let her to come home. We don’t want any trouble with anyone. We just want him to let my sister to come home.”

			I looked at the boy. Let me tell you one thing honestly. I never liked this boy. Just for nothing I never liked him. He wasn’t a bad boy. I can’t say that. I don’t think he was a bad boy in his heart, like some boys they’re bad, you know? But always he wanted to just pass the time. I told him one thousand times, this place is for working, not for passing the time. He moved like his legs are broken. The others would do ten things and he would do one. He would be twenty minutes in the bathroom, sitting on the toilet, playing games on his phone. And his hair, I hated it. Like those punky people. Shaved on this side and that side and then standing up like a chicken’s head on the top.

			I said, “Okay. Okay. First calm down. Everyone first calm down. Just tell me what’s the problem.”

			Again, the boy said, “They’re lying, Zaman. They just want me to be in trouble.”

			The man said, “Brother, I know you’re Muslim too. Look at my white head. Did I come here to lie? To make trouble for nothing? This boy is a very bad boy. His character is bad. He tricked my daughter. He took her from our house. You understand my words.”

			Then I knew the situation. I knew very well. I said toba astaghfirullah toba astaghfirullah. I am a Muslim, alhamdo lillah. And every day I thank God I don’t have any daughters. I don’t say that because daughters are bad. I wanted a daughter. My wife wanted a daughter. The Prophet, peace be upon Him, said that when a son is born he brings one light into the home, but when a daughter is born she brings two lights. Daughters are a blessing. But then I saw that in this country having daughters is a very difficult thing. Even to have sons is difficult. I have four, alhamdo lillah. I know they have their own problems. But at least I would never have problems like this.

			The man again said to me, “Brother, look at my white head. If it was your daughter, your child, what would you do?”

			I feel sorry, but what could I do? This boy, he didn’t care about the man’s white head. Even his own daughter didn’t care.

			The police came. They talk to everyone and they write it all down. Then they tell the man, “You don’t come here anymore, and you don’t come near this boy anymore. If you bother this boy again we put you and your son in jail.”

			The man, he says, “Please, officer. I just want to see my daughter. Just to see her and make sure she’s okay. That’s all.” This man is crying.

			But the police didn’t care. They made them go and they stayed for some time talking to the boy and then they went too.

			After we closed the restaurant that night I told the boy to come into my office. I said, “Look here. Whatever you did you’re a man for yourself and that’s your business, I know. But I don’t need these problems. I don’t need the police in my parking lot for three hours. I don’t need my customers to see these kinds of things. And I’ll tell you one other thing too. If you’re my son and you did like what that man said, I would choke you until you’re dead and then I would throw your body to the dogs.”

			All the time he was saying, “No, no, Zaman. It’s not like that. I didn’t do that. I didn’t do nothing.”

			I said, “Shut up your face. You think I don’t see you? Your father sold all his land to send you to this country. Then your uncle brought you here and begged me to give you a job. And because he helped me one time when I’m in a very difficult situation, and because he’s a good man, I did it. Your mother and father send you here for what? So you can help them. And what do you do? You cut shapes into your head and put chains on your neck like a woman. And you have fun with people’s daughters.

			“I was in your place one time too. I came here with nothing. And what did I do? I killed myself with work. For ten years I didn’t know night from day. Just work, work, work. Four jobs at the same time. And look now. I have a business. I have two houses. I give jobs to donkeys like you. Fifteen years I have this restaurant and the police never came here once, and today they came because of you. You can work until the end of this week and then finished.”

			The next day he didn’t come. He didn’t even call me to tell me. That’s the kind of boy he is. He asked one of the other boys to get his last check. I don’t care. I was happy I don’t see his face anymore.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			In the Country, a thousand men would have stood with him. They would have dragged that bastard through the streets by his greasy head and buried him alive and then buried his father and brothers on top of him as a lesson to his whole tribe. They would have had that girl back under her father’s roof before the sun went down on the day she ran away. God, custom, the law—everything would have been on his side. But here? Here he was the guilty one.

			He should have known they would hold a finger to him. Blame him for her running away. Because he wasn’t like them. They let their daughters go free with any boy they wanted, so they had no need to run away. But because he wouldn’t let her, his daughter had. It was his own fault. That’s what he found, wasn’t it? When he went to the school and the police and the social workers?

			That ignorant, father-cursed bastard thought they would help him. Then he learned how it really was.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			So many things were happening that winter. Such a josh ow frosh you couldn’t believe. Weddings and Eid celebrations and birthdays and New Year’s parties and so many other badhs ow balahs.

			But they didn’t come to anything. When we called, they never picked up the phone. People went to the house to check on them, but no one would open the door. It was like they had disappeared into the ground.

			We said maybe they moved away. In the Country, some people in such situations did that from the shame—going to live in far provinces where people didn’t know them. But then some of the airport taxi drivers saw Sharaf at Dulles, coming and going on his trips, so we knew they were still here. Of course that man would keep trying to make a dollar until death itself came for him. But aside from that, they were like ghosts.

			Then in February I went to visit my daughter Karimah and her family in Dale City for a few weeks. One night my two granddaughters made up their minds to make cookies, but they were missing some things. It was late, eight or nine o’clock, and they begged me to go with them to the Giant because their mother wouldn’t let them go alone, even though it’s just a few minutes from their house and the oldest girl has her license.

			So we went there and I told the girls to go get their things while I went to get some fruit. I was gathering apples when I looked up and saw Maryam putting bananas in her cart. You won’t believe it, but I almost didn’t know her. Her hair was all in a tangle, jarh marh, like she had just gotten up from sleep, and she was wearing a big, baggy black coat that looked like it was her grandfather’s. When she saw me, her color ran pure yellow. I dropped my eyes in pity and turned my back like I hadn’t seen her. I said if she wants, she’ll say salam herself. But when I looked up again she was in a straight run. The poor woman had left her cart, half full, just standing there.

			I can’t even tell you how it hurt my heart. You won’t believe it, but I cried for her when I was praying that night. I said, “God, keep everyone but my enemies from the curse of bad children.” Because of that girl, she was driving to a whole other county late on a cold winter night just to do her shopping where people wouldn’t see her.

			I didn’t sleep until morning. All night long, her thin, yellow face, her stricken eyes were in front of me.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			What was left of him after that? She cut his nose off in front of the world. She bowed his head in shame—that Sharaf, who wouldn’t bow his head before God. Sharaf had started with dirt and made himself a king, but now any beggar in the street could taunt him with his dishonor.

			What was going to help him? Those millions? That mansion eight miles from the White House? I’ll tell you just one thing. After what she did, it wouldn’t matter if they sat him in that big chair in the Oval Office itself. Sharaf’s good name was finished. Khatam. Khlas.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			There’s a lack of detailed information about the period during which Zorah Sharaf, upon turning eighteen and therefore legally becoming an adult, left the shelter where she’d been temporarily placed to live with Sahil Rafique of Reston, Virginia.

			It has been widely speculated that the primary reason for Mr. Rafique’s reticence about the events of this period and his relationship with Zorah in general is because he was undocumented. By the time of his relationship with Zorah, he had overstayed an F-1 student visa by seven years after dropping out of a computer science program at Union College in Norfolk and losing his status as an international student.

			Through his attorney, Mr. Rafique continues to refuse to publicly comment on any aspect of the case or his alleged involvement in it. The authorities have, however, repeatedly stated that he has never been a person of interest in this case and that he has always fully cooperated with them in their investigation.

		

	
		
			
				Fiona Dressler

				Friend of Zorah Sharaf’s

			
			I tried a couple times. I sent her a message on her birthday and I think one for New Year’s. But it was kinda like what’s the point? I was like even if she does respond, what do I even say to her?

			I mean, what she did…that’s not the kind of stuff you do. I mean, there were a lot of kids we knew that did drugs and drank and slept around and all that. But at least that’s normal bad stuff. You don’t run away with the shawarma guy. Like, how?

			After it all went down, I got called into Principal Graham’s office. There was a cop there and a couple of other people too. I didn’t know what had happened yet or anything. That she’d run off with him and all that. They wanted to know if she’d told me anything about him or about what was going with her family. I got really scared. I thought maybe he’d done something to her or something. So I told them everything. I blabbed like a moron. About the phone and the jewelry and even about how pissed she was about being grounded and not getting her license or going to Paris.

			I was so freaked out I even told my mom when I got home. She came down to school the next day and yelled at Principal Graham about how dare they interrogate me and not even call her. Then she came back and her and my stepdad gave me a seven-hour lecture about how people are defined by the company they keep and how you need to distance yourself from bad influences and all that. They said they didn’t want me to have anything to do with Zorah anymore and I was like yeah, okay, thanks.

			For a while I thought about her a lot. Like where she was and what she was doing. I wondered if she’d gone off with him to New York. It was her dream to live there. She wanted to get a job doing makeup for magazine shoots and fashion shows. She said she knew it was a stupid cliché, but she wanted to rent some weird little attic apartment in Brooklyn and take the subway to work and hang out in cafés all night talking to crazy artists. I kept thinking she was going to text or call me. Or at least send me a mysterious postcard written in code. That would be exactly like her. She loved that dramatic crap. I mean, Zee and I had been best friends since freshman year. I missed her. I was so sad we weren’t doing senior year together. But I had a ton going on with studying and college applications and all that. After a while I just made myself stop thinking about it so much.

			And then one night a couple weeks before Christmas break, me and my brother were home alone. My mom and stepdad were running errands. My mom called and said to order pizza for dinner because they were going to be late. So when the doorbell rang, I thought it was the delivery guy. But it was Zee’s dad. I was so surprised I didn’t even say hi or anything. I just stood there staring at him like a moron. It felt like I hadn’t seen him in a million years.

			He was like, “Hi, Feenah.” He always said my name like that. Ever since the first time I came home with Zee. He said, “I’m sorry to bother you. I know it must be your eating time.” I said it was all good. He got kind of awkward, like he didn’t know what to say. Then he said, “Zorah…you know…she’s done a very foolish thing. She ran away from home. But we just want to talk to her. I thought maybe she calls you. Because you’re her good friend. If you have her new number or know where she is…”

			I said, “I’m really sorry, but I haven’t heard from her at all.” I don’t know if he believed me. He just said, “If she does call you, please tell her that we all miss her. Her mother and me and Omer and Laylee and Hamza. We miss her very much.” I said I would, and he gave me his card with all his numbers on it and said if I heard anything I could call him anytime.

			I don’t know. After that day in the bathroom when she told me what they were doing to her and how they were treating her ’cause of that guy, I thought it was so messed up. I was so mad at her mom and dad. But seeing him like that made me kind of sad for him…for her whole family. He just seemed so down. I’d never seen Zee’s dad like that. He was always such a corny, happy guy, always joking around. And like, it was almost Christmas. I know that sounds stupid, because it would’ve been sad at any time, and it’s not like they even really believed in Christmas. But I was thinking about how every year they did this thing where around Christmastime her dad would take the whole family out in the car in their pajamas to look at decorations. He’d take them to a drive-through to get hot chocolate and donuts, and then they’d go around looking for the houses with the best decorations. I went with them a bunch of times when I was sleeping over.

			I know it sounds cheesy, but there was something really nice about sitting in the car in pajamas and fuzzy slippers, looking at Christmas lights. Her little brother and sister always liked the houses where there were lots of blowup animals, and Omer would be a dick on purpose and choose a house that had like one sad string of lights and swear it was the best one. We’d find some radio station playing holiday songs and sing along, adding swear words, and when her mom said we should be ashamed of ourselves we thought it was hysterical. After her dad left that night, I thought about him driving around looking for her instead of taking them out to look at the lights.

			I don’t know. I’m not saying everything was so amazing for her at home. And maybe there was a lot of other stuff going on she didn’t even tell me about. But I didn’t get it. How she could just…do that.

		

	
		
			In the Garden

		

	
		
			
				Qandi Gul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			We thought it was the land, our country that was cursed. In truth the curse is on us, our people…

		

	
		
			
				Lake Shore Register—September 1

				Body found in car in Fulton Canal

				By René Lowe

				FULTON, NY—Police are investigating after human remains were found in a car submerged in a canal in Fulton early Sunday morning.

				Fulton County Police Department spokesperson Taylor Phinney confirmed that a body was recovered from a vehicle in the canal but said that the identity of the deceased would not be released until the family was notified.

				The body has been transported to the Clay County medical examiner’s office for autopsy.

				Investigators are asking anyone with information on the matter to contact the Fulton County Police Department.

			

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			As a result of their investigation, the Fulton County Police Department concluded that there was no single overriding factor that could completely account for the events of the night of August 31 into the early morning of September 1. It pointed, rather, to multiple contributing factors.

		

	
		
			
				Elaine Montalvo

				Forensic meteorologist

			
			The rain in Fulton County began just after eight-thirty on the night of August 31. An initial light rainfall gave way to a thunderstorm accompanied by lightning and an extended torrential downpour, followed by a steady precipitation that lasted throughout the night, tapering off in the early morning hours and stopping at approximately 3:00 a.m. on September 1.

			In total, four inches of rain fell on Fulton County and the surrounding areas between these hours. It was the heaviest rainfall of the year.

		

	
		
			
				Andrea Young

				Collision reconstruction engineer

			
			Omer Sharaf’s vehicle—a black 2012 Mercedes Benz C-Class four-door sedan purchased at an auction a week before the incident in question—quickly became the focal point of the investigation.

			Cosmetically, the vehicle was exceptionally well maintained. But there were over a hundred and fifty thousand miles on it at the time of evaluation, and the body of the vehicle revealed excessive wear and tear.

			Our focus, however, was the tires. The manufacturer of the vehicle suggests the tires be replaced either every fifty thousand miles or once every six years, whichever comes first. The problem with the vehicle in question was that because there were no service records for it, there was no way of knowing when exactly the tires had last been changed. But tires will typically show their age in certain ways, and if you’re trained to spot the signs you can make an educated guess even without records.

			More than a few factors led us to believe that the use of the tires on Omer Sharaf’s vehicle was significant. There was bubbling on two of the tires, most probably caused by impact damage, and deep cracks were visible on the sidewall of both the front and rear tires, indicating serious degradation of the rubber. Of particular and critical importance to the investigation, however, was the tread depth. Tread depth is essentially a measure of how much tread remains on a tire, or how worn a tire is, as a result of prolonged use. When we measured the tires using a gauge, we found that they were worn to less than 2/32 inch of remaining tread depth.

			In terms of why that’s significant, let me put it this way: Car owners who don’t have a gauge at home are usually advised to keep an eye on the wear of their tires by inserting a quarter into the tread groove, with George Washington’s head in the downward direction. If part of Washington’s head is always covered by the tread—say, at least roughly up to his eye level—then the tires don’t need to be replaced. The more you see of Washington’s head, the more you’re playing with fire.

			In this case, you would have seen the very top of George Washington’s head on every coin placed in every single tire of Omer Sharaf’s car.

		

	
		
			
				Jeanne Henrichs

				Fulton County resident

			
			We’ve been after them about that spot for years. Years. Anyone could see it was trouble just waiting to happen. We asked for stoplights, a speed bump, a fence—anything. We even petitioned the last three county supervisors. But what’d we get? A bunch of jibber-jabber about budgeting and spending priorities.

			I seen it almost happen a bunch of times myself. People like taking Lake Ridge ’cause it’s almost five miles straight to town. Two lanes with cars going both ways. A lot quicker than taking Main Street. But cars rocket through there like they’re at Indy, and there’s that one stretch near the water where out of nowhere it bends out sharp as Satan’s elbow. A whole bunch of us after our kids started driving told them they weren’t allowed to take the shortcut. We said yeah, you get where you’re going a little later, but at least you get there.

			I always said something’s gonna happen out there one day and then they’ll finally sit up and take notice, but it’ll be too late. I didn’t want to be right. I really didn’t.

			And now? Oh, there’s a real beauty of a fence out there now. And lights so bright they blind you soon as you come round the curve, because God forbid the county does even one thing right.

			But you know what makes me crazy? If they’d just listened to us—really listened—none of this would’ve had to happen.

		

	
		
			
				Mark Herskovitz

				Road safety specialist, National Transportation Safety Board

			
			In a hydroplaning incident, the tires of a vehicle lose contact with the pavement and ride on a layer of water, resulting in a loss of traction and steering control.

			While high precipitation levels and poor road surface may cause a vehicle to hydroplane, the main contributing factors are speed and tire condition. Your risk of hydroplaning increases exponentially in a car traveling at high speeds with overworn tires in wet weather.

			Unfortunately, most drivers are not only unaware of how vulnerable they are to hydroplaning during or just after a rainfall, they’re also woefully ignorant of what steps to follow if they do find themselves in such a situation. Usually a driver will panic and either slam on the brakes to stop the slide or steer as sharply as they can in the opposite direction. But these are the worst possible reactions as both maneuvers can cause even further loss of tire traction.

			In fact, the correct response is to immediately release the accelerator while maintaining a firm hold on wheel, and to gently steer into the direction the car is sliding, basically riding out the slide. This allows the tires to regain traction and the car to stabilize. However, in many of our test experiments, we’ve found that even experienced drivers trained to respond in the correct manner have difficulty getting the car under control in such conditions.

			So in the case of an inexperienced driver traveling at high speeds in conditions of fog, high-volume rain, and nighttime visibility, with tires worn to an extremely low tread depth, hydroplaning would have been all but guaranteed, and nothing short of a miracle would have been needed to prevent a total catastrophe.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			Several people would report seeing a car matching the description of Omer Sharaf’s vehicle speeding on Lake Ridge Road on the night of August 31 and in the early morning of September 1. The details of these purported eyewitness accounts varied wildly. For example, one woman said she saw the car speeding past her in the opposite direction shortly before 6:00 a.m., which authorities would later confirm was too late for the vehicle to have been Omer’s. Another witness was adamant that he had seen the car being driven erratically, swerving from one lane to the other, sometime between 10:00 and 10:30 p.m., a sighting that police also discredited, as the family was all seen together at the Cedar Lake Inn during that time.

			In the aftermath of an incident that’s publicized in the media, it isn’t uncommon for people to come forward imagining they saw things they didn’t, adding details they’ve read in the paper or heard on the news. Fulton police also attributed the varying accounts to the poor weather conditions, which significantly reduced visibility that night.

		

	
		
			
				Qandi Gul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			But this country was supposed to be paradise.

		

	
		
			
				WNVC-Channel 5 News—September 3

				Nineteen years ago, Rahmat and Maryam Sharaf fled the horrors of their war-torn country of Afghanistan and arrived in the United States as refugees. The whole of their worldly possessions were a suitcase of clothes and a tattered photo album filled with pictures of the loved ones they’d left behind. Like millions before them, they came here seeking safety and dreaming of a better life and brighter future for their family.

				Settling down within the Afghani community in Northern Virginia, they worked relentlessly to achieve their American Dream. And by all measures, they succeeded. Rahmat Sharaf is a self-made mini mogul described as having the Midas touch, with several lucrative businesses, and Maryam Sharaf is a devoted stay-at-home mom to their four children: Omer, 21; Zorah, 18; Hamza, 7; and Laylee, 6. Family and friends say you couldn’t have found a closer, more loving family.

				Margaret Hoffman is a neighbor of the family’s in Riverside, an affluent suburban community just outside Washington, D.C., where they’ve lived for the last seven years. “We’ve watched the kids grow up from little things. They’re just lovely people. Very family-oriented.”

				Olivia Clarke also lives close by. “You’d see them out and about all the time. At the store or at the park with the kids. The day after Halloween we do a pumpkin parade at the firehouse, and they always had the best pumpkins. They all seemed really sweet.”

				But on the night of August 31, their dream turned into a nightmare. The family was on their way back home from a weekend trip to Niagara Falls when, tired from driving, they decided to stop for the night at an inn in Fulton, a small town near the Finger Lakes region in central New York. Early the next morning, when Maryam Sharaf went to check on the children in their room, she found her teenage daughter, Zorah, missing from her bed.

				Sara Bashar, a cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s, spoke exclusively to Channel 5 on the family’s behalf. “First they thought maybe she went for a walk or something. But when they tried her phone there was no answer. Then her brother Omer saw that his keys were missing from the table, and when they went to check the cars they saw that his was gone. That’s when they called the police.”

				Later that day, Fulton police confirmed their worst fears. The missing vehicle, a black Mercedes, was found submerged in a canal just a few miles from the inn where the family had spent the night. Inside the vehicle, authorities discovered the body of the missing teenager.

				Sara Bashar says the family is in shock. “They can’t believe it. They can’t believe it’s true. They don’t understand how it could happen.”

				At the time of the accident, Zorah Sharaf had neither a license nor a learner’s permit, though the family says she was learning to drive with the help of her older brother. Although she had been strictly forbidden from driving alone until she got her license, her parents say she had been caught taking the family cars out on joyrides on previous occasions.

				Fulton County Police Department spokesperson Taylor Phinney commented on the incident on Monday. “We don’t fully know what happened out there that caused the car to end up in the canal, but driving conditions on Saturday night were horrendous. Anyone driving that night, especially an inexperienced driver, would’ve had a hard time. It’s important young people understand the great responsibility and risk they take when they get behind the wheel of a car. Unfortunately, in this case, a bad decision or two may have led to tragedy.” Based on the evidence collected so far, Fulton police do not suspect foul play.

				While in Fulton, police try to piece together what may have happened that night, in Riverside, family and friends are mourning the loss of a precious life. Zorah Sharaf was a much-loved, bright young woman full of big plans for her future. According to her family, she was excited to go to college and dreamed of going to Harvard Law School one day and becoming a Supreme Court Justice. At Theodore Roosevelt High School, where the fall session begins next week, Principal Kathleen Graham spoke of the former student. “During her time at TRH, Zorah left an indelible impression on her peers and the faculty. She was one of those unique spirits that march to the beat of their own drum. Her great pride in being a Bobcat was evident in the fact that she won the Most Spirited Student Award during Spirit Week two years in a row. Our thoughts and prayers are with the family at this difficult time.”

				Sara Bashar recalls the teen as being full of life and energy. “Whenever she came into a room, whenever she just talked to you, you felt happy. She was always joking and making everyone laugh. She was the light of the family.”

				Now that family prepares to do the unthinkable—to lay to rest one of their own, whose bright life was tragically extinguished long before her time.

			

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			One night they were invited to some dinner somewhere. Omer was away working, so Maryam and Sharaf went and left Zorah to watch the little ones. When they came home, Laylee ran to them and said, “Zaree took us for ice cream.” They thought she was joking, but when they asked Hamza he started crying and said Zorah told them that if they told anyone she would never talk to them again. Zorah swore they were lying. But when Sharaf said he would ask the neighbor to check their security camera to see if the car had left the garage, she admitted she’d done it. And that it wasn’t the first time.

			This was just after all the trouble at school, when they said she couldn’t get her license or even practice driving until her grades improved. Omer felt sorry for her and sometimes took her to practice secretly at the high school parking lot on the weekends, but that was her only experience. So she didn’t even know how to drive properly.

			Zorah swore it was the first time she had gone so far. She said all the other times she just took the car around the neighborhood. Maryam’s heart almost burst when she understood what she’d done, and Sharaf was so angry he told Zorah that she would get her license the day he died but not before.

			“One thing was she stole the keys and gambled with her own life, Sara,” Maryam said. “But the other was she took Laylee and Hamza, who would walk into fire if she told them to. She was so crazy to drive she didn’t even think of the danger to her own brother and sister. To go so far, without any kind of license, and that on a Saturday night, when you know half these people are drunk on the roads. God was watching over them that night, Sara. Somewhere in my life I did good, and it stood for me that night and kept my babies safe.”

			Sharaf took the Quran down and made Zorah put her hand on it and swear she would never do it again. And she did. She cried and said she was sorry. But still, they couldn’t trust her anymore. It was one more thing on top of the others. From then on they all hid their keys.

			When their anger cooled a little, I told them to think about it again. I said, “You’ve made driving for her like food for a starving person. Even if you don’t let her get a car, let her at least get her license. Just in case of some emergency someday.” They took my words to heart because they told her if her grades improved and she regained their trust, she could get her license the next year. Sharaf even took her out himself for some lessons. But they still hid their keys.

			I thought it would be motivation for her. To be good. But then everything else happened…so in the end she didn’t get it. She didn’t get her license.

		

	
		
			
				Dr. Douglas Bell

				Clay County medical examiner

			
			A full autopsy was performed on the body of the eighteen-year-old woman, identified as Zorah Sharaf, that was recovered on the morning of September 1 from a vehicle submerged in Canal Lock #7 in Fulton, New York.

			The decedent was found clothed in blue jeans, a white T-shirt, a nude-colored bra, black panties, and white sandals. There was blue nail polish on her fingernails and purple nail polish on her toenails. She was wearing a necklace consisting of a thin gold chain with two adjoined crystal butterflies, one larger and one smaller, at the base of the chain. There was a black elastic hair tie around her left wrist.

			No major external injuries or signs of trauma were found during examination. However, an abrasion, measuring approximately one inch in diameter, was found on her left temple, just behind the eye. Although it’s impossible to conclude how the wound was sustained with one hundred percent certainty, such injuries are common in motor accidents and can occur due to the body’s impact with some part of the car’s interior, or due to unsecured items within the car striking its occupants during the collision.

			The macroscopic and microscopic findings were all indicative of asphyxia due to submersion, and the results of the toxicology tests confirmed there were no traces of over-the-counter substances, prescription or illicit drugs, volatiles, drug metabolites, or any other testable incapacitating agents present in the decedent’s system.

			From the results of these tests and my own examination, as well as the findings of the police investigation, it was evident that Zorah Sharaf’s manner and cause of death were accidental drowning.

		

	
		
			
				Qandi Gul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Who can know what will come? Today, a kingdom. A life where you eat and drink from dreams. Tomorrow, the dirt of the grave to rub on your mouth.

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			You know, we actually care about each other around here. It’s not like New York or Chicago or any of those big places where some poor soul dies all alone in their apartment and no one knows until six months later when the landlord breaks down the door and finds a skeleton sitting on the sofa watching The Price Is Right.

			This is a good place. With good people. Family people. It’s one of the few places left in this country where parents can let their kids roam around all day and know they’ll be home safe for supper. In the summertime, the kids still put up lemonade stands at the end of the driveway and run around the woods at dusk catching lightning bugs in empty jelly jars.

			I know it sounds hokey, and you can roll your eyes all you want, but people take pay cuts to come live here. They move here from the big cities because they want their kids to have what they had, or what they didn’t have, growing up. They want their kids to be kids. You know, there are some things you hold sacred without even knowing it until you look around one day and realize the world’s turned into something you don’t recognize anymore. Of course no one’s naïve enough to think that just living here could protect you from everything. But it’s the truth that things like that, whatever that is, just don’t happen here.

			So it didn’t really matter if you knew them or not. Just the fact that they lived here and were part of this community, raising their kids and wanting the best for them like everyone else—that was enough. Your heart just went right out to them.

			It was such a tragedy. Such a horrible, horrible tragedy. That sweet girl. So young and pretty. So full of life. Always coming and going with friends, playing outside with her little brother and sister, larking around. Everything ahead of her and then…just gone. My God, just the magnitude of the loss.

			You know, as a parent, you spend your whole life trying to protect your children from harm. From sickness, danger, evil people, bad decisions. You think bad things—the really bad things—won’t happen to you if you care enough and teach them enough. But the truth is, kids make dumb decisions all the time. No matter how great a parent you are. Most of us manage to get lucky. A few…don’t get that second chance. I can tell you that when we heard, every parent here in Riverside held their kids a little tighter that night.

			The very next day, people started calling me up. “What should we do, Maggie? What can we do for them? We need to do something.”

			I didn’t know what to tell them. I mean, I didn’t know what their customs were or how we could pay our respects. If there was even going to be a funeral that people could go to. If we should send flowers or not. I didn’t want to offend them or impose. And then everyone deals with grief so differently. I remember when my parents died, I wanted people around me all the time. It gave me comfort. But some people want to be alone. I didn’t know if that was the case with them. I could see people visiting. A lot of ladies. In long black dresses with white scarves covering their hair. The curb was packed with cars up and down the street every single day. But I didn’t know if you just…came, or if you had to be invited.

			I had the idea of taking a few lasagnas over, because everyone needs to eat, but then I realized I didn’t know if they ate meat or not. James said, “Just leave those people alone, Maggie. They’re in hell right now. They don’t want some neighbors nosing around.”

			That ticked me off. I said “Excuse me. It’s not nosing. It’s one human being reaching out to another. It’s showing compassion and empathy.”

			And then, I don’t know who started it, but someone got the idea of bringing flowers and leaving them on the curb next to the mailbox. After that everyone started doing it. It started to look like a whole garden out there. Some people brought little teddy bears and things like that. There were signs too. We Love You, Zorah. Rest Easy. Sleep with the Angels. But it was all very respectful.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It was a terrible thing. Khud degah. But after everything else, who was surprised? If that was her start, then of course this was her finish.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			God keep all mothers and fathers from such an hour and the children of all Muslims from bad ways. Bass.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Everything was in disarray. Gadwad.

			First, they didn’t know when the police would give them the body, so that we couldn’t make any arrangements beforehand. When they finally called them to come take her, we had to do everything in a rush, in one night.

			Then, on the day of the jinazah, every Afghan in the state came to the cemetery, no matter if they knew Sharaf or not. But then a countryman loses a child—and that in this exile—you don’t need to know him or him you. They were sitting two and three deep in the prayer rooms and there was a sea of people standing outside in the sun. And what a sun it was! In my life I can’t remember a heat like it. Steam seemed to rise from the ground. Leaves, flowers, grass all burned dry. Even standing still you felt you were being kebabbed on an open spit.

			Our plan was to finish at the cemetery as quickly as we could and bury her before noon. But three times we sent word to the women’s room that we needed to take the body, and each time they sent word back to wait because her mother fainted when they told her.

			After that, Anwari Sahib and Rahmanzay Sahib and I stood apart to think what we should do. We said four days have passed on the body already and that couldn’t be helped, but to let it go even one more hour is a sin on our own heads.

			So we called Sharaf outside. We said, “Listen, brother. She’s the mother, we understand, but still this deed must be done. The time for waiting is finished. The best thing would be for her to stay in the prayer room with the old women while we take the jinazah.”

			He looked at us like we’d killed him. He said, “What are you saying, brothers? She’s her mother! How would I answer to her if I buried her child without her? How would I answer to God?”

			By the time the women finally sent word that we could come it was late afternoon. Then we—Sharaf and Omer and myself and Anwari Sahib and Rahmanzay Sahib and Imam Yusuf—went and took the coffin on our shoulders, and with the sun on our heads like an axe we started for the grave.

			The men walked behind us and the women walked behind them. She was at the head of the women, someone holding her up on each side, her two eyes fixed on the coffin. There was nothing left in her. She was flattened. Like a doll without stuffing. When we came to the grave her legs gave out. We thought she’d faint again, but she stayed like that, her legs folded under her, watching the coffin, every breath like she was breathing fire.

			That’s why we were only watching her. We didn’t know. That all the time we were watching her we should have been watching him. We thought the poor woman would make some kind of scene before the body was buried. We weren’t thinking of him. He cried, but quietly, wiping his eyes with the same dirty handkerchief from his pocket. We said even with all his grief, still he’s taking it like a man who knows he has no choice.

			When they lowered the coffin into the grave we began shoveling dirt onto it, from time to time glancing at her. But she only watched us quietly with those terrible eyes. Sharaf was on my one side and Omer was on the other. Suddenly, Sharaf put the shovel down and kneeled at the edge of the grave, reaching his hand out. We said poor man, he’s touching his child one last time. Then I thought he fell, because one of his legs was down in the grave, but everyone started shouting, “Hold him! Hold him! Don’t let him! Don’t let him!” And then I understood he was climbing inside the grave with her.

			Omer was quicker than all of us. He grabbed him under the arms and pulled him back. Then he started hitting Omer on the head, beating him with both fists, to make him let go. You’ve seen him, he’s not a young man, but it took three men to hold him while we filled the grave as quickly as we could. Just finish this thing now as quickly as possible, we said. Leave dignity. Dignity was done a long time ago.

		

	
		
			
				Imam Inayat Yusuf

				Imam, Masjid Al-Noor

			
			As rational, intelligent beings we understand that death is inevitable. That it can happen at any time to anyone, no matter how young or old. But knowing this doesn’t make the loss of a child any easier. That is a catastrophe beyond human comprehension.

			In the case of brother Sharaf and sister Maryam, in my capacity as imam of the mosque, I offered them what spiritual comfort and guidance I could when their dear daughter Zorah was taken from them so terribly in the sweetest flowering of her youth.

			I prayed with them. I said, “Brother and sister, be comforted. We don’t question Allah’s will. We only beseech Him to make it easier for us to endure. But verily, Allah never sends us a trial for which He does not also give us strength.” I urged them to grieve but to also remember this life is but one moment in the flow of eternity, and that their child was waiting for them in paradise, where they would join her in the hereafter.

			Brother Sharaf fell into my arms and wept. He seemed to take solace in my words. But sister Maryam was still troubled. She said, “Where is she, Imam Sahib?”

			I told her not to worry. I assured her that Zorah was safe at the mosque’s facilities, where capable sisters from the community were performing the final ritual washing and shrouding of the body. But she looked at me so strangely. My words seemed to frighten her. Three or four times that day she came to ask me again. I repeated that Zorah was being prepared for burial. I thought grief had perhaps confused her mind.

			On the day of the jinazah, after the burial, I returned to the house with the mourners. I was sitting with Omer in the big hall, talking to him and encouraging him to be a support for his mother and father, when sister Maryam came up to us. I asked her how she was. She didn’t answer but looked at me as timidly as a small child, as if she was afraid I would be angry with her, and said, “Where is she now, Imam Sahib?”

			God, forgive me, I finally understood what she had been asking me all those days. I felt so foolish. Gently, I said, “Ease your mind, sister. You don’t need to fear for her anymore. She has transcended the pain and toil of this world. All sadness has been taken from her. She is finally safe. Anyone who dies so young, so pure, so innocent, dies a martyr and is given heaven without the trials of questioning on Judgment Day. Zorah now roams freely in the Garden.”

			I urged her to find strength and consolation in her faith. To soothe her suffering heart, I talked a long time to her of the delights of paradise, where Zorah now resided. Of the glorious gardens brilliant with every color of spring, and the eternal rivers of milk and honey, and the palaces of silver and gold.

			She listened to me quietly, but when I finished she looked at me with tears in her eyes. She said, “One week ago she was here. Talking and laughing and singing. Running up and down these stairs. This house was full of her. And now she’s under the black dirt.”

			I try to do what I can for my Muslim brothers and sisters that look to me for comfort in times of darkness. But in the end I’m only human. This was a depth of anguish before which I was truly humbled. I could only be silent. On Judgment Day, I believe God Himself wouldn’t blame her for having doubted His will.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			When the arm breaks, it reaches for the neck. They needed us, and so we stood for them.

			God is my witness that for forty days and nights we didn’t leave them alone with their grief for even a second. We held them and cried with them. We brought food and made them eat, feeding them with our own hands. For weeks, Maryam belonged more to the dead than the living. Every morning, one of us coaxed her out of bed and washed her and dressed her and combed her hair and brought her downstairs to sit with the mourners. We cleaned the house and did the laundry. We took the little ones out to the park and for ice cream to keep them happy and so they wouldn’t see their mother and father like that. Everything a human can do for another in such a situation, we did.

			On the fortieth day they had the big prayer service with the recitation of the whole Quran and then lunch for all the guests at the big mosque in Washington. For that, too, we arranged everything and did all the work.

			After that, little by little, we went there less and less. We returned to our own lives. We knew it would be difficult, but they had to do the same. There was no other way. The elders sat with them and said, “Bass. You can’t carry on like this anymore. Think of your other children that are left. They need a mother and father. Can you die? Can you die with her? You can’t. So now come back to yourselves.”

			No one dies of sorrow. No one dies of loss. That’s just in films. If they did, all we Afghans would have died by now. Somehow, you live. God gives you a way.

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			For a good while there was so much coming and going it was like Union Station over there. But then it started dropping off till you’d see just one or two strange cars at the curb every once in a while.

			I told James they’d be in the hardest part now. When the funeral and all the commotion is over, and you shut the door on the last of them and have to turn around and face the things you haven’t really had to face till then. That’s the worst time. The picking up the pieces part.

			I know it’s a cliché, but even through that the world spins on. You don’t believe it can, but it does. All that horrible heat from the end of summer turned into the mildest fall we’d had in years. The days were a little shorter and the nights cooler and the leaves started changing colors and falling. I saw her taking the kids to school in the morning and bringing them back in the afternoon. He went back to work too. At least I guess that’s where he was going. He’d leave early in the morning, before it was light out, and usually came back after dark. The older boy was in and out at all hours, like before. It seemed like they were just going about their lives. Though I suppose they were more in their own world now. Heads down. Never looking up or around or stopping to say hi anymore.

			The only way you’d know something had happened was from the bunch of things out by the curb. All those teddy bears and flowers and posters. The bouquets had all dried out. Even the plastic flowers looked kind of worn and sad. We didn’t know if they wanted to keep it like that or if it was too painful for them to get rid of. If we knew they didn’t want it there, a few of us would’ve gone over and cleaned it all up for them. But we didn’t know how to ask. Diane Williams, whose house is the first one on the street, that big Dutch Colonial, she had a word with the garbage people to make sure they didn’t toss it all on pickup days—in case they really did want to keep it. But it was an eyesore. Well…I don’t mean it that way. I don’t mean it was an eyesore for us. But, you know, passing by, you couldn’t help but look at it and remember.

			Then one night toward the end of October there was an awful storm. It brought tree branches down and tossed our garbage cans all the way over the fence. The next day, there were flowers and ribbons and stuffed animals flung all over the street. Only a few of the signs that had been staked down were still there, but all bent up with the ink running into nothing. It was a giant mess. When the garbage truck came by, they finally took it all away.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			The Fulton County Police Department would conclude that sometime on the night of August 31 or in the very early hours of September 1, Zorah Sharaf waited until her brothers were asleep and then snuck the keys to Omer Sharaf’s car from the top of the nightstand and took the car for a joyride. They further theorized that not long after embarking on the drive, as a result of speeding and excessively wet road conditions, she lost control of the car at a sharp turn on Lake Ridge Road where there’s little margin for error. They believed the car then skidded a short distance to the right before plunging into the canal.

			It was, of course, a tragedy. But it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. Teenagers sneaking the family car out is a rite of passage. And motor vehicle crashes are one of the leading causes of death for teenagers in the United States. It was a tragic story told over and over across the country every single day.

			On another night with better weather, in another car, on a different road, it might have all ended a different way. But on this night everything came together to create a perfect storm. A rebellious, headstrong teenager without a license or driving experience. The torrential rain. The extremely worn and damaged tires. Burst on burst of adrenaline from sneaking out. Driving on strange streets in the dead of night with terrible visibility. Most probably flooring a car that was made to go fast…

			In the end, it seemed to be—sadly but simply—a joyride in bad conditions that went horribly, horribly wrong.

		

	
		
			A Witness from Every Nation

		

	
		
			
				Qandi Gul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The worst-fated of all people. Who can doubt it?

		

	
		
			
				Melanie Waller

				Fulton County resident

			
			We were over at my brother’s place for a barbecue on Saturday. They do a big thing every Labor Day weekend. After dinner, the kids were all making sundaes and Jacob came up asking if he could make one too. He’s diabetic—type 1—and knows he’s not allowed to have ice cream. But at the end of the day, he is just a little boy. You always try to be a responsible parent, but he’s usually so good, and he was looking at me with these big sad puppy dog eyes, so I said he could have a small one with just a sprinkle of peanuts on top, no candy. Sure enough though, when we checked his blood sugar after we got home that night it was higher than usual. When it gets like that he has to go to the bathroom more and he gets thirstier too.

			Our place is just on the other side of the canal from the marina, and the next morning we woke up to all the commotion across the water.

			Jacob went out to watch from the deck. He said, “Mama, what are they doing?”

			I said, “Oh, there’s probably just been some little boat accident.”

			That’s what we all thought. We didn’t know there was a car in the water or that they’d found someone in it until we saw it on the news that night.

			We were talking about it at breakfast Monday morning, me and Jacob’s dad. About how sad it was. They showed a picture of the family on the news, out there at Niagara Falls, and she looked like such a sweetheart. I couldn’t stop thinking about her poor parents. After you have kids of your own, stories like that hit home in a different way.

			Jacob was just sitting there at the table with us eating his oatmeal, humming along to himself, when all of a sudden, he pipes up, “Mama, I saw four lights. Then I saw two.”

			I didn’t know what he was talking about. I said, “Oh, that’s nice.”

			But his dad said, “Where’d you see lights, champ?”

			He points out the window. Across the water.

			He was out in the backyard all Sunday watching everything happening over there, so we thought he was talking about that.

			His dad said, “You mean yesterday, the police car lights?”

			He shook his head and said, “At night. There was four lights. Then BOOM. Like BOOOOOOM. Then there was two lights.”

			I still didn’t have the faintest idea what he was talking about. I thought maybe he’d imagined it up. Jacob has an imagination like you wouldn’t believe. Even when he was really little, he’d come up to me and say something like, “Mama, Grandma kicked me.” And I’d say, “When did she kick you?” And he’d say, “At three o’clock.” And poor Grandma would’ve been sitting there the whole time and would be perfectly mortified.

			So I gave his dad a funny look and asked Jacob to tell us again. He said that after the barbecue, he woke up and he was really thirsty. We put a little bottle of water next to his bed every night, but in the summer he won’t drink anything but cold water straight from the fridge. He calls it fresh water. So he said he came out to the kitchen to get some fresh water and he was drinking it at the screen door to the backyard there, looking out over the water, and he counted four lights on the other side. And then there was a big boom. And after that there were only two lights.

			I said, “What happened after that?”

			He said, “After that I went to sleep.” And just like that he ran off.

			His dad and I talked about it, but we decided it was just him thinking things up in all the excitement. You know how kids are. His mind was probably going from seeing all the police cars and the ambulances and news vans and things.

			But I can’t explain it to you. Just like a few years ago, when he suddenly dropped all this weight and started eating like a bear, and everyone told me it was just a growth spurt and not to be such a worrywart, there was a tiny voice that kept nagging at me that something wasn’t right. Sure enough, when I took him to the doctor, it turned out he had diabetes. A mother always knows. It was the same thing now. My mind kept coming back to it. Something about it didn’t feel right. It didn’t seem like the kind of story a child would think up. It was so bizarre. I kept thinking it probably had nothing to do with what had happened out there, but what if it did?

			Over the next few days I kept bringing it up, but very casually, like it was no big deal. While he was watching cartoons or playing, I’d say, “Jacob, honey, could you tell Mama about that night again, after Uncle Danny’s barbecue, when you woke up to get water?”

			But the story didn’t change. Not once. Not one detail. It was always the same. Four lights, then boom, then two. I was convinced Jacob wasn’t lying, but I still didn’t know what it meant.

			I carried it around for weeks. I’d lie awake at night thinking about it. My husband said I was driving myself crazy over nothing, but I couldn’t shake it. So I decided to tell Lorraine, our next-door neighbor. We’ve been friends ever since we moved here, just after Jacob was born. She’s the most take-charge, levelheaded person I know. The kind of person you’d want around in an emergency.

			So I invited her over for coffee one morning and told her everything. She didn’t even think about it. She said, “Mel, you should tell the police. What’s the worst that could happen? They don’t believe him and think you’re an idiot. So what? That’ll be on them. At least it won’t be eating at you anymore.”

			It took me a few more days to get the nerve up. I thought about calling the nonemergency tip line, but I’ve never dealt with the police before. I was afraid I might get flustered talking to an officer on the phone. And a phone call seemed kind of pushy. I didn’t want to waste their phone time on something so silly. So I decided to send them a letter. I express myself better in writing anyway, and I felt it would show them I was just a concerned citizen doing my due diligence. So I wrote it all out as clearly as I could and sent it to them at the email address they have up for nonurgent tips. I sent it in the same day I dated the letter. September 25.

		

	
		
			
				Taylor Phinney

				Spokesperson, Fulton County Police Department

			
			Like every police department in the United States, on any given day we’re inundated with information from the general public. We take for granted that much of it comes from well-meaning people—even when they believe they have proof that a co-worker or ex-romantic partner is the Zodiac Killer. Unfortunately, this kind of information, sent with the best of intentions but ultimately a drain on our limited time and resources, predominates.

			In Fulton, we have an emergency tip line and a nonemergency tip line. We get hundreds of tips a day on each of these lines, and these are organized by a triage procedure. The emergency tip line information must be reviewed within a twenty-four-hour period. The nonemergency tip line reports are all compiled by date, and the timeline for their review depends on operational capacity. Of course, in an ideal world we would have the means to review every tip as soon as it came in. But we are limited by finite capabilities and are forced to allocate our energies accordingly.

			Though we fully stand by our system, we can admit it’s far from perfect. And, on occasion, important information may unfortunately be lost or delayed in the shuffle instead of reaching us in a timely manner.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			In fact, Melanie Waller’s letter was reviewed within a week of being received by the Fulton County Police Department. It was subsequently added to a pile of documents that required a second nonurgent review by a senior investigator. This review would fail to take place for many weeks.

			A junior officer, scanning it for the first time, would conclude, perhaps rightly, that a small child’s nebulous recollections about a previously investigated car accident weren’t worthy of anyone’s immediate attention.

			It wasn’t until a month and a half later, following other developments, that the junior officer would remember Melanie Waller’s—or, rather, Jacob Waller’s—strange story about that night, and that the letter would take on a new significance.

		

	
		
			
				Noreen Stewart

				Former casework assistant, Hope House

			
			I was away on my honeymoon the whole summer. After I graduated in June, I quit working at the shelter and Matt and I got married. Instead of having a big wedding we just went down to the courthouse with our families and some friends. We’d been saving up since we got engaged and asked everyone to gift us cash because we wanted to do a huge trip before we settled down to the nine-to-five grind and all that. We went to Thailand, Vietnam, Singapore, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. It was amazing.

			We got back at the end of September and about a week later we moved down to Richmond, where we both had new jobs. I was a Family Services specialist with the county, and Matt was doing medical research for a lab at VCU. We were just really enjoying being newlyweds. Exploring the city and shopping for our apartment and going on dates to nice restaurants. We weren’t rolling in it, but after being broke grad students it was nice to have real money for once.

			One day in October I called up a friend who worked at the shelter—just to catch up—and she told me. I was absolutely gobsmacked. After I hung up with her, I looked up the news stories and read everything I could find about it. For some reason it hit me really hard. It’s not even like I’d gotten really close to Zorah, but I found myself talking to Matt about it all the time. Just, like, how crazy it was. I kept thinking about all the nights she’d come down to the office and chat and remembering a lot of stuff she’d said. I don’t know. It wasn’t one of my cases or anything, and I knew I didn’t even know the whole story, but as a social worker you’re taught to follow up on everything. To leave nothing to chance.

			A few weeks later, I went back to visit my parents for the weekend. I didn’t plan it or anything, but while I was there I just called Maria and asked if I could come by the shelter to talk to her.

			I told her everything. I didn’t think it meant anything—I just needed someone else to know, someone who wasn’t Matt or my mom. I felt kind of dumb. I was sure Maria thought I was being a total noob. But she just listened, and when I was finished she asked me to repeat some things and took notes. Then she asked me if I would be okay with talking to the police.

		

	
		
			
				Sayed Nawab

				Former Sharaf family friend

			
			Do you know what they call me? Saage beghirat. Mordagow. Dawoos. Watan frosh. Honorless dog. Pimp. Cuckold. Country seller.

			At Friday prayers, when I extend my hand, they turn their faces from me. On the street they pass me like strangers. These people I’ve known for more than twenty years. These men I’ve called brothers. Who I’ve sat with my wife and daughters and who have broken bread a hundred times at my table.

			And why? What have I done? What is this great sin of mine? Only and only that I told the truth. Did I want to do this thing? I didn’t. God above me, I didn’t. But I had no choice. In the face of a thing like that, how could I face my own conscience? On Judgment Day, how would I answer to God?

			Yes, I went to the police. Yes, I told them. But did he say it or not? He said it in front of a hundred people that day! In front of all of them! That they won’t come forward themselves because they wouldn’t give a countryman into the hands of the Americans—out of their great Afghan honor—is a whole other word.

			And for that I’m their mortal enemy. But what do they think? Do they think they matter to me? Do they think I’m going to go fall at their feet and beg for mercy? Oh ho. That will be the day I’m not the grandson of Abdurrahim Khan. That Abdurrahim Khan who, if we were in our own country, wouldn’t let any of these people in his house as servants, let alone as guests.

			Whatever they say I say back to their filthy faces. They say I’m a pimp? I say your fathers were pimps for your whore mothers and grandmothers. They say I’m a traitor? I say you’re a bunch of dirty communists who sold yourselves and the country to the Russians. Tell me, what need do I have of these dogs? Are they my peers? Do they feed me? Do they pay my mortgage? What can they do? Kill me? Let their hands be free!

			The last word is this. My conscience is clear before God. Not like these cowards. God is above us all. And He knows the truth. Of all men. When my wife cries and says we’re left all alone, I say, “Don’t think on it too much, woman. We have God. But woe be to them. Woe be to them.”

		

	
		
			
				Marcy Lee Jonson

				Property manager, Sunrise Glade Apartments

			
			All I know is a couple days before Thanksgiving two cops came to the building and said they wanted to talk to me. There was some people in the building I knew was doing some shady stuff and I thought they were here about that. But then they start asking about the kid in 413.

			I was real surprised ’cause I never had any trouble with him all these years. He paid on time every month and didn’t complain about nothing. Even if something was broke he fixed it himself. Real resourceful.

			So I says, “What about him?” And they says, “We wanna talk to him and he’s not answering the door.” And I says, “ ’Cause he’s not home. That kid works two jobs seven days straight. You can’t catch him coming or going. He supports his whole family back home. Sends money every month. He hustles hard.”

			They asked about his schedule and about this, that, and the other, and I told them what I knew. He was quiet and kept to himself. But he was real polite. He lived alone but had friends over sometimes. A big rowdy group. He listened to that rap stuff a lot. Real loud. His clothes were a little flashy. I mean, they weren’t really my thing, but I didn’t hold it against him.

			Then they showed me a picture of her and asked if I knew her and if I’d seen her around.

			I said, “I don’t know know her, but I know her from when she was shacked up with him last winter. When he moved her in I didn’t say anything, even though his lease says he can’t have another person in there, because, like I said, he was a good kid, and I was like what the heck, let ’em live a little.

			“She was real prissy. Never said hi if you saw her around. She broke one of the washing machines too. Overloaded it and flooded the whole laundry room. For a while it was okay. But then they started fighting. Like demons out of hell. Screaming, cussing, breaking stuff. All the time. I got complaints and had to go talk to him. He said he was real sorry and it wouldn’t happen again. I said if it did, he was out. I liked him, but it was too much. Then I just stopped seeing her. I don’t remember exactly when it was. I didn’t ask him about it because I don’t get into people’s business like that, but I just figured the whole thing had run out of steam.”

			They asked me if I could remember anyone coming around asking about them when she was here, and I told them if they did, I didn’t know about it.

			They talked to me for a long time. I asked what was going on and they told me. About what happened to her. I had no idea. But I’m so busy I can’t even catch the news here, so how would I know what’s happening all the way over in Fairfax? And we have our own problems. Right here in this building, some of the things I seen, you wouldn’t believe. I mean, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t sad. I felt bad when I heard. She was real young.

		

	
		
			
				WNVC-Channel 5 News—November 21

				Nearly three months after the death of Riverside teenager Zorah Sharaf, investigators from the police departments of Fulton County, New York, and Fairfax County, Virginia, have announced they’re seeking information from the public in relation to the teen’s death.

				The body of the 18-year-old was found on Labor Day weekend inside a vehicle submerged in a canal in Fulton County, not far from where the family was staying for the night on their way home from a vacation to Niagara Falls. Fulton police believed she lost control of the vehicle during a joyride, causing it to crash into the canal. The medical examiner’s office ruled that Sharaf died as a result of drowning.

				At a news conference on Thursday, Fairfax County police chief Terry Harmon said that new information revealed in recent weeks has prompted authorities to take a second look at the circumstances surrounding Sharaf’s death.

				“We have no reason to believe or disbelieve the various accounts of the people who have stepped forward with this new information. At this point, we’re just interested in making sure that all due diligence was done in this case. For her sake and the sake of her family.”

				Harmon said police are re-evaluating the information they have and are looking for answers to some new questions. “We’re asking the public, anyone who either knew Zorah Sharaf closely or even those who didn’t, but who might have seen anything suspicious in the days leading up to August 31, to please come forward and speak to us. Even if you just saw Zorah Sharaf between the dates of August 30 and August 31 or have any information about the case, no matter how insignificant it seems, we would still like to talk to you.”

				Asked if police believe the teen’s death was the result of foul play, Harmon said they aren’t ruling anything out. “At this point everything is on the table. We’re exploring all avenues.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Potomac Daily Dispatch—November 26

				Family of Zorah Sharaf hires high-profile defense attorney

				By Jae Park

				Following a joint news conference held last week by the police departments of Fulton County, New York, and Fairfax County, Virginia, during which investigators announced they were taking a closer look at the death of Riverside teenager Zorah Sharaf, who was initially believed to have been killed in a road accident in September, the teen’s family has retained high-profile criminal defense attorney Richard Ward of the powerhouse firm Hamilton Ellis & Ward in Washington, D.C.

				Long recognized as one of the most successful defense attorneys in the country, Ward became a household name as the lead attorney for Keith Scheffler, who was acquitted in 2013 of first-degree murder in the death of his missing wife, whose body has never been found, for which the prosecution had sought the death penalty. The case attracted national and international attention, with more than 20 million people watching the trial on TV, and the verdict sparked public outrage. Ward is known in legal circles by his moniker, “the Barracuda.”

				Neither Ward nor the family of Zorah Sharaf responded to requests for comment.

			

		

	
		
			
				Ethan Reed

				Eyewitness

			
			It was the craziest thing. We were on our way back to Baltimore from a family reunion up at Cape Vincent and we took a little detour to drop my aunt and uncle and cousin off in Fulton. Before we dropped them off we stopped at the canal for some ice cream and to stretch our legs a bit. It’s a nice little spot on the water there and we wanted to get a few family pictures too.

			So this guy’s walking by and I ask him if he could take some pictures of us on my phone. He’s trying, but I guess he keeps pressing the wrong button or something. Then this young guy walks up to him and says something, and he gives him the phone and the young guy takes a bunch of pictures of us. The older guy says, “I’m sorry, I’m not so good with these things.” I told him I could relate since I had to call my daughter up at college every time the computer didn’t work. We had a good laugh about it and we told them to have a good day and that was that.

			And then, all this time later, my cousin Brian calls me up one day and says, “Check your email.” He’s sent me a link to some news story about the police in Fulton looking for information about something. He says, “Look at the picture.” It’s a picture of this family standing on a boat wearing these rain slickers and I say, “Yeah? What about it?”

			And he says, “Look at the old guy and the kid next to him.” So I’m looking and looking, and I still don’t get it, and then he says, “Remember when we were coming back from Cape Vincent, and you asked that guy to take our picture?”

			And the more I look at it, the more I realize it does look like him and the younger guy. But the picture’s kind of small and grainy so I’m not positive. Then I remembered that after we came home, when we were looking at the pictures, we realized the guy had accidentally pushed the button to turn the camera toward himself and had taken a bunch of pictures of his own face. We thought it was hilarious. I deleted the pictures, but I always forget to delete the deleted pictures, so I went back in my phone and there they were. It was the same guy. A hundred and ten percent.

			I read the news story again and said, “Jesus, that’s just terrible about his daughter.”

			And he said, “Shouldn’t we say something? They’re asking for information.”

			And I said, “They’re asking about August, and we saw them in July. What’re we going to say? We saw some of these people one time?”

			But Brian kept saying we should let them know anyway. He said if I didn’t do it he would, but they’d just come back to me anyway since the pictures were on my phone. Brian’s a really good guy, but he’s the biggest pain in the ass, I swear to God.

			So I called it in. I said I didn’t know if it mattered, but yeah, we’d seen them, the father and son, not at that exact spot, but in the area, out in July. I said we didn’t see the rest of the family.

			Maybe they were there, ’cause there were a lot of people out there that day, but we didn’t see them. The father and son for sure though.

		

	
		
			
				Noreen Stewart

				Former casework assistant, Hope House

			
			One night at the shelter she came down after everyone else was in bed. She said she couldn’t sleep, and I asked if she wanted some hot chocolate. We sat at the kitchen table and talked for a long time. She was really down that night. I’d never seen her like that. She told me a little of the story—that she’d run away from home because her parents tried to make her break up with her boyfriend. She said she really missed her little brother and sister.

			I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t supposed to give advice to the clients. I was always supposed to refer them to their caseworkers. But it seemed like she wanted me to say something. So I said that from my own experience it was easy to get caught up in the moment and do stuff we maybe shouldn’t, but parents always forgive, even when they’re really angry or hurt, because they’re just wired that way. I said whatever had happened, I was sure her parents just wanted her to be happy. I said if she really wanted to just see her family or was thinking of going back home, she could talk with her caseworker.

			I’ll never ever forget her reaction. I mean, the fear on her face when I said that was so real. She said, “I can never go back. They’d kill me. For shaming the family so bad. Like, they’ll literally kill me for running away with him.” She said after they found out about her boyfriend, when they were trying to get her to break up with him and she wouldn’t, her dad used to tell her all the time that if he wanted to, he could kill her really easy. She said she told him he couldn’t because then he’d go to prison, and he laughed at her and said he wasn’t that dumb. He said he’d make it look like an accident and no one would ever find out.

		

	
		
			Judgment Day

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sadat

				Sharaf family friend

			
			After all those months hiding from the world, Maryam called me one day like she’d just fallen from the sky. She asked how I was and where I’d gone to and I said, “Go go, Maryam Jan. Don’t go trying to hide the hurr with the purr now. Acting like you’re the one that’s been wronged when I called you a thousand times and you never once called me back.”

			She laughed and said I was right to be upset with her, and it was just because she’d been so sick with some kind of long flu and between that and the children and the work of the house she hadn’t been able to keep up with all of us. She said she was so thankful for Zorah because the girl had taken care of her the whole time and helped with the little ones and even now she was in the kitchen making her soup and God give everyone a daughter like that.

			Then I understood. The girl was back. Her lunda had tired of her and thrown her away and she’d run back home and held her ears and said toba. And now they were going to crawl into our eyes acting like the girl was a pure angel, the best of all daughters, and nothing had ever happened at all. That’s why she was calling me. To let me know so I could tell all the others that that’s how the word was going to be.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Some while after she came back from…wherever she’d gone—only God knows—Nawab called me one day. That was in late spring or early summer, something like that.

			He said, “Ustad Sahib—as you are an elder of our people and a good friend of Sharaf’s, I ask you to accompany me and my family to his house this Saturday. On a mission of kinship and goodwill.”

			When he told me why, I said, “Nawab Sahib, you do me a great honor, but I must decline. And if you truly look upon me as an elder, then for the sake of my white head listen to me and don’t do this thing. Leave those people alone. Or if you must, at least don’t do it like this. Wait some time and then talk to Sharaf by himself first. Feel the man out before taking such a rash step.”

			All at once he flew at me. “What do you mean leave them alone?” he said. “What am I doing to those people? Am I killing them? Am I going there to do them harm? Or am I going in friendship?”

			“All right,” I said. “Forgive me. Maybe I’m wrong and you’re right. I’m just a simple fool and you’re an intelligent man of the world. You know and your business knows.”

			I didn’t want a hand in it. I knew what he was after. And I knew Sharaf. I could see what the result would be as clear as if it had been revealed to me in a dream. But then Nawab didn’t need me anyway. A hundred people had their shoes on, ready to go with him. And why? Feqat ba khatire sayl. For the spectacle of it. Khlas.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			We didn’t go for fun. We went because it’s the custom. A man doesn’t go alone for a thing like that. He takes other men with him. His wife takes other women. To come with people makes it dignified. To go without people makes it cheap, without the proper ceremony. And life is all a give-and-take. If you don’t go with people, then in your time of need they won’t go with you.

			In truth, I didn’t know Nawab had invited the whole world until we went. All the big big people and their wives. Hajji Qudrat. Hajji Sultan Hussein. Wakil Sahib Gardiwal. Qazi Sahib Abdul Manan. All the badh ow balas.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			I was at Nawab’s house when he called Sharaf.

			He said, “Sharaf Sahib, me and a few of our close friends want to come spend the day with you on Saturday, if you have time.”

			The joy in Sharaf’s voice in answer was something else. He hadn’t talked so sweet to anyone since he made all his dollars.

			“What need to even ask, Nawab Sahib? Don’t come once, come a thousand times! Just tell me one thing—the wife will want to know—just an estimate of how many guests are coming so we can get some bread and eggs together for lunch. Ha ha.”

			Sharaf must have thought God Himself was giving them another chance. That now that his daughter had returned they could start to sit and stand with people just like before, as if nothing had happened. Because why else would Nawab be coming with his friends to honor them with a visit?

			Just think on it. The kind of man you’d have to be to believe that could even be possible. But the problem was, Sharaf really had become American. He believed money could buy everything. He thought he could buy back his name with his millions. That people would look the other way because in this country there’s always in all things a difference between a poor man and a rich man. Or maybe he was just like the bird that buries its head in the sand.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Nawab’s wife Fahima called me and said, “Zarghoona Jan, you’ve married off three daughters and two sons, you know all about such things, tell me what I should take with me.”

			I said, “Look, don’t do too much right now. A few kilos of nice cookies, a few bags of sugared almonds, it’s more than enough.”

			But she said, “No, sister. Let me go there heavy so they won’t think we looked on them as less. I’ll get ten yellow cakes too.”

			I said maybe she knows something we don’t. Maybe it’s already a done thing between them and they’re just doing politics with the rest of us, acting like it isn’t, to give Sharaf and Maryam a nose of clay. Why else would she go to so much expense? But then I said maybe they don’t know anything but what we all know, and that’s enough to make her so confident.

			Me, myself—may God strike me dead if I could ever consider such a thing. Qatan. A girl like that? Toba…But people are different. They have different…majbooryatah. And in this world you need to avert your eyes to some things to gain others. Nawab’s mouth had been watering after Sharaf’s fortune for so long. He’d begged Sharaf ten thousand times to take his sons into his businesses, but Sharaf always made some excuse. Now this was finally their chance.

			In the end, I didn’t let her buy the cakes. I told her it was too much so soon and would look vulgar. I told her if she really wanted to buy something else, to get something simple, like cream rolls or some baklava. And that’s what she did.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It was like a party. The weather was beautiful, and the windows were all open to the fresh spring air and the green of the garden and the blooming flowers. We were all talking and joking and laughing, enjoying ourselves beyond limit. And then the lunch was so nice. They had catered it from Sima Jan’s restaurant in Manassas. Five kinds of rice, dumplings, a whole roast lamb, and every kebab you could think of besides. There were some twenty or thirty of us, not counting the children, but the food was enough for a hundred. Really, they had gone to so much trouble.

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			She was there. Walking around with such pride, such joy, as if there was nothing wrong in all the world. She had made herself up in a traditional long white kuchi dress, with mirror work set in gold embroidery on the neck and sleeves and wide skirt. Her hair open down her back in waves, thick and black and shiny. Her lips like candy and her cheeks two roses. Ba Khdah qasam somehow in filth she’d become even more beautiful.

			Kho she was changed. Whenever we visited before, we’d be lucky if the princess came down from her room to give us a salam. But now she was so sweet sweet with everyone.

			“Khala Jan, you’ve taken nothing on your plate. Khala Jan, what can I give you to drink? Won’t you have just a few more of the dumplings? Just for my sake?”

			And after lunch, when we went to wash for prayers, she was standing outside the bathroom with towels, and she laid all our prayer mats out for us and gave us shawls to wear and took them from us after and folded them herself.

			And it wasn’t just with us. The way she talked to her father, her mother. Baba Jan, Mummy Jan. Always looking to their eyes. Joking with them and laughing, ket ket ket. You’d think there couldn’t be a daughter more obedient or respectful than her.

			But what was the use of it now? It’s like the woman said to the bad goat: “Yes, you gave me milk, but full of pellets.”

			Kho Fahima was just killing herself over her. She made her sit down next to her and stroked her hair, asking about her studies and plans for college. Calling her a beautiful flower, a peerless jewel. On and on to Maryam about how she needed to go into the kitchen and burn some esfand that very minute to keep the evil eye off her. Of course we all knew what she was there for—but still, it was all too much. Ba Khdah qasam we couldn’t look at her for shame.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			After lunch and afternoon prayers they brought tea and firni. The men were sitting in the big salon and the women were sitting in the sunroom, just next to the salon. We could hear them talking and laughing, Sharaf’s loud loud voice above all the others.

			We were drinking tea and talking, but all the time we were looking at each other and Fahima under our eyes, wondering if she or Nawab would say the first word.

			Then we heard only Nawab’s voice in the men’s room and we knew. We were all trying to understand what he was saying, but the children were playing in the hall and only one word here and there came to us. And then—almost from nothing—we heard shouting and cursing.

			We looked at each other haq ow paq. Everyone jumped up and someone cried, “God, let there be peace!”—and we ran to the salon.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Nawab stood up like he was in parliament and said, “Excuse me, brothers. I have a word.”

			We all got quiet.

			He said, “Brothers, today Sharaf Sahib has welcomed us into his heart and home, just as he always does. He and our dear sister went to great trouble in their hospitality, and on behalf of us all, I thank them.

			“Among our people here there isn’t one man like Sharaf Sahib. Not one man that can match him in generosity, courage, and achievement. By God above me, I don’t just say this because he’s sitting here in front of us. I say it because it’s the truth. I know, because I’ve called him friend and brother all these twenty years.

			“Now, in front of all of you, who are also our brothers, I ask him to make these bonds of friendship even stronger by making them permanent.

			“Sharaf Sahib, you know my family. You know who we are and what we come from. Ask any man in Afghanistan from the lowest vegetable seller to the president if he knows Abdurrahim Khan, who was my grandfather, and he’ll tell you who we are and what that name means. A name written in history books.

			“And, just as you know what I am, then you know my son is that too. There he sits, face-to-face with you. A credit for any family. And I tell you now that he was born my son, but it’s my wish for him to become your son too, just as I wish for your daughter to become my daughter.

			“What could be better, Sharaf Sahib, than having our families joined through the union of these two young people? I don’t say now. Let them both finish their studies and make something of themselves—I know your hopes for your precious daughter. Let them first stand on their own feet and then let them marry. But in the meantime, let them be engaged. In this country, with all its dangers, what could be better than to match them to their fates when they’re young, so that they stay on the right way? That’s the reason I brought all these brothers and friends with me today. That is what I came to request of you.”

			We were young men when he started and grandfathers before he finished. Hajji Qudrat, who has bladder problems, went to the bathroom and came back two times before he was done. But that’s Nawab. He thinks the more royal your blood, the longer your words should be.

			When he finished he stood looking at Sharaf. Sharaf looked at Nawab and then he looked to us as if someone should explain it. It was the first and last time I ever saw Sharaf look unsure of himself. The blood came to his face.

			“Nawab Sahib,” he said. He looked to us again. “I didn’t know you were coming here for…these are private things…we can discuss later…but still…I think…I think it wouldn’t be suitable…my daughter and your son…” He shook his head.

			Maybe you can’t blame Sharaf, even though many people did. You bring your son, dressed like a gigolo or a wedding singer—though I don’t see there’s any difference—in his scarlet suit and pointy shoes, with his hair greased back, and pretend he’s something very nice. Even just sitting there on the couch that boy’s character rained from his whole being. A donkey. A loafer. A badmash. He couldn’t hide the earring holes in his ears. Twenty-one, no education, no job, his mother and father still giving him pocket money and paying for his clothes and gas for his car. Sleeping until noon and then making himself smooth and slick and going out with bad women and the other loafers to the bars and clubs doing God knows what.

			People say, yes, okay, and what was she? And they’re not wrong either. But she was still Sharaf’s daughter. And can you show me the mother and father who want a bad thing for their child, even when the child is bad themselves?

		

	
		
			
				Saif Anwari

				Sharaf family friend

			
			The whole problem was that Sharaf didn’t say the right thing. Why? Because in his mind he was still the old Sharaf. Master of the world. Even then, I think if he had known beforehand what Nawab was there for, he would have had more control of his mouth. But kholasah, in that moment he was surprised into saying his heart’s true word.

			Listen. I have two daughters. Both married into good places. Before they were married, I can’t tell you how many people came to ask for them that were trash. With sons that were the trash of all trash. I don’t consider myself a big man. My father was a pilot. We had a modest life. But we come from good people. Respected people. We’re Anwari by tribe. Pashtun. We have a name and three thousand jereebs of land in Logar province that go back generations. So of course I wasn’t going to give my daughters to just anyone off the street.

			In our country, people would know that. But America has made these people bold. If I could show you the kinds of people that came to my door. Kabulis. Panjshiris. Uzbeks. Hazaras. Yes, only God is great, and men are just men. But still, an Uzbek is an Uzbek, a Kabuli a Kabuli, a Hazara a Hazara, and a Pashtun a Pashtun. These are things self-evident, known to all the world.

			But what I’m telling you is that we still welcomed them into our home. We gave them tea, we treated them with respect, we let them ask the question, and then we said, “You do us an honor in asking for our daughter. We will speak to her and let you know. The choice is hers.”

			It took everything in me to say that instead of throwing them into the street. But I said it. I said it to every man, donkey, and dog that darkened my door. When they called for the answer, I made excuses to let them save face and dignity.

			My daughter doesn’t want to marry until she finishes her studies…. We won’t marry our daughters until our sons are married…. My daughters are too young; we want to keep them home for a little while longer. Otherwise, who better than your family, your son?

			It’s the way of the world.

			But Sharaf had never said those things, so they didn’t come to his tongue now, when he needed them. Before, he laughed at people he didn’t consider his equal who even hinted at such a thing. At the audacity of thinking their sons merited his daughter. But now there was a big stain on his white skirt. Those days were finished.

		

	
		
			
				Farid Wardak

				Sharaf family friend

			
			If we hadn’t been there maybe it wouldn’t have gone so far. But Nawab had brought all the world with him. Because he never believed Sharaf in his situation could say no. And now we were all witness to his rejection and shame. The rejection of the grandson of the great Abdurrahim Khan. Relation to the late king. By the son of a bricklayer. Who refused him a girl who was all of nothing but disrepute and scandal. Poooh hay. It would have been better if Sharaf had spit in his face.

			Nawab’s color went yellow. He looked at us and laughed in a different kind of way.

			He said, “Chotoo? ‘It wouldn’t be suitable’? Of course it’s your right to say yes or no, Sharaf Sahib, but I don’t understand this ‘it wouldn’t be suitable.’ Make me understand your meaning.”

			No one had talked to Sharaf that way since he was making donuts on the night shift at the coffee shop in Annandale.

			Someone—I think it was Kaker Sahib—called out to them. “Okay, brothers, okay. Leave this thing in its place. There’s no harm in asking for someone’s daughter, and there’s no harm in refusing. Leave the understanding and talking to the women. That’s their work.”

			But who was he telling? Looking at Nawab, Sharaf’s brows came down to his mouth.

			He said, “My meaning, Nawab Sahib, you should know. Maybe your son is a very good boy to you…I don’t know…people say other things…but such a connection…”

			Nawab put his hand up. He said, “Sharaf Sahib, Sharaf Sahib—bass. I understand now, but I think you don’t. I came here as a friend. In a way that no other man will.”

			Everyone tried to stop him. Everyone. All at once people were shouting. “Nawab Sahib! Nawab Sahib! Pahm konin! Pahm! Be careful! Think what you’re saying!”

			Some people stood up. Malikyar Sahib was sitting next to me and I said to him, “This man is crazy. This man’s brains have run away. Why did we come? Why did we involve ourselves?”

			But who could stop a man like Nawab?

			Again he said, “If I came today and asked for your daughter, it was as a compatriot who pitied your plight. I was willing to overlook her rot and stink and take her into my home to cover your great shame.”

			I saw Sharaf get up and then I saw his hands at Nawab’s throat. After that…it was Judgment Day.

		

	
		
			
				Saif Anwari

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They were sitting on the big couch near the window. Sharaf at one end and Nawab at the other. I was sitting on a chair close to the couch, maybe just a little closer than you and I are sitting now.

			Before Nawab finished his last word, Sharaf sprang like a lion and fell on top of him. The next second they were on the ground. Then Nawab’s son jumped from one side and threw himself on Sharaf, and Sharaf’s son came running and threw himself on Nawab’s son. Then Nawab’s son turned on Sharaf’s son and they fell on the ground next to their fathers.

			But you’ve seen Sharaf’s son—just a little taller than his father and thinner than my ten-year-old granddaughter. And Nawab’s son—the only thing in life that kooney does with any discipline is eat and go to the gym. He’s as big as a bull, his arms and shoulders like great wooden beams. He looks like Mr. Olympia. When he turned his face on Sharaf’s son, that father-cursed bastard was laughing. He fell on him like he had asked God for just such a gift.

			The men were all on Sharaf and Nawab, but I shouted, “Aye! Leave them and get the boys! For God’s sake, get the boys!”

			I knew Nawab’s son could kill Sharaf’s. Easily. He already had him in a headlock and was punching the poor boy with his giant fist like the boy’s head was nothing but a pillow.

			We were ten of us pulling at him and he still wouldn’t let go. He was throwing us off like we were children.

			And then on top of that the women came running. Nawab’s wife rushed on us howling “Get off him, get off him!,” and Sharaf’s wife, seeing the blood running down her own son’s face, started screaming “He’s killed my son, he’s killed him!,” and all the other women started screaming too.

			Nawab and Sharaf were still at it in their own corner, though Sharaf was in a better situation than his son. Nawab, if you can believe it, even then kept raising his head and shouting to his son, “Give it to that pimp! Give it to him!”

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			I didn’t run into the salon with the other women at first. I said it’s none of my business and balah after them all. But it sounded like they were making corpses in there—Maryam and Fahima screaming like they were dying and the men shouting like the Russians had just invaded. I got scared. So then I ran to see too.

			The women were crying and screaming and slapping their own heads. Some were standing on the couches to see better. Hazrat Gul, an old woman but braver than any of us, rushed at the men to help them but they shouted at her and pushed her back. It was another kind of Qayamat, bass.

			Finally they got one father and son on one side and the other father and son on the other, with all the men standing in between. Nawab and his boy were red and sweaty but they weren’t very hurt. Sharaf’s shirt was torn clean down the middle, all his chest and stomach showing. His face, neck, and arms were all scratched, and his eye was swollen bigger than an apple. But Omer, my God, he couldn’t even stand up. The blood was running down his face from his nose—you could see it was broken—and he was vomiting. Maryam was holding him up, crying and trying to gather him to her. And the two little ones, Laylee and Hamza, the poor things, were holding on to her skirt and screaming. The devil’s heart would have gone to pieces to see them. I started crying for pity.

			It took the force of all the men to push Nawab and his son out of the house, Nawab shouting back at Sharaf the whole time. “You honorless son of a dog. You yellow-assed coward. Your own daughter’s pimp. A Punjabi’s whore. Your daughter run through by all the Punjabis in Virginia. That’s what I say. Run through run through run through…”

			Everyone was shouting at everyone else to just go. We were all in one run. Who wanted to stay in that cursed house for another second? We grabbed the wrong purses, put the wrong shoes on, and fled quicker than we had fled the rockets of Kabul.

			As we were rushing out I saw her. She was standing there on the stairs in the hall, watching on like it was nothing. Not a single tear in her eyes for her poor brother and father. For this situation she had brought on them. She hadn’t even run in to help them, this daughter whose one hair they had never held equal to the whole world.

		

	
		
			
				Farid Wardak

				Sharaf family friend

			
			God stands above our heads. I can’t lie. I heard Sharaf say…something like that. But the exact words I don’t remember.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			No. Qatan. I was standing right next to him. I would have heard it first.

		

	
		
			
				Saif Anwari

				Sharaf family friend

			
			How can anyone say who said what? It was a hundred people shouting and screaming at the same time. No. That’s feqat Nawab making things up from himself and trying to crawl into our eyes.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			I heard it with both these ears. Everyone heard it. If there are men on the moon, they heard it too.

		

	
		
			
				Sayed Nawab

				Former Sharaf family friend

			
			“Before I let you have her, I’ll kill her myself. You think I won’t? Watch me then.”

		

	
		
			
				The Virginia Sentinel—December 12

				Search warrant executed at family home three months after Riverside teen’s death

				By Kira Langston

				Officials from the Fairfax County Police Department investigating the death of 18-year-old Zorah Sharaf executed a search warrant at her family’s home in Riverside, Virginia, just after 7:00 a.m. on Thursday.

				Deputies were stationed at the boundary of the property and at the front and back doors Thursday morning while investigators searched the home. They later emerged from the house and were seen accessing the garage, where a dark blue Infiniti SUV and a gray Audi SUV were parked.

				Rahmat Sharaf, his wife, Maryam Sharaf, and their son Omer stood watching the proceedings from the front yard. Maryam Sharaf appeared distraught, bursting into tears several times, and was seen being comforted by her husband and son. As word spread, neighbors gathered in the driveway of a property across the street, although none of them approached the family.

				Fairfax police officials refused to comment on the contents of the warrant or the results of the search. However, a source close to the investigation confirmed to the Sentinel that several electronic devices were seized at the home.

				The case was reopened last month after new information came to light that raised questions about the circumstances surrounding the teen’s death.

				The family has not responded to a request for comment.

			

		

	
		
			
				Potomac Daily Dispatch—December 14

				Parents of dead teen misled police after her death

				By Jae Park

				The parents of Zorah Sharaf are facing increasing scrutiny after it was revealed that in the aftermath of her death, they misled police as to the true nature of their relationship with their daughter.

				In recent weeks, friends, school officials and others close to the situation have revealed that contrary to the rosy picture of family life that the parents of the teen painted for police, the teenager and her parents had an increasingly fractious relationship in the year or so before her death.

				In her junior year at Theodore Roosevelt High School, one of the most prestigious schools in the country, her grades plummeted after she began skipping classes and refusing to do schoolwork. Her failing performance caused a great deal of friction between the teen and her parents, who sources say demanded nothing less than academic excellence from their daughter. Friends of Zorah’s say that things between her and her family came to a head during her senior year, when she dropped out of school and ran away with her boyfriend.

				Rahmat and Maryam Sharaf, according to some, were incensed with their daughter for shaming them in front of the Afghan community, in which dating and romantic affairs are forbidden to women and in which most marriages are arranged by parents.

				It’s a claim that Sara Bashar, a family relation, strongly denies. “Zorah made a mistake, like many teenagers do. Later, she understood that her parents only wanted the best for her and she came back. Of course they forgave her.”

				But Sayed Nawab, a member of the community who had been friends with the family for almost two decades, believes they had other motives. “They took her back because they didn’t have a choice. They were embarrassed in front of people to have a homeless daughter. But they were still very angry with her.”

				Fairfax police officials would not comment on the new reports but confirmed that their investigation is ongoing.

			

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Standard—December 18

				House of Horrors: Dead teen lived in constant fear of tyrannical Muslim parents; imprisoned for being “too American”

				By Jeremy Carlson

				From the outside looking in, it seemed Zorah Sharaf was living a life most people can only dream of. The 18-year-old beauty lived in a palatial mansion in one of the most exclusive ZIP codes in the country, her monthly shopping allowance was more than many people’s salaries, and the family led a lavish lifestyle filled with luxury cars and fancy vacations. She was well liked by her teachers and classmates and had a close circle of friends. Young, healthy, beautiful and bright—the world seemed to be hers for the taking.

				But the only thing she ever wanted was to be like everyone else. She wanted to go to homecoming games and on school trips and to the prom with the rest of her friends. She wanted to follow her dreams and choose her own career. She wanted to date and fall in love and marry a young man of her own choice. None of these wishes would ever come true.

				As investigators dig deeper into the circumstances surrounding her death, a portrait is emerging of a young woman who was trying desperately to live life on her own terms and of the uncompromising family that was determined—at all costs—to prevent that from happening.

				Her parents, Rahmat and Maryam Sharaf, came to the United States from Afghanistan as refugees nearly twenty years ago. Like many in the Afghan community in the U.S., they were committed to raising their daughter in accordance with their strict Afghan and Muslim culture.

				As Zorah grew from a child into a bubbly, vivacious teenager, she was warned by her mother and father in no uncertain terms that she had to abide by their rules. They exerted rigid control over every aspect of their daughter’s life: her clothes, friends, class choices, extracurricular activities—even forbidding her the use of any social media accounts.

				As long as Zorah obeyed their rules, the situation at home was harmonious. But like any teenager, she soon began testing boundaries. She started acting out at school. She created secret social media accounts and posted seductive pictures of herself. And then she committed the greatest offense of all: She began a love affair with a young man.

				When her parents discovered she had a boyfriend, they placed her under house arrest and allegedly unleashed a campaign of physical and psychological abuse and terror against their daughter as punishment. She would later tell police that when she fell asleep, one or both of her parents would wake her up by pulling the blankets off and screaming at her. She also reported that her mother repeatedly threw cold water on her while she was sleeping and told her she was washing the filth off her.

				One night, some two months after her family found out about her romantic relationship, Zorah attempted suicide. She swallowed the contents of a packet of silica gel before going to sleep, believing it was enough to kill herself. The next day, she went to the emergency room after school and spoke to doctors and the police.

				She was removed from the home by Child Protective Services. Authorities questioned her mother, father and older brother, but no charges were brought. Away from the relentless grip of her tyrannical family, she dropped out of school and moved in with her boyfriend. But at some point that spring, after a breakdown in the romantic relationship, she returned home.

				While the family vehemently denies all allegations of abuse, there are those within their community who say that given the teen’s actions, such punishments wouldn’t be unwarranted.

				“She finished their name,” says a family acquaintance, who asked to remain anonymous. “She did a very bad thing. Very bad.”

				Multiple witnesses claim that not long after her return, following an altercation that took place during a party at the family home, patriarch Rahmat Sharaf threatened to kill her in front of all his guests. Three months later, Zorah Sharaf was dead in a mysterious car accident.

			

		

	
		
			
				The Virginia Sentinel—December 20

				Sharaf family refusing to cooperate with police in investigation into daughter’s death

				By Kira Langston

				The cloud of suspicion hanging over the family of teenager Zorah Sharaf since the reopening of the investigation into her death shows no sign of lifting with the family’s continued refusal to cooperate with police.

				Fairfax County police revealed on Tuesday that they have repeatedly requested interviews with the parents and older brother of Zorah Sharaf, but that the family’s attorney, Richard Ward, has rebuffed their requests, demanding investigators first provide the family with a detailed account of the investigation into their daughter’s death. The FCPD has rejected the demand, with a spokesman stating, “Mr. Ward is well aware that such terms are against all protocols of an active police investigation.”

				In the immediate aftermath of their daughter’s death in Fulton, New York, the family was not formally questioned. Rahmat and Omer Sharaf gave informal statements to Fulton police. Maryam Sharaf wasn’t questioned at all.

				When asked if family members are suspects, a police representative said, “At this time, the Sharafs are not suspects or persons of interest. All the family members are being treated as witnesses. However, as with any investigation, things can change at any moment.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Standard—December 24

				Expert, community members say teen may have been slain by Muslim family in “honor” killing for daring to fall in love

				By Jeremy Carlson

				As horrifying details continue to emerge about the turmoil and dysfunction that took place behind the doors of the Sharaf family’s $3 million mansion in the bucolic suburb of Riverside, Virginia, it’s believed police are investigating the possibility that Zorah Sharaf’s death may not have been an accident, as originally believed, but that her family was somehow involved.

				Dr. Paul Walen is an adjunct professor at the Institute for Middle Eastern Studies in Washington, D.C., and specializes in politics and culture in the contemporary Middle East. He believes that if, as reported, Zorah Sharaf had a boyfriend, which is forbidden in Muslim culture, the answer to the mystery of her death could be as simple as it is sinister.

				“Although such belief systems aren’t necessarily exclusive to a single region or people, it is a fact that within certain Muslim communities, a family’s honor is inextricably bound to the virginity of its unmarried women and the ‘virtue’ of its married women. Therefore, whenever an unmarried woman engages in any kind of romantic or sexual behavior, or a married woman engages in such behavior outside the confines of her marriage, it’s seen as a devastating loss of honor for the family to which she belongs.

				“According to these cultural codes, such women are thereafter considered ‘defiled,’ and their murder by family members justified as a way for the family to free itself of social censure and reclaim their lost honor. As long as she remains alive, they remain outcasts and lepers within the community.”

				Dr. Walen asserts that though he is not familiar with all the details of the investigation, given what is known, it may be one avenue that the police are exploring.

				It’s a theory backed up by members of the close knit Afghani community in Northern Virginia to which the Sharafs belonged. Sayed Nawab was a friend of Rahmat Sharaf’s and knew the family intimately. He says that during an altercation with Nawab on the issue in June, Rahmat Sharaf vowed to kill his daughter for her actions. “They got rid of her because she put shame on his head. No other reason. Their intention slipped from his mouth that day. And then she died. How could it happen like that, just by chance?”

				Nazifa Rahimi, a program supervisor at the Department of Family Services in Montgomery, came to Virginia as a refugee from Afghanistan when she was 16 years old. After graduating with a master’s degree in social work, eager to work closely with the large population of Afghanis in the area, she found a job at a community center for new immigrants and refugees in Prince William County.

				She says such a mentality is not uncommon. “Unfortunately, there is this thinking among some people in the community. That when girls go with boys before marriage, they become dirty. They ruin the family name.

				“Together, those people are a million eyes and ears. Always watching everyone’s daughters to see if they’re acting in the right way. Always listening for new rumors. If they think a girl isn’t good, they gossip. They turn the family’s name black.”

				Determined to challenge these views, Rahimi threw herself into her work. But her dream job quickly took a horrific turn.

				“I tried to create a dialogue among our people. I organized workshops on domestic violence and women’s rights. I brought the police to speak to women at the center so they would know what to do if they needed help. I wanted to bring change to that kind of thinking.

				“Then they said I’m a prostitute. Not just men but women were calling me that too. Unfortunately, the women are sometimes worse than the men. They called my husband and told him I’m having affairs with Americans. They said they wouldn’t leave me alive because I’m teaching the girls to disobey their families and the women to divorce their husbands and run away from their homes. They said if I continued, it would be bad for me. I was young and scared for my family, for my kids. So I left that job. I didn’t even tell my supervisor why. We moved far away. Just because I tried to talk about these things.

				“I’ll tell you one thing—and they can come and do what they want to me—I’m not afraid of them anymore. I have been working in these communities for a long time. They’re my people. The most courageous and resilient people in the whole world, and I love them with all my heart.

				“But these people aren’t scared of anything like normal people. They’re not scared of cancer or bankruptcy or death. They say God God God all the time, but they’re not even scared of God the way they’re scared of one thing: What will people say?

				“Do I think it could drive someone to do something so terrible like this? I think if your only worth is in your name, and then you lose that name, if your mind is twisted enough in that mentality, it can bring you to even that point. Yes, it’s an extreme situation—but it can happen. It’s happened before. It will happen again if people don’t let go of the old ways of thinking.

				“Look, I don’t know those people. I don’t know if they did it. Only the police will know. But if they did do something, they didn’t do it alone. If they did it, the community has blood on its hands also.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Virginia Sentinel—January 10

				After extended delay, Sharaf family talks with police

				By Kira Langston

				Following a nearly two-month standoff between investigators and the Sharaf family, Rahmat, Maryam and Omer Sharaf were questioned by Fairfax County police on Friday about the death of Zorah Sharaf, whose body was found in a car at the bottom of a canal in Fulton, New York, last September.

				The husband, wife and son arrived at the Police Safety Headquarters on Government Center Parkway at 10:00 a.m. in a black SUV and were quickly shielded from the crush of news cameras and reporters by a phalanx of their lawyers, who ushered them into the building.

				Sources close to the investigation confirmed to the Sentinel that the family’s lead attorney, Richard Ward, was present with his clients during each of their interviews. It was also confirmed that the parents and son refused to take polygraph tests offered by investigators and that they declined to commit to future interviews or to consent to the questioning of the family’s two younger children by police.

				The Sharafs exited the building through a back door at 4:15 p.m. and got into a waiting car, which sped away. Shortly after, Ward emerged from the building to give a statement.

				“Today, Rahmat, Maryam and Omer Sharaf were interviewed by Fairfax County police in connection with the investigation into the death of Zorah Sharaf,” he said. “My clients sat down with investigators in good faith and answered every question truthfully and to the best of their knowledge. They have absolutely no interest in halting or slowing any aspect of this investigation and are eager to work with the police. They have nothing to hide and know the truth will prevail.

				“That said, the Fairfax County Police Department has much to answer for. In the last few months, this family, devastated once by the loss of their beloved daughter Zorah in a tragic accident, has been devastated anew by the revolting rumors swirling in the media about their possible involvement in her death. Rumors endorsed by the insinuations and ambiguous statements of this department that are nothing but a vicious smear campaign against my clients.

				“While real criminals guilty of the most heinous of crimes remain at large on the streets of Fairfax, threatening the safety of us all, this department has devoted its precious resources to a witch hunt fueled, purely and simply, by the climate of racism and Islamophobia that this country is unfortunately steeped in.

				“It is an abomination that the grieving parents of a dead child are called in for hours of grueling questioning for an investigation based on nothing but malicious slander and the fancies of a few deluded individuals. If my clients came from a different country—if they had skin of a different hue—if they believed in a different God—I guarantee you we would not be standing here today.

				“My clients are deeply horrified and heartbroken that anyone could accuse them of so heinous an act. The idea of harming one hair on the head of their daughter is unimaginable to them. They vehemently and categorically deny having anything to do with what happened to her on that terrible night.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			And then all hell broke loose.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			They waited outside. Hundreds of them. Day and night. These wild dogs fighting over rotten meat that call themselves news reporters. When Maryam came out each morning with the kids, to take them to school, they surrounded the car, shouting and flashing cameras through the windows so she couldn’t see to drive. They took pictures of Sharaf getting the mail. God take them, they even went through the trash cans.

			They found everyone who knew the family. Even Josephine—their cleaning woman. They found me within the first two days. Calling and calling. My phone, my husband’s phone. Leaving messages in sweet, sweet voices. “We’d like to talk to you about your cousin. We want to give you a chance to tell their side of the story. To tell their truth.” As if they cared one bit for the truth.

			Laylee started waking up three, four times a night screaming for her mother and father. She said she was scared the people outside were going to take Maryam and Sharaf. In her little mind she thought the police had sent them to take her parents away.

			Sharaf and Maryam were scared too. They didn’t know what those people were capable of. They brought Laylee and Hamza to sleep with them in their room. They tried to get Omer to sleep there too, but he wouldn’t listen. He was so angry.

			Maryam said, “We tell him to ignore them. That they can’t stay there forever. But he’s young and emotional. All he sees is how they torture us.”

			You’ve seen the video. The one they showed over and over on the TV. When he pushed the cameraman who shoved the camera in Maryam’s face away and the father-cursed bastard fell. So then they said oh, look how violent he is! He nearly killed that poor man who was only doing his job! If that’s how he is in front of the world, imagine what he’s capable of in private!

			That’s what they said about Omer. Who was so sweet and gentle that when he and Zorah were children and Zorah hit him or took his toy or candy, he never did anything but cry. Omer, who never raised his voice in all his life and blushed when his father swore.

			And did anyone ask why he pushed him? Did anyone talk about what the reporters were screaming in Maryam’s face that day? When she was trying to get to the car so she could get groceries to feed her family? The things they screamed at them every day? At this mother and father who had just put their daughter into the ground and packed black earth on top of her? What did these animals scream out at them in front of those little children who had lost the sister they loved more than the whole world?

			“Why did you lie to the police? What really happened that night? What did you do to Zorah? Did you murder your own daughter?”

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			It was an absolute circus.

			Local, national, and international TV channels. Newspaper and magazine people from every corner of the country. And then there were all the regular slobs with nothing better to do, crowding around taking pictures and videos and crawling around like creeps.

			You can see for yourself how we’re the only other neighbors on this stretch of the road. That’s how all the houses in the area are. All spaced out with the woods in-between. So of course they all came knocking on our door first.

			We put a sign out saying we weren’t interested in talking to anyone, but that didn’t help one bit. They got ahold of our phone numbers, our email addresses. I started going out to get the mail in the middle of the night because I couldn’t even walk down to the mailbox without being mobbed by a bunch of them hollering in my ears.

			I can’t even begin to describe it. How surreal it was. We’d turn on the six o’clock news and they’d be doing a live report, and we could look out the window and watch them doing it. One day I knew James was home from work because I saw his car drive up behind one of the reporters on TV.

			I finally got so fed up I said to him, “Suppose we talk to one of them? They’ll see we don’t know anything and leave us alone.” He told me not to do it, but I thought it was worth a shot because it couldn’t possibly get any worse. The next time one of them called, I said, “What is it exactly you’re burning to know?”

			She said, “How long have you known them? What kind of family are they? Did you ever see anything strange going on? Did you ever see them acting weird toward their daughter? How do you feel about living next door to people that could do something like that?”

			It was ludicrous. Absolutely ludicrous. I said, “Look. Let’s just hold our horses for a second, okay?

			“I don’t know anything about what…some of you all say are saying they did. I can’t imagine any parent even thinking about doing something like that. All I know is something horrible happened and now their daughter is gone.

			“Aside from that, I can tell you we’ve lived here for twenty-two years. They only moved in about seven or eight years ago. As far as we could see, they seemed like a normal family. We were polite, they were polite. Saying hi, chatting about the weather here and there. Every year at Christmas, I sent over a tin of homemade cookies and a poinsettia like I do for everyone in the neighborhood, and they sent back a lovely thank-you card. That was the full extent of our relationship with them. So do you really expect me to guess from the way someone mows their lawn and from their recycling habits if they’re capable of killing their own child? Think about what you’re asking me. It’s insane.”

			That’s exactly what I said. And what did it do? It just made them more rabid. They wanted us to talk on camera. To do a full interview and go on TV. They asked to see the thank-you cards.

			So we just up and left. We couldn’t take another minute of it. Decided at lunch one day and were on a plane before dinner. We went down to Florida to visit my niece. She lives in Santa Rosa Beach with her family, and we thought we’d go sit out on the beach for a few weeks and get away from the cold and craziness.

			But we couldn’t really get away from it, even down there. It was in all the big papers and on the news. And I couldn’t stop thinking about it anyway.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They couldn’t stay there anymore. So we made a system. We took them a few days to one person’s house and a few days to another’s. Then we thought it would be safer in one place than in ten and moved them into our house. Maryam and Sharaf and the two little ones. Omer wouldn’t come. He said, “They can’t chase me from my own house. They can eat my shit.”

			What they were…what they’d become…you wouldn’t wish it on your worst enemy. The whole world, the whole of life had turned into a hell for them that no one could even imagine. They didn’t live from day to day but from minute to minute. Every time the phone rang or the doorbell sounded they jumped like someone had hit them, thinking it was the next bomb coming to fall on their heads. First their lives shattered to a million pieces when the girl died, and then, in front of the whole world, called murderers of their own child.

			He said to me, “Ustad, what did I want with this country? I should have stayed in Kabul and let the rockets finish us. At least then we would have all died one time, together, instead of dying like this, every day.”

			People called the mosque day and night. Not just Afghans but Muslims from all over the world. Strangers. Sick at heart for them. They said, “What are they doing to these people? What kind of justice is this? What can we do? We want to help. To send money for the lawyers, for anything they need. Just tell us how much and where to send it.”

			When I told him, he said, “Tell them I don’t need money, but I need their prayers. Tell them to pray for me. To pray for my cursed family.”

			Omer came two or three times a week, late at night, after driving far away first to make sure none of the reporters were following him. His mother and father sat with their faces raining grief, and he shouted at them. “Why are we just sitting quiet? How can we let them say these things? That’s why people think it’s true! Because we don’t do anything! We need to sue them! Every bastard that says it!”

			We elders tried to calm him. To make him understand. We said, “Listen, son. You know why they say it. They say it because we’re Afghan. Because we’re Muslim. Suing people won’t change that. What power do we have here? This is their country. They can do anything.”

			His poor mother couldn’t sleep. All night long we could see the light from the TV in the basement. She didn’t watch it. Her eyes were always gone far far away. Sometimes she came upstairs and sat in the living room in the dark, her head in her hands, moaning or talking quietly to herself, shouting out the girl’s name all of a sudden and then falling silent again. In truth, Sohaila and I were scared she might do something to herself…you understand. But who wouldn’t have gone crazy? I say a hundred afareenah to her that she didn’t climb the walls.

			Sohaila went to her own doctor and told him she couldn’t sleep. She had to lie because we couldn’t make her go to the doctor. She wouldn’t step outside the house. For anything. She was scared to be away from the children for even a minute. So Sohaila made up some story and he gave her a prescription for some pills that we gave her, one every night. Just so the cursed woman could escape from the nightmare of her life for a few hours at least.

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Standard—January 13

				Neighbors say Sharaf family was “standoffish,” “weird”

				By Jeremy Carlson

				Very few if any of the Sharaf family’s neighbors in the wealthy enclave of Riverside, Virginia—home to a glittering array of Washington political and business elites—knew them. But they all agree on one thing: It wasn’t for lack of trying.

				Erin Snyder lives a few minutes away from the family that is currently at the center of an investigation into their teen daughter’s death. “A few years ago, we had a movie night in the park for charity. We went door-to-door asking everyone to either donate or volunteer for the event. When we got to their house, he—the dad—answered the door. We told him why we were there, and he looked at us like we were crazy. He said he didn’t have time for that kind of thing and closed the door in our faces,” she says. “He was just extremely rude. I mean, we’re all busy people. And it was for charity.”

				Doreen Evans, who also lives in the neighborhood, has similar recollections. “All three of my daughters are Girl Scouts. Every year at cookie time, we go around to all the houses and they’re the only people that have never bought even one box. It’s not about the cookies. It’s about being a decent person to little children. Even Mrs. Wessel, who’s diabetic, buys at least a dozen boxes every year, just to be nice.”

				Patricia Yeager, a resident of the area for 35 years, says she didn’t find them very neighborly.

				“They weren’t the kind of people you could invite over for a barbecue, you know? Very odd and standoffish—like, keep away.”

				Parents at Beville Elementary, where the two youngest children attended school, said Rahmat and Maryam Sharaf never showed any interest in getting to know the other parents. One parent who asked not to be identified said she didn’t even know Maryam Sharaf’s name. “We saw her at pickup and drop-off every day for years and she never so much as waved at anyone. She always had this really stony look on her face. She never came to a single PTA meeting or tried to get involved in any way. We all thought it was really weird.”

				Jennifer Dewing had a child in the same class as the Sharafs’ younger daughter, Laylee. “Last June we did a big graduation party for all the second graders and their parents. They came but sat at a table by themselves and didn’t talk with anyone. He was on his phone the whole time. At the end of the night, the DJ invited the parents onto the dance floor to do the Electric Slide with all the kids, but they just sat there. I felt so sad for that beautiful little girl, dancing all by herself, the only one without her mommy and daddy.”

				Many people in the community say they’re in disbelief about the abuse that’s alleged to have taken place in the family’s multimillion-dollar Colonial-style home, where star lights still hang in the window of the room belonging to the late teenager.

				“It’s unthinkable,” says Nathan Klinger, who owns and manages a bagel and coffee shop in the town center that he says the family often stopped in to on weekends. “You can’t really comprehend anyone doing that to their own child.”

				Amanda Sherman was shocked when she saw the residence on TV. “I was like, oh my God, I know that house! I run past it every morning. Literally every day. There’s a trail all the local runners train on that starts a little past their place. I always thought it was such a pretty house. But I honestly had no idea who lived there. I saw the cars in the driveway but never any people. It was so bizarre. They could’ve been ghosts.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Standard—January 15

				Ex–business partner says Rahmat Sharaf is a “monster”

				By Jeremy Carlson

				A former business partner of Rahmat Sharaf, the patriarch who along with his wife and elder son is being investigated in connection with the death of his teenage daughter, Zorah, revealed in an exclusive interview with the Standard that he wasn’t surprised at the allegations of Sharaf’s involvement in the affair.

				Shireen Sultani went into business with Rahmat Sharaf almost a decade ago, when after meeting and becoming friends through the Afghani community in Northern Virginia, they decided to open a take-out pizza shop in Springfield.

				Sultani said that both the friendship and the business quickly went south, mostly due to the volatility of Sharaf’s moods and his explosive anger.

				“He’s like a crazy dog,” he said. “No one else is right. Only him. Everything must be his way. If things weren’t like he wanted, then he started screaming. His face red. The water jumping from his mouth. He didn’t care what he said. He didn’t leave nothing. Not your mother, not your father, not your sister. That man wasn’t even scared of God.”

				After almost a year in business, they decided to go their separate ways.

				“He says I steal money from him, but actually he was the thief. His own heart was dirty, so he thought I was dirty too. He says, ‘I’ll kill you before you can have my money. I don’t care if I stay in prison, just so you don’t get my money.’ I said go go, do what you can, your hand is free. But the way he says it, like killing me is nothing, like killing a bug, I was shocked.

				“For a long time, I put a gun next to my bed before I went to sleep. I told people if anything happens to me, it’s him. Because I know him. I worked with him very close, fifteen, sixteen hours a day for a year. He’s a dangerous man. A monster. I told everyone that I swear by God one day we’ll see this man in the news. And now look. Am I right or not?”

				Sultani refused to speculate on the facts of the case at hand but expressed sympathy for the loss of Zorah Sharaf.

				“It’s too bad. She was just a child. But only God knows what happened. Me, I can’t say. I can only tell you one thing. That man? That man can do anything.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Standard—January 17

				Brother suspected in “honor” killing of teenage sister was loner, secretly feared by classmates

				By Jeremy Carlson

				Classmates of Omer Sharaf, the 21-year-old suspected of conspiring with his mother and father in the “honor” killing of his 18-year-old sister Zorah Sharaf, remember him as being a loner who kept to himself—to an extreme degree.

				His peers at James Madison High School, which he attended for four years, say he was antisocial and strange. “Everyone had something going on, like they were into school or sports, or they were artsy or whatever. But his thing was like…nothing,” says Tyler Burranda. “He always sat at the back of the class and never raised his hand or said anything to anyone.”

				Amiyah O’Neal was in the same homeroom as Sharaf during their junior and senior years. “I don’t think he had any friends. He was alone all the time, just, like, lurking around and staring. He had this really creepy stare. People thought he was weird. A bunch of us were just talking one day, joking around about who might shoot up the school, and everyone said him.”

				Sharaf’s senior year photo in the school yearbook is accompanied by the quote “Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow.” He earned a 2.9 GPA during his senior year but did not attend college after graduation.

				A former teacher remembers him as a quiet student who did the bare minimum. “He didn’t seem to be interested in academic achievement or any kind of extracurriculars. He just did what he had to do to pass. But he was very soft-spoken and shy. He didn’t cause disruptions in class or anything like that.”

				It seems, however, that Sharaf did make at least one friend during his time at the school. Ashik Roy, now a senior at the Ohio State University, says he and Sharaf bonded over a shared interest in video games. “We’d hang out at his house sometimes and game. We were both into sneakers too and we went to a few drops together. I remember he had this huge collection of Air Jordans. But we weren’t good friends or anything like that. The last time I talked to him was at graduation.”

				Ava Cardova also has a rare pleasant memory of him. “We were in the same history class all year and he barely said a word to anyone. And then one day, he walks into this Thai place I was working at to pick up an order. I was like, ‘Oh, hey, I know you.’ We started talking about finals and stuff and how psyched we were to be off for summer soon. We talked for like ten minutes, maybe?

				“It’s just weird, seeing him on TV and stuff, and all the stuff they’re like saying about him. About what he—they—did. It’s wild.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Virginia Sentinel—January 21

				National organization launches Justice for Zorah campaign

				By Kira Langston

				On Tuesday, the National Alliance to End Domestic Violence launched a campaign to demand justice for Zorah Sharaf, the Virginia teenager who many suspect was the victim of an honor killing by her family. Sharaf’s death last September was originally ruled an accident, but prompted by new information, police have since reopened the case. Outrage at the 18-year-old’s death has ignited protests across the state and country, with many incensed that the parents and brother of the teen have not yet been arrested.

				Activists at the NAEDV, frustrated by the lack of progress in the case, decided to act to put pressure on law enforcement through a national campaign. Christine Hodge, a senior staff attorney with the organization, launched the campaign at a press conference in Washington, D.C., on Tuesday.

				“We feel compelled to step into the fray because Zorah’s story has been hijacked by sensationalist media coverage and by individuals using her death to further their own agendas. Someone needs to champion her cause in a serious way so that her story isn’t lost in the chaos.

				“We don’t have an agenda. Our motivation is simple: to get justice for Zorah. We were initially contacted by local activists and concerned members of the public who urged us to get involved. After studying the available information, we realized there’s been massive police oversight in this case from the very beginning. A crime may have taken place that was never investigated—one or more people may have gotten away with murder.”

				In the last decade, the organization has effectively lobbied for stronger public policies against domestic violence. Most famously, the organization appealed the conviction of Denise Gillman, who in 2008 fatally stabbed her husband following an altercation. Her defense team from the NAEDV successfully argued she was a victim of battered woman syndrome, and that she had endured years of psychological and physical abuse at the hands of her husband.

				Part of the campaign for Zorah includes an online petition, already signed by 2 million people as of Friday, demanding police accelerate the investigation and file charges against those involved in her death. It also calls for an inquiry into negligence by the Fulton County Police Department in their investigation of the incident.

				The campaign also includes a drive to send postcards with the message “Justice for Zorah” to Virginia attorney general Timothy Duggan and the commonwealth’s attorney for Fairfax County, Adam Wright. Friends of the teen say she had a great fondness for sending and collecting postcards.

				The organization is seeking donations to fund the campaign and have currently raised over half a million dollars.

				“It’s obvious that Zorah’s story has touched so many,” says Hodge. “People are passionate about getting justice for this courageous young woman, and it’s not just cheap talk. They’re putting their money where their mouths are.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			Everyone failed Zorah Sharaf. Her family—her community—the social workers—the police. Every last link in the chain that brought her to that night was rotten.

		

	
		
			
				Sayed Nawab

				Former Sharaf family friend

			
			He said, “I’ll kill her. Watch and see how I do it.” And exactly like he said it, they went and did it.

			All these people saying: Oh, this is the twenty-first century. This is America. No one does things like that here. What does America mean? Bad things don’t happen in America? America changes what people are? Bad is bad everywhere. And he was the same uneducated, ignorant donkey twenty years later as on the day they came. His backward mentality was set in stone.

			The boy was the same thing. His father’s shadow. The same ragh. If Sharaf said set yourself on fire, he’d do it in a second. He was abnormal. You should have seen him that day, when he threw himself at me. My son didn’t want to fight him. He was just defending me. But that bastard tried to put my son’s eyes out! He bit him like a mad dog! My son had teeth marks all over his body. You tell me, are those the acts of someone right in the head?

			The only one I can’t say anything about is the mother. These things are usually the doings of men, not women. But I think she knew. She knew. How could they have done it without her knowing? Maybe she was there that night and helped them. Maybe she stayed with the children. But whatever happened, and that only God knows, it’s not possible she didn’t know.

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			Even if we accept that Mr. Nawab doesn’t have credibility because of the alleged bad blood between him and Rahmat Sharaf, and then further accept that the half dozen witnesses who corroborated Mr. Nawab’s story are also motivated by jealousy or misheard Mr. Sharaf, as he and his supporters claim, we’re still left with Zorah’s own words.

			Ten months before she dies, on the night she walks into the emergency room at Spring Valley Hospital, she tells two social workers and the police that this supposedly loving father has threatened to take her back to Afghanistan and marry her off against her will if she doesn’t break up with her boyfriend. And that this devoted mother, in response to Zorah telling her she’s going to kill herself says, “Good. Then we wouldn’t have you as a problem anymore.” Then, just a few weeks later, Zorah confides to Noreen Stewart at the shelter that her father has said, multiple times, in front of her mother and brother, that if she doesn’t start behaving, he’s going to kill her and make it look like an accident. And lo and behold, what happens? A few months after she returns home, Zorah Sharaf is killed in what seems like a tragic accident.

			This isn’t about hearsay. This isn’t about enemies and feuds. The most damning evidence of all is in the words of Zorah Sharaf, speaking to us from beyond the grave.

		

	
		
			
				Nader Khan

				Sharaf family friend

			
			I don’t say they did it. I don’t say that at all. Of course they didn’t do it. But that girl was a slut.

			I’m sorry, maybe you don’t like my words, I know, because you people have other philosophies about these things—but it’s the clean truth.

			Yes, she came back and put her head in their feet and begged forgiveness and swore on a hundred Qurans never to do it again—but those things have no meaning.

			Sharaf knew it. He’d misjudged her before, but he never would again. Even if he forgave her for destroying his name, for turning everything he’d worked for to dirt, she was still a filthy, corrupted thing sitting in the middle of that house.

			She wasn’t just one problem—she was twenty. How to keep her from then on? They couldn’t fix her, because character and akhlaq aren’t things that can ever be fixed once gone bad. And on top of that there was no fear left in her eyes. No shame. She had gone the limit. Done everything. She had shit in their mouths, and they’d eaten it. So what authority did they have over her anymore? What trust could they have in her from then on? They could never believe a word she said. They would always wonder what she was doing when she left the house. Who was calling her. Who she was calling. Night and day for the rest of their lives they would be burning in hell’s fire, wondering how she was going to shame them next. That girl was a live bomb sitting right on top of their heads.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			A forensic analysis would be carried out on a desktop computer found in the Sharaf family home and a laptop computer belonging to Omer Sharaf. The analysis of the desktop computer would not yield anything relevant to the investigation. But Omer’s laptop revealed a search history that authorities found particularly striking.

			Between May 1 and August 16, the searches carried out on the laptop included: camping areas with no people around in Virginia, best place to camp in Virginia where you can’t see anyone, Claytor Lake, Philpott Lake, easy boats to operate, do you need a license to rent a boat, can you drown with a life vest on, is it easy to drown in lakes, lakes where a lot of people drowned in New York, most dangerous lakes in New York, in prison can you keep your business, in prison can you keep your bank accounts, Erie Canal, Fairview Canal, Fairview boating, and Finger Lakes.

			The Fairview Canal in Fulton County was studied extensively on Google Street View, the user exploring the 360-degree views of the streets leading to the canal, including Lake Ridge Road, which was the street Zorah Sharaf would have been traveling on that fateful night, the street where she presumably lost control of the car before driving it into the canal. This particular search was carried out over forty times during the beginning of July, just a few weeks before Omer and Rahmat Sharaf would be spotted in the area by Ethan Reed and his family.

			The general searches for camping areas without people and deadly lakes, it was noted by investigators, began on May 1, ten days after Zorah returned home after having run away to live with Sahil Rafique.

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			There’s no way to candy-coat it. Fulton police botched everything. From the moment they discovered the Mercedes in the canal, they made mistake after mistake that would lead to an inadequate investigation and to the department’s ultimately erroneous theory of events.

			First, even though it was against department protocol, they assigned two junior investigators with a year and a half of experience between them to the case. In turn, these investigators—either out of carelessness or sloppiness or inexperience—didn’t do any of the due diligence required.

			I personally believe that the Fulton police were so taken in by the façade of this beautiful, loving, prosperous-looking family that they treated all the “information” the Sharafs provided as fact. Once the family fed them the angle about the wild child gone for a joyride in the middle of the night, they ran with it. They questioned absolutely nothing about the situation. They considered no other possibilities.

			After Omer called the police to report Zorah and his car missing that morning, an officer was dispatched to the Cedar Lake Inn and spoke with the father and son at length. But in another breach of protocol, the officer didn’t take detailed notes during these initial interviews. Instead, he jotted down a brief physical description of Zorah and the missing car and general observations about the situation, noting where the family was from and what they were doing in Fulton.

			Later that day, after the car removed from the canal was confirmed to be Omer’s and after Rahmat Sharaf identified his daughter’s body, investigators took informal statements from Rahmat and Omer at the Fulton police station, but these statements were taken jointly. Father and son were never separated and interviewed alone. Police went back to the inn after Zorah’s body was identified and spoke, very briefly, with Maryam, but upon her collapsing in emotion, her husband and son asked the investigators to direct all questions to them. During the rest of the time the family was in Fulton, the police never talked to Maryam again. Investigators did everything they could to make the process easier on what they believed was a shocked and grieving family.

			This was a glaring mistake. In the direct aftermath of a potential crime, the family would have been more vulnerable to revealing inconsistencies and anomalies in their accounts of what happened that night. Though they were questioned separately by Fairfax police in January, after the investigation was reopened, they had had four months by then to hone and perfect their stories and to discard any incriminating evidence. What’s more, they knew from media accounts that they were at the least unofficially under suspicion at that point, and, with the expert coaching of their superstar attorney and his team, were on guard against any answers that might implicate them.

			Another critical error was the disposal of Omer Sharaf’s Mercedes. Although the vehicle was examined, it was within the context of an accident that had resulted in a fatality, not as the potential instrument or scene of a crime. Within three weeks of the incident, the vehicle was released back to its registered owner, Omer Sharaf, who immediately sold it to Fred’s Auto Parts, a scrapyard in Fulton. The scrapyard owner would later confirm that after the car was stripped of its salvageable parts, it was dismantled, crushed, and shredded.

			But of all the mistakes that took place in that vital period, the most egregious was the fact that the two rooms of the carriage house at the Cedar Lake Inn where the Sharafs were staying were never cordoned off and processed by Fulton police. Any evidence of a struggle—any weapon or clue about what happened there that night—was lost. They allowed multiple people, including the owners and other workers at the inn, to trample in and out of the rooms that first day, destroying or contaminating any evidence. A housekeeper came through and cleaned both rooms that very evening, right after the Sharafs moved themselves to a motel in the center of town, where they would stay for the next few days while waiting for the police to release Zorah’s body. The housekeeper stripped and washed all the bedding, vacuumed the carpets, and scrubbed the bathrooms down with bleach.

			By the time the police reopened the case in November, searching the rooms was pointless. Months had passed. Hundreds of people had stayed in those rooms. Any evidence had been obliterated or contaminated. There was nothing for investigators to find.

		

	
		
			
				Melanie Waller

				Fulton County resident

			
			I believe my son with every fiber of my being.

			To this day, Jacob has never wavered in his story. Not one bit. No matter how many times the police asked him or how they framed their questions. And never with us. He says he saw four lights and then there was a boom and he saw two lights.

			Obviously the police didn’t share anything with us, but the more I thought about it, the less I thought it was just a coincidence. The same night and around the same time this girl ends up at the bottom of the canal, Jacob sees lights from two cars out there? Where cars have no business being? It doesn’t make any sense.

			I know there are lots of people who say he probably saw the accident happen and got all mixed up with the front and back lights of her car. But I don’t believe that for a second. How could he have seen the back lights of the car after it fell into the canal?

			I don’t think Jacob saw a car fall into the lock by accident. I think he saw something truly unspeakable happen out there that night.

		

	
		
			
				Gene Thurlow

				Owner, Cedar Lake Inn

			
			I told you about the logbook. Well, like I said before, Craig was the only one on shift that night. He made two entries in it between 10:42 p.m., when I made my last entry, and 6:00 a.m., when he wrote that the morning shift people were in and he was leaving. The first was that the washing machine was leaking again. The second was that the sensor lights we’d installed a few months before to scare away the raccoons that kept raiding the garbage cans went on two times that night, a couple hours apart. When we first installed them, they kept going on at any leaf blowing by, so we changed the sensitivity level. But he wrote that each time he went out to check the garbage area, he didn’t see anything. Those lights are on the side toward the carriage house, near the sugar maples.

			I mentioned it to the police when they first came around, the day they found the girl, but they didn’t really seem to care. And maybe they were right. Maybe it didn’t mean anything. But after we fixed them, those lights have never gone on like that for no reason.

			What got me thinking was if the first time they went on was when the girl was sneaking out of the carriage house and down the hill to the cars, well, okay. But she never came back. So why’d they go off that second time? That’s always bothered me.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			Cell phone data recovered by police showed that on the night of August 31 through the morning of September 1, Rahmat’s, Maryam’s, and Omer Sharaf’s cell phones remained in the immediate vicinity of the Cedar Lake Inn until Rahmat and Omer traveled to the police station to report Zorah Sharaf missing. Supporters of the Sharafs would point to this as evidence that cleared them of wrongdoing. They said it proved that they were at the inn the whole night.

			Their accusers, however, countered that it did no such thing. In the first place, they argued, cell phone triangulation isn’t an exact science. Its use as evidence has been challenged successfully in many cases, with good reason. They further argued that even if you took the data at face value, all it proved was that their cell phones were at the inn the whole night. Not that they themselves stayed at the inn the whole night. Given that it’s common knowledge that police can track your general location with your cell phone, they postulate that the Sharafs would have planned to leave their cell phones behind.

			The cell phone data also showed that Zorah’s phone was never in the vicinity of the canal that night. In fact, her phone was found in her handbag at the Cedar Lake Inn the next morning, when the proprietor of the inn, Gene Thurlow, after being informed by the family that she was missing, asked them if they had tried calling her. When they called her phone, they heard it ringing in her bag and recovered it in front of Mr. Thurlow.

			But everyone who knew Zorah confirmed that she saw her cell phone as an extension of herself, akin to another limb. She took her phone everywhere, even into the shower. At night when she went to sleep, she kept the phone under her pillow for easy access. So why did Zorah leave her cell phone behind that night? For many, the fact that her cell phone wasn’t with her was confirmation that she hadn’t left the inn of her own volition.

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			During the autopsy, a significant abrasion was discovered on Zorah’s left temple that the Clay County medical examiner couldn’t completely account for, except to vaguely theorize that it may have occurred in the course of the “accident.”

			Those who believe in the Sharafs’ innocence say that Zorah surely would have screamed for help or tried to run away if she had been attacked. That someone would have seen or heard her, that there would have been obvious signs of a struggle, such as defensive wounds on Zorah or visible offensive wounds on her parents or brother, wounds that even the clueless and tunnel-visioned Fulton police couldn’t miss. But if she was unconscious from an unexpected and brutal blow to the head, she wouldn’t have had the chance to run or scream for help or defend herself against her assailant or assailants.

			Once she was unconscious, they would have needed only minutes to place her in the driver’s seat and fasten the seat belt and to then maneuver the Mercedes into the canal by activating the automatic transmission’s creep mode by shifting the car from park to drive.

			That would also account for a fact that mystified one of the Fulton investigators at the time, so much so that he included it as a scribbled side note in his initial report: The Mercedes was found in the water with the window on the driver’s side rolled completely down. As an aside, this in itself was bizarre. If Zorah had snuck out on a joyride, planning to return the car to its place with her family none the wiser, why would she have driven with the window down in a rainstorm, allowing the inside of the car to get wet?

			But—coming back to the earlier point—the window was open. Even in the terror and shock and disorientation of a crash, her first impulse would have been to try to escape the car. We know Zorah was an avid and capable swimmer. The Sharafs had a pool at home, and she loved swimming at the lake and beach. So why didn’t she swim out of the open window that was right next to her? She had no major injuries that would have prevented her from doing so, and the water in that part of the canal was only about eight feet deep. Every survival instinct in her would have impelled her out of that car. At the very least, even if she hadn’t been able to save herself, her body would have been found outside of the car, in the canal, or in a position inside the car that suggested she was trying to escape. But the position of her body, sitting in the driver’s seat with her seat belt still on, indicated that Zorah hadn’t even attempted to save her own life.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			When Rahmat and Omer Sharaf reported Zorah Sharaf missing on the morning of September 1, they told the police officer, unprompted, that they’d never been to Fulton before and were only passing through on their way back from Niagara Falls. After they confirmed it was Zorah’s body that was found in the Mercedes, when they were giving their detailed statements to Fulton police, they confirmed this again, stating they’d stopped for the night in Fulton because Maryam Sharaf wasn’t feeling well. The owner of the Cedar Lake Inn, Gene Thurlow, would also tell police that he asked Rahmat Sharaf the night they checked in if he had ever been in the area before and he responded it was his first time there.

			In fact, as it later came to light due to the tip to police from Ethan Reed, on the morning of July 25, Rahmat and Omer had driven from their home in Riverside to Niagara Falls, where they spent the night at the Falls Garden Inn—the same hotel the family would stay in one month later. The next day, they drove approximately two and a half hours from the Falls to Fulton, where they were spotted early that afternoon by Reed and family east of Lock 7, at a scenic lookout point on the canal just one mile from the spot where Zorah would die one month later. One of the same spots that was extensively studied on Omer’s laptop computer.

			A police source in Fairfax, when asked about law enforcement’s theory about the earlier father-and-son excursion, had a concise but chilling answer: “The first trip was a test run.”

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			Rahmat Sharaf’s love of taking his family on road trips is well documented. In just the two years before Zorah’s death they’d crisscrossed the country, driving to over a dozen different states to sightsee.

			And on every single one of those road trips, no matter how far or near the destination, the family always traveled together in the Audi SUV. But on this trip—a single night’s journey to Niagara Falls—they decided to take a second car. And not just any car, but a used Mercedes that Omer had bought at auction just a week before. A car bought for resale purposes, which he hadn’t even had a mechanic check yet. Assuming that the Sharafs did for some reason need two cars on this of all trips, why would he take an untested, unreliable car on a family road trip, where he’d be adding some eight hundred miles onto it, lowering its resale value, and leave his own car, an Infiniti SUV, only a year old, at home?

			Because whoever was at the canal that night with Zorah would have needed a car to get back to the inn, which was to be the Audi. And they needed another car for Zorah to “steal” and “crash” into the water. It wouldn’t have made sense to “waste” the sixty-thousand-dollar Infiniti when a car worth a fraction of that could be used.

			The Mercedes was bought and brought along on the trip because the entire plot revolved around it. The Mercedes wasn’t just the murder weapon, it was an ingenious means of staging the killing of their daughter to look like a tragic car accident.

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			Fairfax police would serve a search warrant on the Sharaf family in December. It covered electronic devices and a miscellany of other items, including the clothes and shoes that Rahmat, Maryam, and Omer Sharaf were wearing on August 31 and September 1.

			Because of the pictures that Zorah Sharaf posted on social media in the late hours of August 31, police knew exactly what the family was wearing that day. But the family claimed they didn’t have the articles of clothing anymore. They said that soon after their daughter’s death, distraught by anything that reminded them of that time, they donated the specific clothes and shoes to a Goodwill store in the area. Investigators searched the home for the items anyway but were unable to find them.

			The warrant also covered several personal items of Zorah’s. When investigators arrived at the home that day in December and asked the way to Zorah’s room, Rahmat led them upstairs to an empty chamber. Everything was gone. Zorah’s bed, her vanity table, her desk. The posters and framed pictures she’d culled from thrift shops and the cabinet of kitschy souvenirs she’d collected. The extensive closetful of clothes and bags and shoes, gone. The room was bare. The sole exception were the twinkle lights she’d hung in the window.

			Bereaved parents are known to keep the room of a dead child exactly as it was when the child was alive, down to an unmade bed and the contents of the wastepaper basket. Sometimes for years after the child has passed. They’re known to keep pillowcases and items of clothing in sealed bags so they won’t lose their smell.

			In this case, not even four months after Zorah died, her family had thrown out or given away all her belongings. This included her cell phone and her rose-gold-colored laptop computer, both purchased just a few months before she died, soon after she returned to her family. Omer claimed he’d sold the items at a used electronics shop when he was in Maryland for work, though he said he didn’t remember the location or name of the store.

			Investigators would note something else as well. During their detailed search of the home, they found three areas where there were clusters of family photos. The double doors of the refrigerator were plastered with candids of everyday family moments. In the living room, there was an arrangement of framed photos on a table behind the sofa, some two dozen in total. They included pictures of birthday parties, vacations, graduations—even old, faded pictures of Maryam and Rahmat’s wedding day in Kabul. And in the main hallway upstairs, there was an arrangement of professional family portraits taken through the years. Investigators noted that there wasn’t a single photo of Zorah—either alone or with other members of the family—on display in any of these locations. Friends and family later confirmed that there had been pictures of Zorah in each of these places, that in fact her pictures had once been the most prominent.

			It chilled even seasoned investigators to the core. One of the detectives involved in the search would later say, “It’d be one thing if they kept some stuff and gave some stuff away. You could expect that. But they just chucked all her stuff like yesterday’s garbage. I mean, there was nothing. Nothing. It wasn’t like she was dead. It was like she’d never been born.”

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			At the end of the day, the Sharafs’ actions speak for themselves.

			They retained Richard Ward the moment they found out the police had reopened the investigation into their daughter’s death. How many innocent people pay a hundred-thousand-dollar retainer to one of the top criminal defense lawyers in the country before they’re arrested, charged, or even questioned by police? At that point, the police hadn’t said they were suspects or even persons of interest—only that they had new information they wanted to follow up on. If you’re a grieving parent whose daughter was found dead at the bottom of a canal, and the police tell you they have new information they need to investigate that might give you answers, you’d be doing everything in your power to help them, wouldn’t you?

			But the Sharafs’ response was to hire the best lawyer money could buy. And then, after that, to stop cooperating with the police. They refused to take a polygraph test, they refused to sit down with investigators for months, and then they had their attorney cast aspersions on the entire investigation and call it a witch hunt fueled by racism and Islamophobia.

			Frankly, it’s revolting that they would try to hide behind such claims, besides it being an egregious insult and affront to the legitimate victims of racism and Islamophobia in this country, of whom there are multitudes.

			The fact of the matter is, the Sharafs threw every obstacle they could in front of the investigation because they didn’t want an investigation. They didn’t need answers because they already knew exactly what happened that night.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			Who is more reviled in America today than the Muslim man and woman? Who is more anathematized and abominated? Who else could be accused of the murder of their own child based on absolutely nothing?

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It doesn’t make any sense.

			If they were so crazy with anger, then when she came back with her eyes down like a dog they would have said, “Don’t show your filthy face at this door again. From this moment on, we disown you.” She couldn’t shame them any more than she had already shamed them, and they weren’t the first people in the world whose daughter ruined their name. But they didn’t do that. They took her back. They forgave her all.

			I’m not saying they weren’t upset with her. In the end they were human too. But children are such terrible things. To have them is to know nothing of your own pride. She was their child. They couldn’t cast her from their door any more than they could cast her from their hearts.

			We saw how it was when we went there with Nawab that day. She was still the blacks of their eyes. When she brought Sharaf a cup of tea, he held her to him and kissed her head ten times. And when we were sitting at lunch, I saw Maryam pick the most tender meat from her own plate and put it on Zorah’s. And the whole day, she was laughing and joking with Omer like they were the best of friends.

			Are you saying they were all such actors? It’s not possible. Qatan.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			If you believe it’s possible, then two things have to be true.

			One: that this mother and father, who by all accounts were among the most loving and devoted parents people had ever seen—grudgingly admitted as such even by their enemies—acted not only against eighteen years of precedent but against all innate maternal and paternal instincts to do something so evil the human mind cannot comprehend it.

			And two: that a so-called bumbling, half-literate, arthritic man of sixty, a socially awkward high school graduate with a GPA of 2.9, and a middle-aged housewife who couldn’t even use her own cell phone properly were criminal masterminds who conspired to carry out the perfect crime. A murder so perfect that even trained professionals didn’t suspect any kind of crime had taken place.

		

	
		
			
				Sara Bashar

				Cousin of Maryam Sharaf’s

			
			They didn’t remove Zorah’s things from the house because they didn’t care—they removed them because Maryam had gone mad.

			God keep even my worst enemies from the death of a child. After the fortieth day of prayers, when all the customs were finished, we thought she’d become busy again with the needs of the little ones and the everyday housework and it would hold her grief away. But instead, every morning after she dropped the children at school, she went straight to the cemetery. She took one of those folding outside chairs from the garage and sat at Zorah’s grave the whole day. She only left when it was time to pick up the children. On the weekends she left Laylee and Hamza with Omer and stayed there from morning until night. She lived from one day to the next to go to the cemetery.

			At first they left her alone. They thought she would come to her senses herself. But it was only az badh batar. When she was at home she stayed in Zorah’s room. She ate there and watched her TV and slept on her bed at night. She went into her closet and ironed all her clothes and arranged and rearranged the makeup and perfume bottles on her table. Whenever she was walking in the house and passed one of Zorah’s pictures, she picked up the frame and laid her head against it and kissed and kissed it.

			It was like everyone else had died and she and Zorah were the only ones left in the world. She didn’t cook or clean or go shopping for groceries. When the little ones came to her she pushed them away and screamed at them to leave her alone. They were scared of their own mother. We all tried pleading with her. We said look to the eyes of these poor children. But she said that since her Zaree was gone balah after them too.

			Sharaf didn’t know what to do. He even took her to a depression doctor, an Afghan she could talk to in Dari, but she wouldn’t say one word to him.

			Then we all told him to remove Zorah’s things. He didn’t want to, but we said it was too hard for Maryam to open the door to Zorah’s room every morning and see all her things, to see her face smiling at her all over the house.

			So one day when she was at the cemetery he called some place that gives things to poor people and they came and took it all away. Omer put all her pictures in a box in the basement. It’s true he sold her computer and phone, but he sent the money to Kabul to be distributed among the needy in her name, as an offering for the eternal rest of her soul. Maryam came back to an empty room. When she saw that…they called me…her screams…I’ll carry those screams to my grave. It was like Zorah died for her a second time that day.

			She cursed Sharaf and Omer until her breath gave out and then she sat in Zorah’s room, empty like that, for days. At night she slept on the floor. But after three, four days, something happened to her. One morning they woke up and she was in the kitchen making breakfast. After that, little by little, she became a bit more right again. Khud not completely—but at least she wasn’t like before.

			She knew it was better that way. Not to be reminded every day by Zorah’s things. But even more than that, she never wanted to be reminded of that trip. Maryam blamed that trip for everything. It was a fixation for her. She said if they’d never gone, Zorah never would have had the chance to take that cursed car that night. So she herself collected all the clothes they’d worn those days, the children’s souvenirs, even some suitcases they’d bought new for the trip, and took them to the Goodwill.

			That’s why when the police came, all those months later, there was nothing left. But they turned it into something else. They didn’t want to listen to the truth. They didn’t want to believe it. They only wanted to make their own reasons. They wanted everything to fit the evil story they’d already made in their minds.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Who was their witness? This witness that saw everything? A child. A little child with a little story.

			Just think about it. This boy wakes up in the middle of the night. With eyes full of sleep, he looks from a window across the water. On a night they said was so thick with rain and fog people couldn’t see their own hands in front of them, this child, with Superman’s eyes, looks hundreds of feet across the water and not only sees lights but in his sleepy state has the presence of mind to count them and note four. Then he hears a boom. A boom that could have sounded from anywhere and been anything. And then he looks again and counts two lights.

			Who can know what our eyes tell us in the middle of the black night? I’m a grown man, without a child’s fancy, and I’ve woken in the middle of the night a hundred times and gone downstairs and thought the coatrack near the door was a robber.

			But this is their great big witness. This is their hard proof. The midnight imaginings of a child, for God’s sake, who destroyed a family and turned a mother and father and brother into murderers of their own daughter and sister.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			It’s a very common saying in Dari. We use it ten times a day. I’d kill my daughter before I’d let her become a singer. I’ll kill you before I buy you a motorcycle. Just the other day, my son was joking about getting a tattoo and I said, “Do it, and I’ll kill you before you see another day.” It means nothing.

			They were fighting and in anger the words slipped from his mouth. All of us say crazy things when we’re angry. He said it to make Nawab mad. To show him how little he thought of him and his big name. “I’ll kill her before I give her to you.” We all understood his meaning. Anyone saying different is talking chatee matee.

			Think for yourself. If he was even thinking of doing it, what kind of brainless man would he be to say it in front of a hundred people? Just a few months before supposedly doing it? What kind of murderer announces his plan to the world? The stupidest of the stupid. And Sharaf was many other things, believe it, but the last thing he would ever be is stupid.

		

	
		
			
				Mohsin Rahmanzay

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Nawab’s words have as much value as a dog’s bark.

			The very next day after the fight he called us and said, “I won’t be the grandson of so-and-so badh balah tert fert if I don’t get revenge on him. I’ll be a bastard if I don’t make that laborer’s son, that son of a whore, that pimp, beg me for mercy. If God doesn’t give him to me on earth, I’ll have my revenge on him in the sky. Mark my words, in this state of Virginia it will be him or it will be me.”

			Ask any of them. Anwari Sahib or Wardak Sahib or anyone else who was there. He called us all in turn and said he was going to go the police to have Sharaf and Omer arrested for attacking him and his son, and then he was going to sue Sharaf for every cent of his millions, because he and his boy had injuries. He said he had already talked to a lawyer. He asked us to be his witnesses. But we told him he was crazy. We said do what you want, but leave us in peace.

			So by the time the girl died, he’d been sitting on two feet for months, burning and waiting. He saw a chance at revenge he could never have even dreamed of, and he finally made his heart cold on Sharaf.

			I always knew he was catcha. I knew he would sell his own mother for a hundred dollars. But I didn’t know just how catcha he was until with the man’s daughter dead, and dead in such a way, he went to the police and told them those stories and then put his wrinkled old suit and tie on and went in front of every TV camera in America, making a big act, talking bad about Sharaf and his own people so the Americans would shake his hand and call him a hero.

			That man is a liar and a bastard. The only thing is to hang him from the highest tree, and even that wouldn’t be enough.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			The American public has been brainwashed into believing that only the guilty ask for lawyers before talking to the police. This great faith in our justice system would be touching in its naïveté if it wasn’t also so appallingly stupid.

			Now, look. Despite what my critics say, I am a staunch supporter and admirer of our law enforcement. These selfless professionals who day in and day out risk their lives for the safety of our communities.

			But the fact of the matter is, the police are not infallible. Nor are they saints. They get things wrong all the time. They suffer from tunnel vision and prejudice. They lose evidence. They railroad people using manipulative and deceptive tactics and coerce them into making false confessions. These are facts. The multitude of men and women who have been sent to their doom, who have rotted away in prisons for decades, only to later be completely exonerated of the crimes they’d been convicted of, are proof of this. And those are the lucky ones—if you can call them that. How many innocents languish behind bars right now who’ll never again see the light of a free day?

			Mr. Sharaf and his wife, Maryam, are model American citizens. They don’t have as much as a parking ticket between them. They have always respected the laws of this country and fulfilled their civic duties. Their son Omer is as upright and conscientious a young man as you could ever meet.

			But they came to this country as refugees. English is not their first language, and they weren’t educated here. They had no experience with the law. All of a sudden, they had the police making public proclamations about investigating their daughter’s death, and all but pointing to them as the prime suspects. People in the Afghani community told them they’d be charged with negligence, with endangering the public because they knew Zorah had a habit of stealing the car, and they’d still allowed her access to the keys. It’s a sad reality that many racial minorities in this country have a deep distrust and fear of law enforcement.

			Mr. Sharaf, terrified, came to me looking for guidance and advice. He said, “I don’t understand why the police are saying these things. I don’t know what they want with us. Please help me.”

			He came to me through pure instinct. No doubt the same shrewd instinct that guided him in his rise from a penniless refugee into a captain of industry in less than a decade. He knew he was out of his depth, and he needed someone who could guide him and his family through an extremely sensitive and critical period where to make a wrong step would be catastrophic. That’s all there was to it.

			And then the public got wind of their economic status, and all the ruckus exploded into full-blown hysteria. The media gleefully crowed about my “exorbitant” retainer and fees. The news shows had B-roll of the mansion and the cars on a loop. All to imply, of course, that if the Sharafs weren’t locked up, it was only because of their deep pockets.

			Now—excuse my great ignorance—but just when exactly did it become a crime in this country to be successful? Mr. Sharaf and his family are the American story. They epitomize the American Dream. The ability to come here with absolutely nothing and to achieve, through ambition and discipline and backbreaking work, economic success and security for your family. The idea that in this country anyone can have a seat at the table regardless of color, creed, or religion. Once upon a time, Mr. Sharaf would have been held up as a beacon of hope, as proof that the principles upon which America was established more than two hundred years ago stand as inviolable as ever.

			But we’re in a new era now. Where it’s politically incorrect to be successful. Where people are demonized for economic achievement and shamed for daring to enjoy the fruits of their labor.

			My clients weren’t just the victims of a prejudiced and tunnel-visioned police force. They weren’t just the victims of a racist and Islamophobic media environment. They were also the victims of the new “eat the rich” mentality in this country. People were ready with pitchforks the moment they heard the word millionaire. And why was that? Because the wealthy are somehow more morally corrupt? More capable of heinous crimes? Or just because the “have-nots” in America today have a bloodlust to see those more successful than themselves “put in their place,” to knock them down a peg or two.

			The unfortunate truth is that in the case of the Sharafs, they became lightning rods of public hatred not only for being rich but for having the audacity to be rich while also being brown.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They’d been taking trips together ever since Omer was a boy. Father and son. Two or three times a year they went hunting up in the mountains. They went to Las Vegas for all the big fights and to Montreal to watch the car races. Sharaf even took him to Dubai on business trips.

			After Omer started making his own money, he began taking his father places. Usually somewhere close by for a night or two, but one time on Sharaf’s birthday he took him all the way to Alaska on a cruise. They loved traveling together, and Sharaf always said the trips made him feel like he was living the boyhood he lost after his own father died.

			They’d wanted to see Niagara Falls for years. I remember them talking about it in front of me some hundred times. But for one reason or another they’d never gone. That summer, Sharaf was killing himself with work, flying all over the world for business. He hadn’t had a rest in months. So one day Omer came home and told his father to pack a change of clothes and he took him there as a surprise.

			When they came back Sharaf called me and said, “Ustad, it’s a beautiful place. Omer and I went just for a night, and on the way back we stopped to see some lakes there in New York. If I have time, we’re going to take the whole family soon. Why don’t you all come with us?” He made a plan and said he would rent a big house and we would have such a nice vacation, but Sohaila only likes to travel with family, so I made up some excuse. Now, you tell me, is that the work of someone doing something secretly?

			And then they kept saying he hid it from police, that they’d been there before, so it meant they were guilty. What kind of word is that? When they went to the police that day, his daughter was missing from her bed. He wasn’t thinking like a normal man. So he told them, “We’re not familiar with this place. We just came for vacation.” And then later, when they found the body, he’d just learned his child was dead. So again he said, “We’ve never been here before.” And that wasn’t even a lie. He was talking and thinking of his own family, together. That they had never been there. And even if he committed the unforgivable crime of misspeaking, so what? English is not the man’s mother tongue. Maybe he didn’t understand what they were asking. And he was in shock. So he didn’t think to say, “Oh, excuse me, I was here on July so-and-so at so-and-so o’clock with my son, and now we’ve come here again with the family.” If someone told you your child that you had kissed good night ten hours ago was dead, if you had to identify their body at the morgue and then go tell their waiting mother, are you telling me you’d talk like a computer? Every detail correct and in place? Please. You wouldn’t even know your own name.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			Oh yes. The so-called smoking gun. The righteous mob howled extra loud when the police leaked information about the “damning computer searches.”

			“Well,” they said, “what was Omer doing looking up all those secluded camping grounds and lakes and drownings and whether prisoners are able to access their money?”

			He was looking them up because he loved to travel and explore new places, and he’d been planning the family vacations under his father’s direction since he was a boy. He was looking them up because it was a Sharaf family tradition to go someplace far from the madding crowd every year. To reconnect and reset as a family before the hustle and bustle of the school year. The summer before, they’d stayed in a log cabin in the Mission Mountains in Montana for a week. The year before that, they rented a cottage on a secluded island in Maine. And the year before that, they went to Michigan and stayed on the lake at Copper Harbor, where you can go weeks without seeing other people. I can keep going back like that for a decade.

			He researched drowning deaths because they’d talked about renting a boat by themselves for the first time, and since his parents didn’t know how to swim, he was worried about their safety out on the lake, even with life jackets on.

			A meticulous planner, he looked at the canals and surrounding areas because they’d been talking about taking a trip to the Finger Lakes and he was looking to see if it was worth it to stay in the area for the night or if it was enough to just stop and sightsee.

			As for the searches regarding whether people who go to prison can still keep their assets—as he related it to me, there was some local fellow in the news at the time, a very successful used-car dealer, who’d been arrested for tampering with the odometers on the vehicles he was selling. He said, “I was just wondering what was going to happen to all his dealerships and money if he went to prison.”

			That was all there was to it. Perfectly reasonable explanations for every single search he carried out during that period. But no one wanted to hear that. It was in the interests of the sensationalist media stoking the fires of public outrage and more exciting for the average Joe playing detective behind his computer screen for there to be sinister motives behind Omer’s actions.

			And while we’re on the topic, let me ask you this: How many of us, if the police were to publicize our computer activities, would be looked at with suspicion and even disgust by neighbors and friends? Can you say you’ve never furtively wondered about something taboo and looked it up in private? How many of us have looked up gory pictures of a crime scene? How many of us have watched clips of people being stabbed or shot or falling to their deaths? At violent pornography? At anything we’d be ashamed to have other people know about? Hell, they’d start a petition to lock me up if they knew some of the things I’ve looked up in just the last week.

			Taken in context, and compared to many, Omer Sharaf’s computer activities were those of a choirboy. So let he who is without sin cast the first stone indeed.

		

	
		
			
				Noorya Siddiqi

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Ask me how Omer was—not all these people talking from themselves.

			This is the same boy who was so shy and quiet he wouldn’t raise his eyes when talking to you. He’d never so much as shut a door in anger, let alone raised a hand to anyone.

			This is the same brother who when Zorah was sad because Sharaf and Maryam wouldn’t let her go with her class on some trip to New York took her there himself the very next weekend. They stayed at some luxe hotel where all the movie stars stay and went around to the famous tourist places and restaurants. Just to make her happy.

			He would sit for hours trying to persuade his mother and father to be less strict with her. To give her more freedom in things. He told them all the time it wasn’t fair that they wanted her to be like a girl in Kabul when she was born and raised in America.

			And it was the same with her. Whenever Maryam or Sharaf was upset with Omer for something, Zorah defended him like a soldier. She would turn angry eyes on them and argue his side until they raised their hands in surrender and said bass.

			I’ve never seen a closer brother and sister. Omer would’ve died for that girl. To even think that he would…toba ya Khwdah toba.

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			If you choose to accept every bad thing they said about Sharaf and Omer, that they were these horrible Muslim men, so of course they could do such a thing—Maryam was still her mother.

			A mother is a different kind of thing. There’s nothing in the world like the tie between mother and child. When you carry a child for nine months and bear the agony of birth and the grief and sacrifice and love of caring for and raising that child, it’s anguish to even think about harm coming to their little finger, leave alone harming them yourself.

			You’ll say not all mothers are equal—and that’s true—but we all saw the kind of mother Maryam was. She would’ve given her own head to take away a second of her children’s pain. They were her life, and Zorah was the jewel in her crown. She was in awe of that girl. Of her beauty. Her confidence. Her arrogance. I remember that whenever they came to some wedding, Zorah always walked into the hall in front of them all, tall and slim, in a long gown with a set of rubies or diamonds or emeralds at her throat, her head as high as a queen’s, not giving anyone so much as a glance, leave alone a salam, and Maryam always looked like she couldn’t fit in her clothes to see it. She wouldn’t take her eyes off her the whole night.

			She once told me, “You know, Asma Jan, in my father’s house, women were only for work. They used to say do your cooking and cleaning and washing and then sit quiet in your place. So I grew with no confidence. Zorah has the confidence of ten men. I want her to be like that always. I don’t want the world to sit on her head and for people to walk on her. I want her to stand on top of the world.”

			Maybe it was too much, and maybe that’s why things happened as they did, but it was like that.

			She was her mother. To go on a trip and act happy and take pictures with the daughter you’ve worshipped for eighteen years, looking at her every second knowing you’re going to take her last breath from her? The sky would fall down first.

			And if you say maybe she only found out after, do you think she would’ve acted like it never happened? Living with him as husband and wife like it was nothing? You think she would’ve stayed quiet? They would’ve had to kill her too.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			Even if you believe the absolute worst about these people—that they’re the very embodiment of evil, capable of killing their own child because of some obscure, prehistoric practice some dusty professor dug up—even if you believe that, you’re still left with the fact that the only way they could have done it was if a dozen wildly incalculable elements lined up that they had no earthly way of knowing would line up.

			They had to count on there being a torrential downpour that night to lend credibility to the idea that it was an accident. They had to count on being able to pull off such a crime in unfamiliar surroundings. They had to count on two other children not seeing or hearing anything they would later tell someone about. And they had to count on getting the lodgings they did at the Cedar Lake Inn.

			The Sharafs’ plans had been to spend one night at Niagara Falls and drive home on Saturday evening. In fact, what media reports conveniently neglect to mention is that Rahmat Sharaf was scheduled to fly to Dubai early Sunday morning to oversee a multimillion-dollar, extremely time-sensitive real estate transaction. This was confirmed by all parties involved. His flight and lodgings had been booked for weeks.

			But late Saturday afternoon, after driving from Niagara Falls to see the Finger Lakes, they stopped for fish-and-chips. During the meal, Maryam partook of a vinegar sauce that aggravated her ulcer. An ulcer she’d been on medication for for over a year. She subsequently began to feel ill, but she insisted she was well enough for the drive home. However, her condition worsened so much that at one point they had to stop the car by the side of the road so she could vomit. It was then that they decided it would be best to stop and let her rest somewhere for the night. Searching for a place to stay close by, they saw the lights of the inn and decided to take a chance. Police found no evidence on any of their electronic devices that they had researched the inn beforehand, and they hadn’t called ahead.

			So much has been made of the fact that the Sharafs were separated that night from the rest of the inn, in an isolated area where no one would have seen or heard anything. But the only reason the Sharafs were able to secure those rooms was because of the group of jazz musicians who canceled at the last minute. Remember that when Mr. Sharaf walked into the inn that night, he asked for rooms for his family. He didn’t ask for rooms apart from the main house. He didn’t even know there was a separate carriage house, having never been there. It was the Thurlows themselves who offered them the carriage house.

			If the Sharafs had been planning to do what their accusers say they did, how would that have worked out if they had had rooms inside the main house? It wouldn’t have. There was no way of sneaking out of the main house in the middle of the night and returning without being seen or heard. There were the other guests and a twenty-four-hour staff presence at the main desk right next to both the main entrance and the kitchen entrance.

			Even if you argue that they decided to act once they realized that lodged away from the main inn, the “perfect” opportunity had presented itself, how could they have known that though the Cedar Lake Inn had security cameras at both the front and back of the main house, in the late spring and summer, when the row of sugar maples behind the inn were in thick leaf, the trees created a number of blind spots in the cameras’ field of view, including the front and side of the carriage house? How could they have known that in this era of mass surveillance, where you can’t move ten feet in public without being captured by a camera, in the route from the road behind the inn to the lock, they had also found possibly the only stretch of road in this country where there were no cameras?

			It’s just all too perfect. All these random factors, all out of their control, aligned just by coincidence that night. So that they conspired not just with each other but with the universe itself, with cosmic conditions to pull it off. It’s preposterous.

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Children are a blessing from God—but sometimes they’re a curse.

			That girl was an affliction from the moment her head came up. Lying and stealing. Failing school. Disobeying and disrespecting her mother and father in every which way. It doesn’t matter if you’re Afghan or American, Muslim or Christian or Hindu or Jewish—she would have been ruination to anyone.

			In the news they made her into some kind of angel. All those people saying she was so nice, so sweet, so pure. But we all knew the truth. Do you know that when she ran away with that boy, she broke into the safe and took all Maryam’s gold with her? All her bangles, her rings, two or three locket sets. Some thirty thousand dollars’ worth. What else do you think she was spending all those months on her honeymoon with her lover?

			So when they all said no, she couldn’t have stolen the car, it must have been them that did something to her, we all said: Why? If before that she could lie, shame their good name, wish them all dead, and run away and commit zna with some strange boy, why couldn’t she steal the car for one hour on this one night? What was so special about that night? Was God’s wisdom suddenly revealed to her? Was her heart cleansed of all evil? Did she repent and say toba? Stealing that car was nothing compared to what she’d done before. Of course she did it.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			My clients don’t deny that they were furious when they found out their daughter had been carrying out a secret affair with a boy. They don’t deny that they took away her credit cards and phone and grounded her, that they lost their tempers and yelled at her. But they were desperate parents trying to stop a reckless teenager from ruining her life. Trying to prevent this innocent young girl from being taken advantage of by a criminal—yes, a criminal, as we now know he was an illegal alien, and was most probably using Zorah, convincing her to marry him so he could stay in the United States.

			Look into your children’s eyes and tell me the lengths you’d go to to save them. All these perfect parents saying the Sharafs didn’t try to understand her, to talk or reason with her—how exactly do you reason with a hormonal teenage girl who believes with all her heart that she and her boyfriend are the second coming of Romeo and Juliet, with the whole world unfairly armed against them? When you have good kids, it’s so easy to judge other parents, to feel smug and superior to the ones having a rougher go of it instead of thinking There but for the grace of God.

			Am I defending their methods? Absolutely not. But you cannot extrapolate from grounding and yelling into murder.

			I don’t dispute that Zorah told police and hospital officials that her mother and father were threatening to marry her off in the wilds of Afghanistan. I don’t dispute that she told social workers at the shelter that her father had threatened to kill her and make it look like an accident. What I dispute is the veracity of those statements.

			There’s no doubt that Zorah was a young woman with many wonderful qualities. She was smart, loving, funny, creative, outgoing. But looking at her behavior in the last few years of her life, Zorah Sharaf’s record of deception and deceit speaks for itself.

			She led her mother and father to believe she was getting almost straight A’s when she was in fact on the brink of failing out of school. She repeatedly handed in report cards with forged signatures to her teachers. For months on end, she told her parents she was studying at the library every day when in fact she was going off with a boy. When caught, she claimed they were just friends, only coming clean when her parents found messages and explicit photographs exchanged between the two on her phone. She snuck the family cars out on multiple occasions, driving without a license or any experience, once even endangering the lives of her younger siblings by driving with them. And when she ran away from home, she stole a significant amount of expensive jewelry from her own mother, none of which has ever been recovered. The fact of the matter is, there wasn’t a single area of her life that Zorah Sharaf wasn’t lying about, hardly a single person she wasn’t lying to.

			I don’t want to speak ill of the dead, but in this case, context really is everything. This was a teenage girl determined to be with her boyfriend at all costs and desperate for the authorities not to send her back to the parents who were forbidding her from seeing him. If you put yourself in her shoes, you almost can’t blame her for saying what she did.

			On the other hand, you have exemplary parents. A mother and father who no one could remember ever even raising their voices to their children, let alone being violent toward them. Horrified at even the idea that they could threaten their child with forced marriage or death. To be frank, both of those things sound exactly like the kind of dramatic dialogue a teenage girl would come up with.

			And if she was telling the truth, if she knew she’d crossed an uncrossable line and that her parents and brother were capable of such things, why did she go back when the great romantic adventure didn’t work out? She was legally an adult. She could have done whatever she wanted. This great freedom that her parents had denied her her whole life, that she’d been pining for so desperately, was hers for the taking. Yet when she left him, she made straight for her parents’ home. Why, if she was so terrified and scared, did she go back to the mother who’d supposedly told her to kill herself, to the father that had promised to kill her if she “dishonored” him?

			It doesn’t seem to make any sense, does it? Well, I’d argue that it actually makes perfect sense. If the truth is that those accusations were yet another set of self-serving lies told by Zorah Sharaf so that she could do what she wanted to do, consequences to everyone else be damned.

		

	
		
			
				Aziza Popal

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They had already made Muslims the devil’s children in ten different ways before. This was just the last thing left for them to accuse us of.

			Yes, maybe hundreds of years ago there were ignorant village people that did such things. And maybe there’s even one crazy person in a million that could do it now. But to say they did it because it’s just our culture to do things like that? That it’s just our way to kill our own children? My God, my God—what answer can you even give to something like that?

		

	
		
			
				Asma Sarwary

				Sharaf family friend

			
			We worship our children. We live for them. We would die for them. Why else are we here? Why else did we flee our own soil, our own people? Only and only for them.

			But they were making it like we get up and kill our daughters the way people slaughter chickens for soup! So then let’s tell the truth: It was only after we came here that we could believe people can hate their own children and even kill them.

			Aren’t the stories in the news every day? Mothers letting their boyfriends abuse and beat their children to death. Leaving their babies at home alone to go dancing and drinking in the clubs. Mothers and fathers who punish their children by starving them and chaining them in closets. Who burn their children with cigarettes and break their bones. Now tell me how many of those people are Afghan? And how many of them are Muslim? Just tell me that.

			Even those of you who say you love your children complain like they’re nothing but stones around your neck. They don’t let you sleep. They make you tired. They make you crazy. They take your freedom. They take your money. And then, when they’re eighteen, you throw them from your homes so you can be free again and you dance with joy that they’re gone. Toba.

			In my life, I’ve never heard one word like that from any of our people. May God break our mouths before we say such things. May God take us before we even think them. We see our children, daughters and sons, as the greatest of all blessings from God and as nothing less.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			What it finally comes down to is this: This was a family engulfed in the horror of losing their child—arguably the most devastating tragedy any human can face—who then had a whole nation calling for their heads. Not because of any conclusive evidence or proof, but because of hearsay, conjecture, gossip, and the feelings of a ragtag bunch of people—malicious, misguided, misinformed, and, in some cases, young enough to wet the bed—about certain circumstances. There wasn’t one iota of real evidence connecting my clients to any kind of crime. But the police ran with it, undertaking an investigation blatantly lacking any kind of objectivity and fueled by the larger climate of bigotry and Islamophobia this country has been infected with since 9/11.

			All the rest? The “justice” campaigns, the speeches, the marches, the editorials? The best of them opportunists looking for whatever scraps of attention they could get by exploiting this family’s tragedy, the others nothing but bloodthirsty bigots and xenophobes masquerading as concerned citizens, concealing their hatred for Muslims behind a phony concern for Zorah Sharaf.

		

	
		
			
				The Virginia Sentinel—January 25

				Vigilante group targets Sharaf family home

				By Kira Langston

				Enraged protesters demanding justice continue to gather outside the home where Zorah Sharaf spent her last days before embarking on the family road trip that ended in the teen’s death.

				On Tuesday afternoon, under an overcast sky drizzling freezing rain, some 40 protesters milled about in front of the Sharafs’ Riverside, Virginia, home. One demonstrator stood on the edge of the lawn shouting toward the house through a bullhorn, “What happened to Zorah? Confess and tell the truth! We’re not stopping until we know the truth! We’re not stopping until there’s justice for Zorah!” Others took turns walking up the driveway to pound on the front and side doors of the home.

				The case has generated intense public interest across the country and even internationally. Multiple websites have sprung up where armchair sleuths dissect every detail of the case and debate over competing theories from behind their computer screens. One of the most popular, the Citizens Against Child Killers page, has nearly 180,000 followers and is growing by the day. After the Sharafs’ address was posted on the page by one of the members, others called for protests in front of the home.

				Daniel Morehouse drove three hours from Virginia Beach to attend the protest. “I was on the fence at first,” he says, holding a sign that reads We Know Your [sic] Guilty. “But when they lawyered up, I got more suspicious. And when they wouldn’t take a lie detector test, I knew they did something terrible to that gorgeous young lady.”

				Jessa Rivera was moved to join the protests after following the story in the news. “I have a daughter about Zorah’s age, and every time I look at her, I see Zorah. I can’t imagine what that poor girl went through. My heart just breaks for her. Hopefully she gets justice soon.”

				On Thursday, some passing cars honked in support of the protesters. But many in the neighborhood are furious.

				Chris Polter is a longtime resident. “Obviously, what happened is horrible. But at the end of the day, this is where we live. Every time I drive past with my kid, he asks me what’s happening. I shouldn’t have to explain that kind of thing to a 5-year-old. I called the police, but they said there’s nothing they can do. It’s outrageous.”

				“These people are ghouls,” says another resident, Ellen Lee. “They clearly don’t have jobs. If someone’s committed a crime, you let the law take care of it. You don’t come here acting like barnyard animals.”

				In the last few days, the front windows of the house were smashed in, and Child Killers Go Back to there You Came From was spray-painted on the empty driveway.

				The protesters vehemently deny involvement in the vandalism. “All that happened overnight, after we went home. It’s a few bad apples making trouble. We didn’t have anything to do with it. We’re just concerned citizens exercising our constitutional right to peaceful protest,” says organizer Katelyn Laubach.

				When asked how long they’d continue protesting, she said, “Until they’re on death row, where they belong. All three of them deserve the chair for what they did to that poor baby. Last I checked, we live in a state with the death penalty, thank God.”

			

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Journal—February 10

				Demonstrators outside Afghan embassy call for deportation of Afghan family

				By Eli McInnis

				For the third Friday in a row, demonstrators have gathered in front of the Afghan embassy in Washington, D.C., calling for the arrest and deportation of the family of Zorah Sharaf, the teenager from Virginia whose death remains shrouded in mystery.

				The demonstrations in front of the embassy, drawing an ever-swelling group of protesters, have been coordinated by Crusade for America, which bills itself as “the largest and most powerful anti-Muslim organization in the country.” Believing Muslims to be the biggest threat to America today, the group advocates for a complete ban on all travel and immigration to the United States from Muslim countries. Founding member Neil Griffin spoke to the Journal at the rally on Friday.

				“Instead of following the laws of this land, these people are acting as their own judges, juries and—in this case—executioners. That poor girl, who just wanted to be free, to be American, as was her birthright, was killed by her own parents for daring to act against their barbaric and repressive Islamic culture, according to which women are literally stoned to death as punishment for having relationships with men.

				“We’re here to shed light on what’s really happening in this country. People need to know this isn’t just some isolated, freak incident. This is a wake-up call. It’s proof that Islam has infected our nation, our communities and our neighborhoods. They call us a hate group, but they have no answer when I ask them: Who harbors more hate than people who kill their own daughter for having a boyfriend?”

				The demonstrators fervently believe that Zorah Sharaf wasn’t just killed by her parents for being too American but that she was tried in an underground Islamic law court operated by the Muslim community in Virginia, where they live. They demand not only that the government arrest and charge Zorah Sharaf’s parents and older brother but that they be deported to their native Afghanistan. The family came to the United States 19 years ago through a government program for the resettlement of Afghan refugees. A petition created by CFA and signed by over 100,000 people urges the Department of Justice to strip Rahmat, Maryam and Omer Sharaf of their citizenship.

				“They can do whatever they want over there. It’s none of our business what they do in their own country. But they need to get the hell out. Americans don’t support that stuff,” said demonstrator Justin Briggs, from Norfolk.

				Dennis Long, of Charlottesville, said he wasn’t racist but didn’t think Muslims had any place in America. “In this country, we’re Americans first. These people are anti-American. They don’t want to assimilate. They don’t want to accept what we stand for. They don’t belong here, and we shouldn’t be letting them in.”

				Soon after arriving at the embassy, demonstrators were joined by Congressional Representative Gretchen Davis, viewed as a rising star in conservative politics, who gave an impassioned speech.

				“America has been invaded by Muslim hordes who see our American values as enemy principles that must be defeated.

				“When Emma Lazarus wrote, ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,’ she was calling for people who, having suffered under the yoke of oppression, burned to come to this country and live in liberty and freedom. Not for Islamic fascists who come here vowing to wage a bloody jihad against America.”

				Her speech was met with enthusiastic cheering. Davis gained prominence on the national stage when, as an Arkansas state senator, she introduced an anti–Islamic law bill that was later enacted by the state’s legislature. Her congressional campaign broke fundraising records, with donations pouring in from across the country, and she won her seat by a crushing majority.

				During the demonstration, several members of the Afghan community passed through the crowd of people on their way to and from picking up documents at the consular services section of the embassy. Many were bewildered by the scene before them. Zmaray Sakhi, who had come to the embassy to renew his passport, was markedly angry at the sentiments of the demonstrators. “These people are eating [expletive],” he said, gesturing to the crowd. “They’re just talking from themselves.”

				A spokesman for the embassy, Hikmat Delawar, released a statement to the Journal regarding the protests. “While we support the right to peaceful protest, we abhor ignorance and the use of inflammatory rhetoric whose sole purpose is to divide people rather than bring them together. The idea that the Afghan community is ruled by a secret Islamic law court is outrageous and, frankly, embarrassingly idiotic. We at the embassy of Afghanistan are not here to promote or impose Islamic laws on the people of America in any capacity or form. Our only purpose is to work together for the continued friendship between the people of Afghanistan and the United States.”

				A handful of counterprotesters in front of the embassy shouted, “No hate, no fear, Muslims are welcome here!” Nancy Vreeland, a member of the Interfaith Alliance of Virginia, held a sign that read Therefore Welcome One Another as Christ Has Welcomed You—Romans 15:7. “It’s ludicrous,” she said. “These people don’t care about America. That’s all hogwash. The only thing they care about is fearmongering and spreading their anti-Muslim conspiracies.”

				While heated words were exchanged between the two groups, the demonstration ultimately ended late in the afternoon without any arrests. A large police presence, however, remained around the embassy well into the night.

			

		

	
		
			
				Potomac Daily Dispatch—March 1

				Vandals spray-paint swastikas, “Death to Islam” and “Get out” on door and walls of Sikh temple in Warrenton.

				The Richmond Courier—March 10

				Chesterfield resident Helen Locke facing hate crime charges for leaving gift-wrapped pig’s head at door of Muslim Cultural Association.

				The Springfield Gazette—March 23

				Springfield police investigating after couple screamed racial slurs and attempted to assault group of hijab-wearing teenagers at farmers market on Saturday.

				The Virginia Sentinel—April 13

				Mosques in Fairfax, Chantilly, Loudoun County and Falls Church suspend Friday prayer services after receiving phone calls threatening mass shootings of worshippers.

			

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			Not one of them cared one bit about that girl. It was just a wonderful excuse for them. To hate us in the open the way they hate us in their hearts. Banyesh tayer showd.

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Journal—May 2

				Fairfax CA: No charges in death of Zorah Sharaf

				By Eli McInnis

				Adam Wright, the commonwealth’s attorney for Fairfax County, announced in a statement issued by his office on Thursday that no charges will be filed in the death of Zorah Sharaf.

				“After a thorough review of all available evidence, the Office of the Fairfax Commonwealth’s Attorney will not be filing criminal charges against any person or persons in connection with the death of Zorah Sharaf. As a result of our investigation, we are not able to presume that Zorah Sharaf’s death was the result of anything other than a tragic accident,” said CA Wright.

				The announcement comes after a six-month police investigation and a period of intense public pressure on the CA to charge the teen’s parents and older brother in her death. The CA did not provide any information about the findings of the investigation.

				The legal team for the family, led by high-powered attorney Richard Ward, accused the Fairfax County Police Department of Islamophobia and racism, alleging that the Sharafs only came under police scrutiny because they hail from Afghanistan.

				The CA publicly addressed the allegations for the first time in his statement.

				“This investigation was never about race or religion. It was about the truth. It was about determining the truth of what happened the night Ms. Sharaf lost her life. The Fairfax County Police Department carried out their investigation with full objectivity and unquestionable integrity, and I am proud of the exemplary work they have done in this case.”

				While the formal police investigation may be at an end, the firestorm of national controversy the case has ignited rages on. The investigation and resulting media coverage has left many Afghan Americans and other Muslim Americans outraged at what they say is the demonization of Muslims and their cultures.

				But to many, the issue at the center of the debate is whether Muslim immigrants have failed to integrate in America, and the treatment of women and girls within these communities. Zorah Sharaf became a poignant symbol of the struggle that the American-born daughters of Muslim immigrants face in forging their own identities while remaining faithful to the old-country values of their parents.

				Hailed as a hero and a rebel by many Americans for opposing the religious and cultural strictures of her Afghan upbringing, Zorah Sharaf was viewed within the Afghan community in Northern Virginia as a promiscuous, willful young woman who had lost her way.

				The two sides are unsurprisingly divided in their reaction to the CA’s announcement, with those who believe the Sharafs are guilty calling it a miscarriage of justice, and supporters of the Sharafs hoping the furor over the case will finally die down.

				“Just let that girl rest in peace now,” said a member of the community on Thursday, declining to give their name. “Just let her soul finally rest.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Tim Ashburn

				Investigative reporter, Fairfax County Register

			
			There was a great deal of public outrage over the decision. The commonwealth’s attorney and the Fairfax County Police Department received a lot of flak for it. In fact, there were so many death threats against the CA that he was assigned armed protection for a year and a half afterward.

			But the majority of those in the know say that though there was the usual prattle about outside influences, the CA made the only decision he could make.

			They say it’s important to understand, first of all, that Adam Wright is no slouch of a CA. He’s the youngest commonwealth attorney to ever be elected in the state of Virginia and is almost universally respected by his colleagues and liked by his constituents. Widely considered one of the most brilliant legal minds in the country, there are many in Washington who believe that before the end of the decade his name will top more than a few short lists for attorney general of the United States.

			In the investigation into Zorah Sharaf’s death, many legal experts agree that Wright would’ve needed only a glance at the evidence to see that though it may have seemed damning and incontrovertible to the layperson, it was circumstantial and weakly linked at best. Any first-year law student from any third-rate law school would have been able to drive freight-train-sized holes through the evidence, and Richard Ward and his platoon of associates are anything but amateur hacks.

			If Wright moved to prosecute the Sharafs, and the grand jury handed him an indictment, he’d get one chance. And the burden of proof for Wright, for the potential prosecution, was vastly different from that of the bloodthirsty vigilantes sitting behind their TV and computer screens. Wright had to believe he could prove beyond a reasonable doubt that Rahmat, Maryam, and Omer Sharaf were guilty to some degree for causing the death of Zorah Sharaf.

			A longtime colleague of Wright’s at the CA’s office, speaking on the condition of anonymity, says it wasn’t the CA’s decision but a decision the evidence would have made for him. “Adam is known for an almost supernatural ability to foresee how even the most complex cases are going to play out in a jury trial. Once he tuned out all the outside cacophony, the public and the tabloids and the media, whatever his personal opinion or the general belief about the guilt of the Sharafs, he knew that before any jury in any courtroom in Virginia, it was going to be a very, very tough sell. There was no smoking gun. There was no unassailable witness. There wasn’t a single piece of irrefutable evidence he could build a case around. The odds were stacked against him. And Adam isn’t a gambling man. He really had no choice. His hands were tied.”

		

	
		
			
				Christine Hodge

				Senior staff attorney, National Alliance to End Domestic Violence

			
			It’s really very simple.

			What happened was you had a very ambitious commonwealth attorney with stratospheric political aspirations, and you had enormous pressure on him from the higher-ups who saw the writing on the wall and who feared that charges against the Sharafs and a lengthy trial would bring the rising hysteria and violence to a head, and they’d have a race or religious war on their hands. If conviction wasn’t a sure thing, they didn’t want to deal with the messy fallout. It was an election year. There was too much at stake to risk on a chance. They wanted the case to go away.

			What happened was that a very privileged, very wealthy family, with the help of their team of million-dollar lawyers and the inept Fulton investigators, was able to strong-arm and ultimately evade the law.

			That’s what happened. Despite a mountain of evidence, despite our best efforts and the calls for justice from every corner of this country, the mighty dollar and political expediency carried the day.

			“Anything other than a tragic accident.” Please. It was a joke. A joke where the punchline was an eighteen-year-old girl murdered in cold blood by her own family, who then walked away scot-free.

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			All that public wailing about how they got off. Gimme a damn break. What a joke. They didn’t get off anything. Those people were crucified.

			There was no need for a trial before a jury of twelve of their peers. They were found guilty in the most powerful and dangerous court in the land: the court of public opinion. Their names were dragged through the mud, their values and culture ridiculed, their religion mocked. They were chased from their home by rabid crowds who literally hurled rocks at them. And at the end of it, they were convicted in front of the 330 million people of this great nation as child killers. Of the murder of not just any child—which is horror enough—but of the murder of their own child. Which goes against all nature and instinct. Something so heinous that even the beasts of the wild shrink from it. It’s a scarlet letter they’ll wear until the day they die.

			All that taxpayer money, all that time and all those resources, all that sound and fury, for what?

			Nothing. Nothing found. Nothing proven. To come full circle to exactly where they’d started from: a young woman tragically lost in a senseless accident.

			And in the end, not even a public acknowledgment of the fact. An apology for what they put the Sharafs through. Just a “case closed, move along, nothing to see here anymore, folks.”

			Look, I agree that justice has not been done in this case. Justice has not been done for the anguish and agony, for the suffering of this family. What they did to these people was horrendous. Beyond words. That’s why I told them to sue. I said I’d do it for free. That’s how incensed I was. How incensed I still am. But my clients are better than me. More gracious. More forgiving. They refused. But if they’d listened to me, I would’ve sued the Fairfax police department for everything it had. It wouldn’t have lessened the Sharafs’ pain, but there would be some accountability in the act itself. It would’ve been a poor sort of justice—but it still would’ve been something.

		

	
		
			
				Margaret Hoffman

				Former Sharaf family neighbor

			
			One day, all of a sudden, we saw movers loading things into trucks, and then a few weeks later a For Sale sign went up.

			It was hard for me to look at the house. They always used to have snapdragons and petunias blooming all around the front in the spring and summer, a whole rainbow of them, and the kids would be riding their bikes and scooters up and down the street after supper while their mom and dad worked around the yard or sat on the front steps watching them. But now it just made me so sad, the whole place so hushed and still, with the grass growing wild and the flower beds all overrun with chickweeds and dandelions and clover.

			Then last fall a young couple ended up moving in. Real sweethearts. He does something fancy with computers, and she’s a schoolteacher. They’re expecting a baby soon and say they bought out here because it seemed like a nice place to start a family.

			I don’t know if they know about it. I mean about who lived there or what all happened. They’ve never brought it up, and neither have we. Sometimes I think they have to know. But then I think they moved out here from some little town all the way on the West Coast, so maybe they don’t. A lot of people go through life living in their own happy little bubbles, not wanting to know about all the horrible things that happen out in the world. And maybe that’s right. Maybe that’s the way to be.

			At the end of the day, a house is just a house. It’s what you do that makes it a home.

			But I was real happy when they moved in. It’s nice having neighbors again.

		

	
		
			
				Marcy Lee Jonson

				Property manager, Sunrise Glade Apartments

			
			I guess the government sent him back. That’s what his aunt and uncle said when they came to clear his place out. They blamed her for it. Called her this, that, and the other. Everything but a child of God. I said, “Well, you know, whatever happened, it’s not good to speak ill of the dead.” But they didn’t care. Said she was a tramp. That he was a good kid till he met her. They warned him a bunch of times after they found out about her, told him she was trouble and they’d find him a nice girl if he wanted to settle down, but he wouldn’t listen.

			Looking at it now, I guess he should’ve left her alone. Plenty of fish in the sea and all that. But I suppose love makes people crazy.

			He was a real nice kid though. Hardworking. Quiet. That’s exactly the kind of person that should be allowed to stay here, you know? But I guess the law’s the law. It’s there for a reason, right? You let one person break it, you might as well not have it. I felt bad for him, I really did, but at the end of the day, what can you do?

		

	
		
			
				Torpekey Rasul

				Sharaf family friend

			
			They fled in the night. Like thieves. Without a word to anyone. Just like that, as if the ground or sky had swallowed them whole.

			Some people say they went to California, and others say they’re in Nebraska or North Dakota or someplace like that. In truth, only God knows.

			For a long time after they were lost I cursed them day and night. I said balah after those padarnalatah, those father-cursed bastards, wherever they may be, at the bottom of the ocean or the top of the moon. After everything we did for them—the way we defended them, fought for them, took curses and kicks in their name, sheltered them in our homes—after all that—they left without even a goodbye and God be with you, leave alone any kind of thanks. They went and buried their heads in the sand and left us covered in their filth, all our heads bowed in front of the whole world because of them and their daughter. It tore my heart to pieces and pieces.

			But then one day, as if out of nowhere, my mother’s words, God give her heaven, came to me like she was saying them in my ear. She used to always say, “Do good, daughter, and throw it into the ocean.” And it was a great comfort to me. I said it’s true. We did everything we did for God’s sake, not theirs. Let their falseness to us be between them and their conscience.

			So now, after each of my five prayers, I raise my hands and say, Pak Parwardigar, let all the good we did for them stand in front of us on the Day of Judgment. And let them, wherever they are, only be in peace.

		

	
		
			
				Ustad Khairyar

				Sharaf family friend

			
			If I sat here and talked until Judgment Day, I still couldn’t make you understand.

			Good or bad, this is the world, the way that it is. It was like this when we came, and it will be the same after we die. For how long—who can say? Day by day it becomes more and more difficult to keep the old customs here.

			The other day, Rahmanzay Sahib brought his little girl to play with my granddaughters. We were sitting here talking of these things and I pointed to them and said, “Maybe our ways will prevail over them, and they’ll marry Afghans. But do you think their daughters will care even this one little speck about name and honor? They’ll come walking proudly through the door with Americans on their arms. And it’s God’s mercy that we’ll be under dirt by then.”

			But that’s the way of this country. Change is in its soil. In the air and water. In the very blood of the babies born here. In the milk they suckle from their mothers’ breasts. How many of us came here swearing a hundred qasams that we would keep all our ways? That we would be exactly as our fathers were. That only the weak and corrupted ones would give way. But we all found out, soon enough, that those were just big big words. In the end, the stubborn ones break the hardest of all.

			And you’ll say: So who invited you here? Who told you to come? If these things were so important to you, you should have stayed there in your own country where God made you and your mother had you. And you wouldn’t say wrong. Maybe it’s on us for coming here. For snatching these children from the fires of war and bringing them to what we thought was safety and peace. For not knowing that in this country you can lose your children in ways worse than death. But then maybe it’s on God, too, for doing what He did to our land. For bringing what He brought. Ash and dust. Blood and bones. Ruins and graveyards. So that the only choice was between this and that.

			Aye hay. You people and all your questions. Why did they come here? How did they live? What did they say? Were they good people or bad? But in the end, you still don’t understand anything. It wasn’t Sharaf and what he was or wasn’t. It would have happened the same to any man among us. But it fell on him. She was his curse and his ruin. The elders always said your fate is your fate wherever you go. And in the end, this was theirs. They crossed whole oceans to this new world. But it was waiting for them. It was waiting for them right here. God and His ways…

			Now after everything else, you ask where they are. Even if I knew I wouldn’t tell you. I don’t think they’re here, anyway. I think they want to erase the name and memory of this place from the face of the earth. Men don’t die of shame and dishonor. They carry it with the rest of the grief that is their right and so apportioned to them. They still have to live in this world, and the only way forward for them is to shield their eyes from this place. What does it matter where? Is there some last thing you people want to do to them that you haven’t done? It’s enough. It’s past enough. Just leave those people to their misery. Bass.

		

	
		
			
				The Washington Journal—May 8

				Candlelight vigil brings community together after teen’s death

				By Eli McInnis

				Emily Barnes had had enough. Enough of the hate, enough of the vitriol, enough of the mistrust and fear. In the aftermath of the death of Riverside teenager Zorah Sharaf and the polarizing investigation that followed, Barnes watched the place she called home being torn apart by speculation that the family was involved in the teen’s death. On May 2, after the commonwealth attorney for Fairfax announced an end to the investigation without any arrests, when public outrage at the announcement once more threatened to turn into violence, she decided it was time to act.

				“I don’t personally know the family, though all three of my children are students at Theodore Roosevelt High, where Zorah also went,” says Barnes, a longtime resident of Riverside. “After they announced the investigation was over, I found that a lot of people felt the same way I did and wanted to do something. There’s been too much hate. And this is not a hateful place. This is a loving community where everyone is welcome and accepted. We wanted to show that we’re bigger than all the ugliness and to drown out the hateful voices once and for all so that we could finally put this terrible tragedy behind us and move forward. So we decided to have a ceremony to bring the focus back to this beautiful girl, to honor her memory and celebrate her life.”

				The result was a candlelight vigil held Friday evening at scenic Ashbury Park in Riverside, just a few minutes away from the Sharaf family’s home, a place where Zorah often spent time with her parents and brothers and sister. Hundreds of people gathered to honor the teen’s life, some bearing flowers, others holding white candles. Notably absent from the service were any members of the Sharaf family, though Barnes confirmed that an invitation was sent to them through their attorney.

				The program began with a moment of silence, followed by an interfaith prayer service led by local religious leaders, including Kuldeep Singh of the Sikh Foundation of Virginia, Bishop Richard Jones of the Diocese of Arlington, Rabbi David S. Widzer of Temple B’nai Jeshurun, Pastor Matthew Kelly of Lutheran Church of Hope and Imam Inayat Yusuf of the Islamic Center of Northern Virginia.

				Imam Yusuf spoke last. He recited a sura from the Quran and then thanked the other religious leaders for their beautiful words and for coming together in a spirit of tolerance and love.

				“In remembering Zorah together, we honor our diversity and reflect on the need to lift each other up instead of attack each other. It is time to put ignorance and anger behind us and to embrace the common humanity which unites us all.”

				Afterward, there was singing by local community chorus New Dominion Choir. The program was comprised of Zorah’s favorite songs, including “Wish You Were Here,” “Girls Just Want to Have Fun” and “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” from one of her favorite movies, The Wizard of Oz.

				The ceremony ended with the release of paper lanterns into the quickly darkening sky, while the chorus sang “Hallelujah,” also said to be a favorite of the teen’s. While many attendees were openly moved to tears, others milled about, talking and laughing, a peaceful end to the ceremony as the crowd dispersed.

				Barnes and other organizers were pleased with the event, pointing to the large turnout as proof that people were ready to move on.

				“We were nervous that some people might come to wreck things, with how high emotions are running and all. It’s why we hired security for the event. But thankfully, everything went beautifully.

				“You know, a lot of people told us not to do it. That it wouldn’t change anything. But I think we proved the naysayers wrong. Look how the community came together. People that didn’t even know Zorah. It shows that people will always choose hope and goodness and love. And at the end of the day, aren’t those the only things that really matter?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Zarghoona Hamdard

				Sharaf family friend

			
			I’ll tell you just one last word.

			On the day of the jinazah, before they came and took Zorah to be buried, Maryam took a shawl from her bag—a wedding shawl of emerald-green Banarasi silk embroidered in gold flowers—and covered her shroud with it. Some of the older women stood and tried to stop her, shouting that it was sacrilege, but she pushed them away. She said she had bought one for each of her children for their weddings, and the girl would have what was hers by right. She smoothed it over her and kneeled and kissed her head like she would have done on her wedding day, kissed her eyes and her nose and her cheeks, weeping. The whole room wept with her.

			But looking at Zorah lying there, wrapped in the snow-white shroud, the deep green shawl draped about her body, I tell you there was a noor all about her, a brilliant light shining from her face. People say that when the dead smell of flowers, it’s the scent of heaven, of the flowers of janaat coming from those who have already entered the gardens, and I’m telling you I swear I could smell the sweetness of rose and pomegranate blossoms coming from her.

			Who is God really content with? No one can know. I’ve thought so long about it all. And I think whatever that girl was or wasn’t, whatever she did or didn’t do, for all her sins against her mother and father, against God and society, God pardoned her.

			Yes, I felt it true in my heart then, looking at her, so peaceful, her eyes closed and wet with her mother’s tears, her face as radiant as a flower in first bloom. I felt like God Himself told me she was among the blessed. That her youth and the waste of it had spoken for her, had erased all her sins, that He had pardoned her and welcomed her and that she was finally at rest there in heaven.

			Whatever other people say, in my heart I truly believe that in the end, she was forgiven all.

		

	
		
			
				The Commonwealth Attorney’s Office of Fairfax County

				The Fairfax County Police Department and the commonwealth attorney have no further comment on this matter, other than to reiterate that though the case remains open, at this time there is no active investigation into the death of Zorah Sharaf.

				We do note, however, that in the state of Virginia, felony crimes have no statute of limitations. As such, we reserve the right to pursue criminal charges against a suspect or suspects at any time.

			

		

	
		
			
				Richard Ward

				Sharaf family attorney

			
			Though my clients have refused to be interviewed or take part in this…documentary—or whatever it is you’re calling it—they did want me to read a statement on their behalf. Against my advice. They want to make clear that it’s the first and last thing they will say on this subject publicly.

			Whatever we have suffered, our greatest torment is that our daughter is gone.

			Zorah’s loss is with us every moment of every day. For us, all beauty and joy have gone from the world. All our hopes and dreams for the future turned to dust.

			Zorah was our light, our heart, the center of our lives. And the only peace we have now is knowing that each passing day brings us closer to the end of this life and the beginning of the next, where we will see her and hold her and be, once again, with our Zaree.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			While Good People was inspired by true events, it is not informed by any personal knowledge or information of these events beyond that which is available publicly.

			Good People is not a retelling of any one case, and the characters in the book are fictional and not representative of real people.

			Rather, it is an attempt to tell the story of not the fact but the possibility of an “honor crime,” and to tell it at a deeper level than the sensationalized narratives that so often dominate the media coverage of such cases, and through voices that are largely silent or unsought in the aftermath of such events.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			I am indebted to many people for the existence of this book:

			Profound thanks to my peerless agent, Sharon Pelletier, not just for your guidance, advice, and patience, but for being the first to believe in this story.

			Immense gratitude for the privilege of working with three brilliant editors: Amy Einhorn at Crown and Carla Josephson and Caitlin Landuyt at Virago. Thank you for your insights, unwavering enthusiasm, and encouragement, and for championing this book in this way.

			Many thanks to everyone on the extraordinary teams at Crown in the US and at Virago/Little Brown in the UK who have been instrumental in bringing this book into the world. Special thanks to Austin Parks, Lori Kusatzky, Sibylle Kazeroid, Terry Deal, Rabiya Gupta, and Dan Novack at Crown, and to Hannah Wood, Katya Ellis, Lilly Cox, and Abby Eckleben at Virago.

			Thank you to Maneet Dhaliwal, for wise counsel and for being more sister than friend. And to Kerriann Rodrigues, for years of invaluable friendship.

			Greatest of thanks to my family. To my parents, whose dreams for us touched the sky. To my brothers, for their love and support in all ways and for all things. And to my sister-in-law, whose support and friendship mean more than I can say.

			Finally, to my husband, without whom I would not have been able to carry this through.

			While this book is not based on a specific event, in the course of my background research for this novel, I consulted a number of insightful studies, reports, articles, essays, and books on honor crimes, including: reporting by the United Nations, reporting by Human Rights Watch, reporting by Amnesty International, Rob Tripp’s Without Honour, and Paul Schliemann’s Honour on Trial.

		

	
		
			Good People

			Patmeena Sabit

			Discussion Questions

			In order to provide reading groups with the most informed and thought-provoking questions possible, it is sometimes necessary to reveal certain aspects of the storyline. If you have not finished reading, you may want to do so before reviewing this guide.

			
					
					What do you think the title, Good People, means? How do the characters in the novel try to influence the way that they are perceived by others?

				

					
					The title of each part of the novel features a phrase from a section of the Quran. Why do you think the author chose to incorporate this religious text into the novel’s structure?

				

					
					Did the author’s decision to write the novel through multiple points of view have an impact on your reading experience and understanding of the novel’s central mystery?

				

					
					By the time the Sharaf family arrives in Virginia, there is already an established Afghan community in the area. In what ways do the characters’ lives change after moving to America? How do they stay connected to home?

				

					
					Everybody thinks that they know who Zorah is. How would you describe her character?

				

					
					The novel centers on Zorah’s relationship with her parents, but she and her brother, Omer, have a unique connection, too. What kind of relationship did you imagine the siblings had?

				

					
					At one point, a character describes a girl’s reputation as “a cloth of pure white,” easily ruined by even “the tiniest fleck of dirt.” Does this statement feel true to you? What kind of standards are girls held to in the novel, across cultures? What about boys?

				

					
					What is the importance of rumor and gossip in the novel? Which narrators did you find the most trustworthy?

				

					
					How do you think the characters in the novel—the different generations of the Sharaf family, their neighbors, Representative Gretchen Davis—would define the American dream? Do you think that any of the characters in the novel attain it?

				

					
					Asma Sarwary observes that “when a child goes bad the whole world holds a finger to the mother and father.” To what degree should parents be held responsible for who their children grow up to be? How much of who children turn out to be is predetermined or “fate”?

				

					
					When tragedy strikes, the Sharaf family is put under a microscope by law enforcement and, less formally, by the media and the public. Did you feel that they were treated fairly by these groups? Do you think the police investigation will ever be reopened?

				

					
					What do you think really happened to Zorah? What piece of evidence convinced you one way or the other?
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