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			PRAISE FOR 

			AN AMERICAN FAMILY

			 

			
				“I’d like to say to Mr. and Mrs. Khan: Thank you for immigrating to America. We’re a better country because of you. And you are certainly right; your son was the best of America, and the memory of his sacrifice will make us a better nation—and he will never be forgotten.”

				—Senator John McCain

				“A small but lovely immigrant’s journey, full of carefully-observed details from the order in which Ghazala served tea at a university event, to the schedule of the police patrols in the Boston Public Garden where Khan briefly slept while he was in between apartments, to the description of Humayun’s headstone as a ‘slab of white marble with soft streaks the color of wood smoke.’…Most importantly, the book is an effective argument for the depth of Khan’s love for and knowledge of the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and the amendments to it. He emerges as such an eloquent advocate for both documents, and for American values, that I finished An American Family with my own sense of patriotism and sense of civic obligation revitalized.”

				–Alyssa Rosenberg, The Washington Post

				“[A] moving memoir…a story about family and faith, told with a poet’s sensibility…The book is a wonderful refutation of Trump’s nativism and bigotry, but it is no partisan polemic….Khizr Khan’s book can teach all of us what real American patriotism looks like, even President Trump.”

				
				—The New York Times Book Review

				“[Khan’s] story is moving, and his voice is needed in these fractious times….[He] writes with economic grace and clarity….Khan offers a valuable perspective as we continue to debate what kind of country we want to be.”

				—The Washington Post

				“[A] wide-eyed and eloquent memoir…A sense of wonder about America’s promise peppers the entire narrative, even as he recounts his early struggles in the country while supporting his wife and three boys….This account is especially resonant now.”

				—Booklist

				“Sometimes it takes a newcomer to point out the beauty that old-timers take for granted. America, more than any other country, was founded upon ideals: individual freedoms, equal protection and due process of law. Khan reminds us that these ideals are worth fighting—and even dying—for. The Khans truly are the most American of families.”

				—BookPage

				“An American Family holds its own alongside other fine memoirs of immigration and would be an inspired addition to any college or high school syllabus. The Gold Star father who spoke so movingly at the 2016 Democratic National Convention is just as affecting on the page.”

				—Shelf Awareness (starred review)

				“Khan’s aspirational memoir reminds us all why Americans should welcome newcomers from all lands.”

				—Kirkus Reviews
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			INTRODUCTION
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			When I was a young boy in Pakistan, my grandfather used to tell me stories in the moonlight before I fell asleep. Some nights he would read to me Iqbal or Rumi or another Persian poet, and some nights he would sketch out a parable, adapting a snippet of classical literature or a lesson from the Qur’an so that a child might understand. He was a wise and kind man, soft-spoken and thoughtful, who believed in two things above all else: education and the fundamental dignity of each person. Many of his stories, indeed most of them, were variations on those themes, lessons of integrity, mercy, and charity.

			One sweltering summer night when I was eight or nine years old, he sat on the edge of my cot and paraphrased some Rumi: “So what if you are thirsty? Always be a river for everyone.”

			That idea lingered with me. When I was grown and married and had children of my own, I often repeated those sentences to them. The translation from Persian to English is not technically precise, but the sentiment is unambiguous. Always try to comfort others, even if you are suffering. Offer compassion to your neighbor, to the stranger, to the roiling, boisterous masses of humanity. Share your gifts with the world, no matter how meager those gifts may be.

			
			Those twelve words, I’ve learned in my sixty-seven years, are a good and useful guide to a life well lived.

			I have known thirst, as we all have, though it has not defined my life by any means. I was raised by parents and grandparents who never had much but always enough, and who loved me deeply. I have been married to an angelic woman for forty-two years, and together we raised three happy, healthy boys who each grew up to prosper in his own way. Though I came from a poor family, I was able to be educated at some of the finest universities in the world. I became a successful attorney. Many of those blessings and many others were made possible because my wife, Ghazala, and I immigrated to the United States, and had the chance to avail ourselves of its boundless promises of equality and freedom.

			Still, there have been times of thirst. I grew up in an autocratic society, where the freedoms I cherish in America did not exist. There were years, when I was much younger, when I had barely enough rupees in my pocket to feed myself, and there were nights when I had no proper place to lay my head. But in the long context of my life, those were minor inconveniences, momentary troubles.

			Then there was this: In 2004, our middle son, Humayun, was killed. Humayun was a captain in the United States Army, and he was killed by a suicide bomber outside Baghdad. The Army posthumously awarded him a Bronze Star and a Purple Heart, and he was buried in Arlington National Cemetery with full military honors. Because he died early in the war, and because he was one of the first Muslim American soldiers to sacrifice his life in Iraq, reporters were interested in Humayun. I spoke to a few of them, mostly after his burial, and the stories they wrote were respectful and accurate.

			
			Then the world moved on, as it should. Ghazala and our sons and I grieved in private, slowly rebuilding our shattered lives. In Rumi’s construction, we were desiccated by thirst. It was difficult to breathe at times, let alone be a river.

			

			—

			A DOZEN YEARS PASSED. We remained, through all of them, private people, which is our nature. We were just another middle-class family in a small Virginia city, living our anonymous lives.

			In the summer of 2016, however, we were invited to speak at the Democratic National Convention. We were hesitant, but Hillary Clinton, the candidate we favored, had planned a tribute to Humayun that night. She’d spoken eloquently—and apolitically—about his sacrifice in the past. It seemed only proper that we stand for him, too. So we took the podium, as I put it that night, “as patriotic American Muslims with undivided loyalty to our country.” Ghazala was too overcome with emotion to speak, but I addressed the Republican candidate, Donald Trump, directly. Over a period of many months, he had repeatedly called for Muslims to be banned from entering the country. I reminded him that if his position had been policy, our son never would have become an American. I reminded him, too, that he had disrespected women, judges, minorities, even the leadership of his own party—a mean and persistent sorting of people into those who would be welcome in Trump’s America and those who would not. His was a campaign fundamentally at odds with American values, with the founding principles of a great and inclusive nation.

			
			“Let me ask you,” I said. “Have you even read the United States Constitution?” I held up a pocket-sized version. “I will gladly lend you my copy.”

			I had carried that Constitution with me for years. It was dog-eared and creased, marked with notations and highlights. I had studied it, and I had long cherished the words, the ideas, embodied within. To celebrate it publicly, to hold it up as a reminder of what America is supposed to be, seemed the most patriotic thing I could do.

			Having said our piece, we expected, perhaps naïvely, to return to our quiet lives.

			That did not happen. Since that night, I have been asked to speak at many more gatherings, large and small. My remarks always focus on the same key ideas: extolling the Constitution and the rule of law, celebrating equal protection and equal dignity for all Americans, professing the need to stand up to words and deeds that violate the ideals patriots hold dear.

			I am always grateful for the opportunity to share my thoughts, and humbled that others want to hear what I have to say. I am heartened that such audiences, enthusiastic and passionate, are out there, and in such great numbers. At the same time, it is never easy. As a family, we still prefer our privacy.

			I have frequently been asked questions that are too complicated to answer in brief. Most common among them are inquiries about how we came to this place—about how, after sixty-seven years on this earth, the son of Pakistani farmers came to be an outspoken advocate for America, for the Constitution, for the great blessings of freedom and liberty bestowed upon us by heroic men and women more than two hundred years ago. I always feel compelled to answer, because this country has given us so much, but there is never time to do the whole truth justice. So this is my attempt to explain more fully. It is, by design, my story. It is in part Ghazala’s, too, and our family’s, but I have tried to respect the privacy of our two sons, of their wives, their children, and my many siblings, as much as possible.

			
			Parts of it have been extremely difficult to put to paper, as I suppose it would be for anyone who is by nature solitary, who prefers to keep his own counsel rather than burden others with his troubles. Some moments I’ve never shared with anyone, including Ghazala, whom I love beyond measure, beyond words: I never kept secrets from her, but there have been times when I have not wanted to trouble her with my temporary discomforts. But to fully explain why I love America, why I am a patriot, I have put even those moments into words.

			Because so what if I am thirsty? We are all thirsty, from time to time.

			I will try to be a river, to the best of my ability.

			Khizr Khan, Charlottesville, July 2017

		

	
		
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			SHOELESS IN A SHAFT OF SUNLIGHT
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			I carried a sheaf of papers almost as thick as my hand to the third floor of my dorm on New Campus, just across the canal from the academic buildings. My room was small and sparse, just a metal desk with a matching chair and a small electric fan to blow away a little of the Pakistani heat. It suited me. My clothes were tucked neatly into a closet, and my bed was a cotton mattress on the floor. There had been an iron bed frame, but it was too short for me, so out it went. Sleeping on the floor was better for my back, anyway.

			I slipped off my shoes and dropped the pile on the desk. It landed with a flat, dull thump. There was no textbook for my course in Comparative Constitutions of the World, just this pile of unbound papers, curated by the professor and kept behind the counter at a cramped bookshop in the old Anarkali bazaar. It was the oldest marketplace in Lahore, a kaleidoscope of fruit stands and food carts and stalls that sold cloth and spices and produce and a thousand other goods, almost anything anyone might want to buy. The air was perfumed with cardamom and the smoky-sweet tang of grilled meat that gradually curdled into a stink of horse dung and diesel and human sweat; and the alleys were crowded with rickshaws and taxis overflowing with passengers and packages. Horses pulled buggies and left droppings on the paths. Skinny men hauled large carts with unreasonably heavy loads. In the jittering splendor of Anarkali, I always noticed them, saw what poverty could force a meek man to do to earn a few rupees.

			
			It’d taken me forty minutes by bus to get to the shop, then another forty back through the unrelenting traffic of Lahore. When I got to my room, a shaft of late afternoon sun slanted through the window.

			Printed across the top page was CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED STATES. Below that, deeper in the stack, were the constitutions of the Soviet Union, a fat ream of interminable articles and clauses, and of West Germany, slimmer, I would discover, but just as dull, as well as the Magna Carta. I hadn’t bothered skimming any of them as I rode the bus back through the potholed and rutted streets. It seemed too much trouble to be juggling pages of legalese while bouncing beside sweaty commuters. But now, standing alone at my desk with the kind of half-bored curiosity one tends to feel in a burgeoning dusk, I turned the page.

			The Constitution was not on the next one. Instead, the title on the second page was DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE.

			Those were curious words, the way they were arranged into an aggressive noun. I rolled them around in my head. To declare your independence. I declare my independence.

			
			My spine tingled, straightened, a quick, involuntary spasm. I’d grasped, in that moment, a remarkable insight, a great and improbable truth I’d never conceived to be possible.

			

			—

			IN JANUARY 1972, I was a college graduate, fluent in three languages and studying law. But I knew almost nothing of America. Very few of us at the University of the Punjab did. The little I did know I’d learned from movies with forgettable titles, and those mostly involved cowboys. I’d studied none of the history or politics. I had no concept of independence as something that could be declared or demanded. If you have lived half of your life under martial law and the rest in a swirl of political chaos, Western ideals aren’t readily in your orbit. The idea that people could simply announce they were taking charge of their own affairs was so bold as to be unimaginable. It had never occurred to me.

			There’s a long, elegant sentence at the beginning of the Declaration of Independence about how when people dissolve the political bands which have connected them to another, they owe mankind the courtesy of explaining why. Even ignorant of the specifics, I recognized that sentence for what it was: a polite introduction to treason, the codification of a rebellion.

			We hold these truths to be self-evident…

			I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, too intrigued to stop reading long enough to find my chair.

			
			…that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness…

			The thing is, those truths were not remotely self-evident. Not to a young man in Pakistan and not to most people in the whole of human existence. It did not matter if men were created equal. From my own experiences, I knew that men were sorted into strongmen and dictators; rich men who didn’t need a ration card to buy a bag of sugar; desperate, determined men who were beaten by police in the street; and, mostly, masses of the poor and illiterate who struggled to survive from season to season. Rights were not unalienable. There were only tenuous privileges granted by capricious powers, which meant that they were not rights at all. There were no rights.

			I don’t know how long I stood there, shoeless in that shaft of sunlight. The Declaration is not a long document, only thirteen hundred words, but I read conscientiously, deliberately, too enthralled to move. I’d never been so struck by a few sentences, ideas and ideals that, for a moment, removed me from where I was to where it was possible to be. Most Americans inherit the principles in those first paragraphs as a birthright. To many of them, the words are just dusty history, studied in a civics class, half-forgotten. But to me, a student in Pakistan, they were radically charged—as revolutionary as they’d been two centuries earlier when they were fixed to paper.

			I kept reading, through a list of grievances. I had no idea who’d written the Declaration, nor against whom those grievances had been lodged. But then I realized: That didn’t matter. This wasn’t only foreign history. This was our story, too. The story of Pakistan, the story of the subcontinent, the story, really, of all colonized peoples everywhere and in every era. This was my story and my parents’ story and my grandparents’ story before them.

			
			Except the Americans apparently had figured out a different ending than we had.

			I shook off a creeping numbness in my legs, pulled the Declaration from its place atop the pile, and sat down on my mattress on the floor, my back against the wall. I’d read it first with a student’s curiosity. Now I had to read it as a researcher on the cusp of a breakthrough, picking through the details, examining the clauses and phrases, fitting them into a precise and unified theory. To know the whole, I needed to understand each piece.

			I was like a lonesome islander who’d found a bottle washed up on the beach, a secret script tucked inside that told of a wonderland, a fantastical place that existed, improbably and perhaps impossibly, far across the ocean. I needed to explore it, to set my mind deep into the words, let them absorb me, take me to a place so different from where I was.

			

			—

			“OKAY, WE HAVE TO GO, MUAZZAM.”

			My father smiled at me. Like everyone else, he called me by my middle name. He looked at his watch, a Camy on a gold band that wrapped around his wrist, but we all knew it was getting late in the day. The sky above my grandparents’ courtyard blushed with the first pinks of sunset. “The bus will come soon,” he said. “Time to pack up.”

			
			In the morning, my grandfather had walked to the butcher to buy meat in his neighborhood in Gujranwala, a small industrial city an hour north of Lahore. Sometimes he would get a cut of goat and sometimes beef and sometimes, but not often because it was special and expensive, chicken. Sometimes, the butcher would whisper, “I won’t sell you meat today,” which meant the cuts in his shop were fatty or rancid or nearly so, and he would send my grandfather away with nothing. Today, my grandfather had bought goat.

			My mother and my grandmother cooked in the kitchen at the back of my grandparents’ courtyard. There was rice, of course, and also a sweet rice because it was sort of a celebration, all of us together for the first time in a month. Vegetables were washed under water drawn from the kitchen pump. There was no refrigerator, and no electricity anyway, so what vegetables ended up on the table was a crafty calculus of what was available from the market and what would keep the longest. Turnips, potatoes, onions, and garlic could wait in a cool and dark corner until they sprouted eyes and new green shoots. Spinach would wilt in the summer heat and so had to be eaten immediately, but lettuce and cucumbers could survive a day or two.

			I played with my brother and my sister on the packed clay of the courtyard. I was six years old, the first of my parents’ ten children. A new sibling came on a regular two-year cycle. When I turned eight, there were four of us, three brothers and a sister; at ten, there was another brother, and so on until there were five brothers and five sisters. But then, when I was six, it was just the three of us.

			
			We ate in the middle of the afternoon. My father waited to sit until his own father sat, and then waited some more until his mother told him to sit. He always deferred to his parents. If my grandmother had announced that the sky had turned green, he would have nodded and said, “Yes, Mother.” That was how a child treated his elders, with respect even if it meant that sort of silly deference.

			Over dinner, the adults spoke mainly of the extended family, of who was marrying whom, where a cousin had moved and why, about a nephew who’d finished university and begun a professional career. The afternoon wore on until the bright azure above the courtyard dulled to dusty cobalt edged with pink and orange. My father looked at his watch and told us it was time to leave.

			I had come to hate sunsets. Sunsets meant saying goodbye.

			My mother fussed with my brother and sister, found their shoes, settled them. The rest of us sorted the leftover food, then stacked the plates in the center of a small tablecloth that we bound up by the corners and tied into a satchel I always insisted on carrying. Then the five of us went through the door from the courtyard to the street.

			The bus stop was about a quarter of a mile away, and we walked along the side of the brick road. Dread settled into my stomach, and with every step it rose, burbling up through my chest, into my throat. I hated those walks.

			The bus came. My father got on first, which he usually did, so he could survey the seats, who was sitting where, and, if he had to, ask someone to move so he could keep his family together. People were surprisingly accommodating to such a request. My brother and sister followed. My mother hugged me. “I love you, Muazzam,” she said. “We’ll see you soon.” She kissed me on the top of the head and climbed on the bus.

			
			I ran to the other side, into the street. I always hoped they would sit on the street side, where passengers weren’t pressed against the windows to see what the sidewalk vendors were hawking, and I could watch them for a few moments while the bus idled and coughed exhaust into the evening air. I waved and smiled an oversized smile.

			The bus pulled away and I ran to the other side of the street, where there was a small hill. I scrambled to the top. The road was long and flat, and from up there I could watch the bus shrink into the distance until it was only a tiny blur. My eyes teared. I started to cry, and then I sobbed, great, hyperventilating heaves, alone at the top of a hill in the dusk.

			I lived with my grandparents, as I’d done for so long that I had no memory of having been sent there. There was no particular reason, other than my grandparents were retired and had no children at home and wanted my father’s firstborn to raise. I never asked why, never begged my mother to let me get on the bus, never pleaded to come home, because to do so would have been ungrateful and rude. Why shouldn’t I be content with this blessing? My grandparents didn’t have to divide their attention among three children. I was their only concern. Besides, one did not question his elders. But that didn’t make it hurt any less.

			They schooled me at home. They believed there were many varieties of children in the local schools, and they preferred I not associate with several of them—the disobedient, the slothful, the unserious. When I got a little older and learned to play cricket, they would walk with me to the pitch and wait and watch, and when it was over, when the other boys went wherever it was boys went, they walked me home.

			
			There were two neighbor boys who came to play, but not often. And I had pets for a while, two chickens that hatched from eggs my grandparents hid in the nests pigeons had burrowed into one of the mud walls of the house. When they were little and yellow and downy, I chased them around with a handful of feed and a bowl of water. When they were grown, with talons and beaks, they chased me around, hungry or maybe playing but scaring me onto my cot until my grandmother shooed them away. But other than that, and visits from my parents, it was mostly just my grandparents and me.

			I did learn, though. My grandparents were friends with some local teachers who would give them the textbooks the other children were studying. History, civics, Islamic studies, mathematics. Books were my constant companions, my reliable friends. I read during the day and at night in the courtyard by the glow of the kerosene lamp, and when it was extinguished and I was supposed to be asleep, I would find a volume I’d hidden under my pillow and read in the moonlight.

			Most of my books were in Urdu, the letters like calligraphy inked from right to left across the page. But my grandfather also taught me Persian and English, the languages of the educated and the civil service. He’d been a regional supervisor with the Indian railroad, and spoke both fluently. One summer, he took to writing a single, simple word on a sheet of paper—eat or go—under which he would draw twenty-six lines. “Now,” he would say, “I want you to write me twenty-six sentences with that word.” The first ones were easy—I go. You go. We go—but then I would have to puzzle out tenses—I have eaten. You will eat. They ate.

			
			By the time my grandparents enrolled me in sixth grade, I was already doing seventh-grade work. I was the new and precocious child at school, the teacher’s assistant, always called on in class.

			My parents and my brothers and sisters came every month, sometimes twice, for years. The women cooked, the men talked, the children played. And when sunset came and the dread began to ferment, I would walk them to the bus stop and run into the street, wave and scramble up the hill and watch the bus disappear into the distance and sit there, sobbing, until I’d cried myself dry. The sound of a child’s weeping is still unbearable to me.

			Then I walked back to my grandparents’ house, through the door and across the courtyard to my room. I never let them see me cry. I never told them I wanted to go home. I would have hurt their feelings terribly. I pretended everything was fine, as so many of us learn to do in some way or another.

			

			—

			THE SUMMER HEAT NEVER felt unbearable, even when the temperature rose to 110 degrees and we’d have to close the door to the street so the sun wouldn’t bake the interior walls. There was no air conditioning or even fans, so my grandparents and I would move our cots into the courtyard where there was a touch of evening cool. There were a few red bricks embedded in the clay, and I would position my cot so the legs would rest on them and not sink into the ground under my weight.

			
			I liked to watch the moon. After the kerosene lamp had been put out for the night, I’d wait for it to edge over the wall of the courtyard, fat and silver, and slowly glide to the other side. My grandfather would often come and sit at the edge of my bed and tell me a story, some bit of Rumi or Saadi he’d reread. He was a tall, slim man with a full head of white hair, partial to long walks in the early morning and the early evening, his left hand curled around a burgundy cane. He was highly educated, and believed no man is complete until his education is complete.

			He told me stories at night because that was the best time to tell them, when they could linger undisturbed until morning, marinating in my dream sleep.

			“Do you know how an ordinary stick becomes a ney?” he asked me one night. A ney is a type of flute, the kind that makes the saddest and sweetest music. I shook my head, unsure what he meant. He stared at me patiently for a moment before he spoke again. My grandfather had a deep baritone voice but it was preternaturally gentle; I never heard him speak a harsh word. He was the kind of man who preferred silence to unkindness.

			“A stick becomes a ney,” he said finally, “only after a sharp piece of metal drills many holes in it.”

			That was from Rumi, a parable in one sentence.

			Islamic Studies was part of the standard curriculum in school, a mix of history and dogma, how to pray, when to pray. I rarely prayed. My grandparents did so regularly, but to them that was a matter of genuine faith, not an arbitrary rule to be followed because of an imam’s decree. If I might someday come to pray with each muezzin’s call, that was to be because I’d found it in my heart to do so, not because I was following orders. Without an underlying faith, the rituals are meaningless, little more than crowd control.

			
			“I read an interesting story today,” my grandfather told me one night, though in a way that suggested he’d read it many times before and believed I was only now ready to hear it. He sat on my bed in his white pajamas, bathed in moonlight. “It’s about the great hajj,” he said—the pilgrimage to Mecca that all devout and able Muslims are required to make at least once in their life.

			“Many years ago, the Prophet, peace be upon him, said that he would be making his last pilgrimage,” he said. “So of course, many people wanted to go with him, to be with the Prophet on his last hajj. There was one man, very devout, who prepared very carefully. Remember, back then, this was a long walk through the desert, and you had to have food and water and shelter. And this man, he gathered all of those things and portioned them out, had exactly enough for each day of the pilgrimage. And he felt very blessed because he had never made the hajj, and now he was going with the Prophet, peace be upon him, to Mecca.

			“The night before they were to leave, there was a knock on his door. He opened it, and there stood a woman with two small children. ‘Please,’ she said, ‘we have been traveling and we have no money and no food and my children have not eaten for two days. Please help us.’ ”

			“Well, the man knew he had only enough food and water for himself to complete the hajj.”

			
			My grandfather raised his eyebrows at me, to make sure I understood the quandary facing the pilgrim.

			“What could he do? The children were starving. He gave them some food, and he gave the woman some food, and he gave them water. Then he asked how much farther they had to travel, and they told him and it was quite far so he gave them more food and water. And when he was done, he had nothing left for himself. So in the morning, when the Prophet and his followers left, he stayed behind.”

			He rearranged himself on the bed and let that hang for a moment, this terrible breach of religious duty.

			“Days went by,” he continued, “and the Prophet finally returned, and he heard about this man who did not go on the hajj. He said, ‘Bring him to me, I want to see this man.’ And the other people brought the man, expecting he would be chastised for abandoning his duty.”

			He paused again, a moment of high dramatic tension.

			“The Prophet put his hand on the man’s shoulder,” he said. He tightened his face into a serious expression, as if he were about to make a profound announcement. “And he turned to the crowd and said, ‘This man, his hajj is the first to be accepted.’ The first! This man who didn’t even go! The Prophet said, ‘He helped a woman and children in need. He sacrificed and shared what he had. This—this!—is what I have been teaching you for twenty-three years.’ ”

			I understood immediately, understood the point of the story, understood why my grandfather never forced me to pray. I fell asleep that night thinking of faith and charity, of the futility of piety without generosity of spirit. That was the essence of my Islamic studies, distilled by my grandfather under the moon on a hot summer night.

			

			—

			
			IN THE FALL OF 1961, when I was in sixth grade, the president of Pakistan came to speak to the schoolchildren. This was of course a tremendous honor, and we arrived at school that day all scrubbed and clean. In the late morning, we lined up in single file, all the boys from the middle school, gleaming in our white shalwar kameez. Our teachers led us outside and across the street to a park where the grass had been worn away by children playing cricket and football. Police officers and soldiers formed a cordon on the perimeter, and we threaded through a gap in their ranks. The youngest boys, including me, sat in a row in the dirt in front of a microphone on a stand; the older boys sat behind us, ordered by ascending age. The teachers stood in the back, and local politicians and functionaries and businessmen and landlords on the flanks, all of us waiting.

			The president’s motorcade appeared on the street behind the park, a big black sedan adorned with fluttering flags and trailed by drab brown military vehicles, all of them crawling from right to left, then turning, stopping. An aide opened the rear door of the sedan, and President Mohammed Ayub Khan stepped out, shook a few hands, and walked to the microphone.

			He was magnificent in his khaki uniform, medals shining on his left breast, a blue-and-white sash slashing from his shoulder to his waist. Before he was president, Ayub Khan was one of the country’s greatest military leaders, a veteran of the Burmese campaigns in World War II and the first commander of the Pakistani Army.

			
			He had been president for almost three years, since the end of 1958, a position he’d appointed himself to by exiling the previous president in a bloodless coup that was no more or less traumatic than the rest of Pakistan’s short political history.

			The British had partitioned their colonial holdings on the subcontinent in 1947, drawing borders meant roughly to separate three hundred million Hindus and sixty million Muslims into the independent nations of India and Pakistan (which was further bifurcated into West and East Pakistan). But because clans and sects don’t fall neatly on one side or the other of an arbitrary and artificial line, millions migrated across the borders, internally displaced in their own new countries. With no history of self-governance, Pakistan almost immediately fell into chaos. The first prime minister, Liaquat Ali Khan, was assassinated in 1951, and there were six more prime ministers and five heads of state before Ayub Khan took control.

			He was an autocrat who began what became known as Pakistan’s first military period. He declared martial law, abolished political parties and arrested perceived opponents, took control of the newspapers, and, under a rule called Section 144, outlawed public gatherings of more than four people. He was also enormously popular, at least in the beginning, because life is in some ways simpler when a strongman is in charge. Some nights, I would listen as my grandfather debated his friends who were nostalgic for the colonial era. “How much easier it was then!” they would say. “You got up and went to work and came home and lived your life. No one had to worry if this one was corrupt or if that one was smart.” My grandfather disagreed—an educated man will almost always see a challenging freedom as worthier than mindless obedience, he maintained—but he understood why his friends might want a simpler life.

			
			Sitting in the dirt with my schoolmates, I was too young to understand any of that. I was awestruck: Ayub Khan was the president, and that was all that mattered. He spoke only briefly, and he said the banal things—study hard, be good citizens, follow the rules—that important people are supposed to say to schoolboys. Then he stepped toward us. We instinctively stood, and he went down the line, shaking our hands one by one. He was a tall man, and I was at eye level with his chest. His medals glinted in the late morning sun, bright and brilliant, like jewels, reflecting a long-ago bravery.

			

			—

			WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN YEARS OLD, my grandmother came down with a terrible fever. Days went by and it didn’t break. My grandfather was frantic with worry. She was so sick that the three of us went to my parents’ house so my mother could nurse her back to health.

			My parents took her to a doctor, who diagnosed typhoid and gave her some medicine.

			After so many years, we all were together. My parents, my brothers and sisters, my grandparents. All of us. I was happy. I was home.

			Her fever lingered.

			I came home from school one afternoon. My mother reached for me as I walked in the door, wrapped herself around me, held me.

			
			After the burial, my parents asked my grandfather to stay with us permanently. But he was comfortable in his own neighborhood and his own house, even as it echoed now with loneliness. I went there not long after to collect my things. I took some of my grandmother’s clothes, too. She wore a fragrance that smelled of roses, and it lingered on the fabric. I kept them in my new room, and whenever I missed her, I would hold them to my face and breathe in what remained. I kept them for years, until the scent was gone and they were just simple cloths again.

			

			—

			MY PARENTS WERE FARMERS. We didn’t live on the farm but rather in a house in the western end of Gujranwala. It was similar to my grandparents’ home, a kitchen and bedrooms and a sitting room surrounding an open courtyard, except for a stairway up to a storeroom and a covered veranda on top of the lower rooms. Every morning, my father would walk two or three miles to the land his father had left him, which had been left to him by his father. He grew fields of wheat and sugarcane, irrigated by a small canal cut from the big Upper Chenab Canal and banked by slopes of emerald grass, and also vegetables—cucumbers, carrots, and tomatoes in the summer, mustard greens and collards in the winter—that vendors would haul away in the morning to sell in the market.

			We had two cows that were milked twice a day, and one of my chores, once I’d moved to my parents’ house, was to collect the milk, usually in the evening, in the magic hour, when the light was thick and golden. I’d carry it home, where half would be set aside for drinking and the rest my mother would ferment into kefir and churn into butter and work into ghee. Once or twice a month, my father would give her a few rupees and she’d buy staples in the market, lentils and rice and flour and cooking oil. My mother would tip a porter who lugged it all home for her, and then I would help her put everything away. Typically, one of her daughters would have been her kitchen helper, but my eldest sister was only nine.

			
			My mother cooked every meal at home, all of them simple, just one main dish, instead of the assortment of sides and courses typical of more affluent families. We had meat and bread or a vegetable and rice. But there was always enough, even if it meant everyone sometimes had a little less.

			My four brothers and two sisters all slept in the same room, their cots arranged like a puzzle. I was given my own, which had been a small guestroom when I lived with my grandparents. That was one of the privileges of being the eldest child, I suppose. I also never had to wear a coat or a pair of shoes an older brother had outgrown, but rather was first in line for new ones that would be passed down from me. If my mother made a new dish, the oldest son would have the privilege of tasting it first. There are small pleasures bestowed upon the firstborn.

			There are, too, burdens. I was constantly aware that each privilege also carried a responsibility, that each little perk was also an investment in me. “Look at your brother, how hard he studies,” my mother would tell the others. “You should be like him.” I was the model the others were expected to follow, and I knew it. Everything I was given, no matter how seemingly insignificant or practically necessary, represented something one of them was not given. Each day, I accrued another tick of familial debt; I owed my parents, my brothers, my sisters…something, even if that was merely a duty not to fail.

			
			So I studied. I walked five miles to school every day and then five miles back, a coat pulled around me in the winter, an umbrella shielding me in the rainy season, but always walking. (Yes, years later I would be that curmudgeonly stereotype telling his children how I used to walk five miles to and from school.) Some days, I would take my books up to the farm and read on the green banks of the canal or under the shade tree by the water pump. I finished all my assignments and received excellent marks, and by the time I was graduating from high school at seventeen, there was no question that I would continue to university.

			College was another privilege and a profound responsibility. I was the first in my family, going back through the generations, to enroll in university. My grandfather, as wise and educated as he was, had graduated only from high school; the rest of his education came from his own reading, his own desire to learn. I was making a leap forward not only for myself, but also for my brothers and sisters, blazing a trail for them to follow. As much as I wanted to continue my studies, I never lost sight of the responsibility to succeed, for myself and my family.

			The University of the Punjab, which had a campus in Gujranwala, was subsidized by the government, so the fees weren
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