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This is for the misfits.










Prologue: Kashmir, India, age 4


My first near-death experience occurs at the age of four, when the brakes fail, with my dad at the wheel, sending us hurtling down the Himalayas.


I’m reclining comfortably in the backseat, high above the clouds, examining the shiny buttons on my light red dungarees. Overalls are massively underappreciated in my opinion. Depending on your mood, you don’t even need an undershirt. Just pull them on, hook ’em up, and you’re ready to go light up the world.


Glancing outside our car, I notice the scenery speeding by at a remarkably fast rate. To my left is my sister, Chiara, mouth agape, and beyond her, through the open window, the steep wall of dark, forbidding rock. On my right, past my brother Frank’s clenched jaw, is nothing but blue sky where the narrow roadside plunges away from the mountain into nothingness.


In front sit our progenitors.


I lean forward to assess their expressions and determine how worried I should be. Mom has actually put on her seatbelt, and my father’s knuckles on the wheel are showing white through his deep tan. An ancient car going in the opposite direction blasts its horn as Dad swerves close to the precipice, barely avoiding a collision.


A blind curve looms ahead, I hear the brakes being pumped and a frightening grating sound coming from the undercarriage of our car. I’m flung over sideways onto Chiara, who presses me tightly against her lap while Frank grabs for my flailing limbs and catches an ankle. For a moment there is traction and we begin to slow. I can feel Chiara’s muscles relaxing, then suddenly the car lurches forward, brakes going dead, and once again we fly downward, gaining a terrifying momentum.


“There! It’s flat there!” Mom yells. This must be serious; she never gives directions when Dad’s driving. We careen off the paved road, bouncing uncontrollably over rocky ground, as Frank hurls his body over mine. With a metallic shriek our car abruptly fishtails, hits a hole, and comes to a shuddering, blessed stop.


Chiara relaxes her viselike hold and I sit up, coughing from the dust swirling through the open windows. We’ve driven directly into the center of a small village, nearly bulldozing lines of clothes hung out to dry. Surrounding us now are a few wood shacks, light brown earth, and chickens bawk bawking from the shock of our arrival. I can smell them from here. A goat tied to its post outside a building with a crooked red-and-white Coca-Cola sign blinks rapidly, just as surprised as we are.


The peeling sign, encouraging us to drink!, is the landscape’s only spot of color. Like us, it looks so out of place, here on the top of the world.


Assuring Mom that we are still alive, we pile out of the offending vehicle, gulping lungfuls of thin, sweet air. From one of the houses, a boy of about sixteen—Chiara’s age—approaches us, barefoot over the gravelly ground. An older man follows close behind.


I straighten my rumpled overalls; in life, it’s important to make a good first impression.


The first thing I notice about the two, who appear to be father and son, is that, like so many people in Kashmir, their eyes are startlingly luminous and clear-brown. Mom says that it is because they don’t play video games or watch TV. We aren’t allowed these either, with the exception of checking the fluctuating price of gold on CNN. I’ve heard there are things called cartoons, but have never seen any hard evidence of their existence.


Through hand motions, it seems like father and son are trying to convey that the boy can fix cars, and sure enough he ducks into the hut, returning with tools and a coil of wire.


“Is that chicken wire he has?” Mom asks nervously. We all look between the chicken coop, whose occupants are still flapping their wings, and the coil on the roadside.


“Yes . . .” my father says. “Yes, it is.”


The kid maneuvers his slender body under our car and within an hour has it running again. They’re offended at the idea of payment, but Dad manages to slip a wad of bills into the open tool kit before gunning our free-range engine to life. To be sure the brakes will hold on the downhill slope, the boy rides behind us on his battered moped for a few kilometers, tools and chicken wire bouncing in the rear basket, just in case. We reach the next plateau without incident, and he stops his moped, bare feet on either side, his perfect smile growing smaller in the rear window as we wave exuberantly at each other.


“Now, that’s customer service.” Dad nods with satisfaction.


Lower down the mountain, we stop on the roadside to unwrap chapatis and bananas and celebrate still being among the living. These have become our two main food groups. As strict vegetarians, health-foodies, and constant travelers, we know there is nothing quite as magnificent as the noble banana. Us kids, sprinkled with freckles, sit on the dusty trunk of the car, our long hair wild and uncut. We are Sikhs, have been long before I was born, and never cutting our hair is part of the sacred tradition. Automatically, we recite the short prayer in Punjabi we always say before eating. Frank and I rush a little and Chiara purses her lips at us.


We are staring each other down when a rusty gray car, listing to one side from the extra men clinging to the roof, speeds past us, and all the faces turn to stare. Westerners are never seen in this region, and we must make quite a confusing picture. Parents in the front seat, doors flung wide, three kids sitting on the back. Just an average family of Sikhs. Except the father is a broad-shouldered six-foot Viking, face deeply tanned, with a head of untamed red-blond hair and a beard that touches his chest; alongside him, sharing a cup of tea from their thermos, is my mother, with her beautifully delicate profile, wide blue eyes, and slender legs crossed in form-fitting black slacks. Perched on the car are two dark-haired teenagers—Frank, startlingly handsome; Chiara, frowning as if she knows that in the eyes of the world she is obscured by his light; and then, as a much younger curveball, me. Four years old and smiling in light red dungarees, the little blonde twin of her father, and named Harbhajan Khalsa Nanak, to boot.


Personally, I quite enjoy the notoriety.


“Harbhajan, are you going to finish that?” Frank says as he reaches for the rest of my chapati. I’ve been savoring the bread, my face tilted up to the deep orange late-afternoon sun. There is a beautiful stillness in the soft air, the kind that only exists far from cities and civilization. Lightning fast, I curl protectively around my chapati, clutching it to my chest.


“Let her eat.” Chiara shoves his shoulder with the authority of someone two years older.


“Oh shuddup.” He shrugs her off, disappearing half a banana. Ever since he turned fourteen, he eats everything he can get his hands on and only grows vertically. In this, like so much else, they are opposites. And Frank reminds her of it with just a look.


Me and my chapati slide off the trunk and head toward Dad. He is standing in front of the car now, hood open, considering the engine.


“Bhajan! Excellent! Come here, I’ll show you how the engine works.” Leaning down, he lifts me to his chest, the ends of his beard tickling my cheek. I am assailed by twin emotions: of happiness at being held snugly in his big arms and of the dreaded realization this is going to be a long lesson. “You remember what I told you about the carburetor last time?”


My mind searches frantically but comes up blank.


“Now let’s look at the pistons. Pistons compress a mixture of gas and air . . .” He pauses to put me down and retrieve the tea thermos as a prop, his enthusiasm building. I try to retain as many of his words as possible, since I know there will be pop quizzes in the future. They can be conducted any time: after a morning family Kundalini yoga session, while we are buying ghee in a market, or before our weekly half-hour silent meditation. Us three kids are homeschooled, since Dad considers all educational institutions breeding grounds for government propaganda and square-thinking bureaucrats. So we learn things on the fly. . . .


“Geography!” he’d boomed this morning, just before dawn. We had all been standing on a misty plateau, woozy from the altitude, wishing he would take us on these unexplained odysseys at a normal hour. My shoulders sagged sleepily and I stared at what looked like a bunch of clouds.


The sun rose slowly, warming my bare arms. As the mist evaporated, suddenly the sky began to open up all around us. A rare, perfect view of the Himalayas appeared, towering and powerful, as the day came to life. “There’s Pakistan, and there’s China.” Dad pointed to the horizon beneath us, where the two countries border Kashmir. He knelt, while I gazed in awe. “That’s the Earth, Harbhajan.” His voice whispered against my ear, “It’s yours.”


Standing beside him then, I felt I could reach across the clear morning and touch the world.


“Now, what do pistons do?” Cradled against his chest, I finish my chapati and snap back to reality.


“Squish air and gas,” I recite.


“Correct! Let’s go.” The car coughs, splutters, then wheezes back into motion, and we’re on the way to Srinagar.


As night gathers around us, an open-backed army jeep swerves past, revealing two rows of solemn-faced soldiers holding guns in the rear. Kashmir has only recently been reopened to foreigners after years of bloody conflict between India and Pakistan, with troops exchanging fire at the border.


Mom is looking apprehensive and talking about turning back, but Dad points out that we’re already in the soup. We can either settle by the roadside for the rest of our lives and raise chickens—with the little wire we have—or forge onward. “So what will it be, troops?”


“Onward!” the three of us chorus from the back.


Windows open to the warm, earthy air, we drive through the night. The motion of the car lulls me into my usual comalike sleep, legs thrown across Frank’s lap, as we cover ground toward Kashmir’s summer capital.


I wake with a start; someone is digging their fingernails into my arm. The harsh sound of voices speaking a local dialect makes me sit up, disoriented. “What’s goin’—” Chiara and Frank silence me with a shhhh, and then both hit my shoulder for further emphasis. We aren’t moving, and I become aware of two men closing in on the car, our headlights illuminating the long guns in their hands. Another appears out of the dark, leaning down to talk to Dad through the open driver’s-side window. The road is deserted. My heart thumps as fat raindrops begin to fall, splattering the dust on our windshield.


The sharp beam of a flashlight makes me squint as it sweeps the backseat, settling on each of our faces. Two soldiers, very young up close and wearing identical khaki uniforms, lift their guns, pointing them at our heads. The man talking to Dad raises his voice, as if that will help us understand Kashmiri, and motions for him to get out of the car. Dad makes no move toward the handle. It’s part of our code to never get separated. To always, always stick together.


The soldier becomes more insistent. One of the others strides around to Mom’s side, his rifle pointing at her as he walks. My stomach starts to tense, fingers digging into the cracked leather of the seat. The soldier near Dad is yelling now, reaching for the door handle. I hear Mom gasp.


Quietly, and so the soldiers don’t notice, Dad changes gears.


What is he doing?


Slowly, we roll forward. The soldier screams something and Dad nods and smiles as if agreeing. Dad gives a cheerful touristy wave out the window, calls out “Thanks!” and shifts gears again. There is a moment of silent confusion behind us as our car rapidly picks up speed. I heave myself up and peek out the back window, rain hammering like bullets all around.


“Get her down,” Dad yells. I’m shoved to the floor as Chiara and Frank shield me with their bodies. A knee digs into my ribs, and I try to elbow them back, shuddering with the car as it accelerates. Faster, faster . . . and we’re away.


Finally I’m allowed up. We all keep glancing nervously through the rear window, expecting a gunshot or a jeep full of angry soldiers to scream after us. But the road behind us stays empty. “Holy smokes, that was a close call.” Dad’s voice is just above a whisper.


Luckily, we’ve slowed down a bit by the time we hit the guy on the bike.


He appears suddenly in our headlights, pedaling across the unlit road directly in front of our car. There is a moment where the world seems to pause. The man turns to us in shock.


Once again, I’m bodily restrained from flying forward as Dad slams the brakes. There is a dull thunk as our car hits the back wheel of the bike and the cyclist flies forward in a long arc onto the road. I let out a panicked moan as Dad brings the car to a stop. Behind us the cyclist is lying flat, arms flung out at his sides.


We stare back in horrified silence.


But wait . . . He’s moving! Gingerly he sits up, rubbing his leg. He is staggering to his feet, just straightening his body, when our car starts moving forward, the man diminishing in size.


“Wait! We can’t—’’ Mom begins to protest.


“I don’t know if those soldiers are after us,” Dad yells, the veins of his neck standing out dangerously. “This isn’t a game!”


In the back, I sink low, making myself an even smaller target.


So, anyway. Srinagar is pretty much deserted when we drive through an empty marketplace in the gray early dawn light, looking for a hotel. I’m sulking, arms crossed, having been told to shut up by the big kids for inquiring repeatedly into the health and future prospects of the cyclist.


As we cruise by the opening to a narrow roadway, a large, surprisingly elegant hotel winks into view, partially obscured by trees. None of us says anything when Dad drives past, not seeing it. He is in the type of mood that, magnified by exhaustion, could transform at the slightest provocation into a screaming bout. We remain silent as Dad circles back through town. The second time he misses the hotel, Frank shoots me a look to stay silent. On the third round, he and Chiara look at me pleadingly, and I know the score.


“Daddy!” I point cheerfully. “What’s that big building there?”


Up close, the place has the neglected, overgrown appearance of something left behind after all the humans have perished. “I don’t think anyone’s here,” Dad observes as we get out of the car, stretching our legs in the ghostly silence.


From the fog, two men and a plump, pretty woman materialize, and we are hurriedly escorted into a lobby, stripped bare of furniture, with white marble floors and high ceilings. Some windows are barricaded with wood, and a few soldiers with guns mill about, large, broad-chested men. Everyone stares—I bet the last thing they expected to drive in from a warzone is our half-blond gang of five.


I hear Dad register under a different name than the one we used at our last stop. His favorites include Cash, Sterling, and Gold. It can never match the name in our blue passports, the five of which Dad keeps on him at all times. I know it’s all because we must not leave a trail, although why that’s so important is not clear to me. It’s so ingrained that I never question it. The same way I know to be silent at all times when around immigration officials, border security, or anyone even vaguely resembling a cop. I know my father’s laws by heart, because it is what we all believe: Always be loyal to our family—for we will never betray each other. Trust no one—they are outsiders. And be a criminal—but be a noble one.


These are the rules we live by. An unbreakable outlaw code.


There isn’t much to do as we while away the rest of the week in Srinagar so Dad can recover by the empty pool, but that has never deterred us. In a pack of three, Frank, Chiara, and I go to the market when it opens in the morning and buy bananas in bulk to share with our new pals, the soldiers. We squat on the hot concrete surrounding the sun-bleached pool, playing cards with two of them. They don’t speak English, but that is totally irrelevant in the game of Snap. I am in third place, because they are worried about hurting my small hand if we snap down on matching cards at the same time. Frank and Chiara have no such qualms. In a wide-brimmed sun hat, looking lovely and tan, Mom comes out to check on us, sighs, and then goes back inside. She is always concerned when we spend so much time with militia, ne’er-do-wells, or the Japanese mafia. But who else are we supposed to hang out with?


Chiara points up to a colorful bird, and we watch it, circling in the shimmering heat, before picking up our cards again. Something seems wrong . . . my stack is shorter now. I stop playing and frown, Frank glances suspiciously at the soldiers. But they’re looking at Chiara.


“Did you take Bhajan’s cards?” Frank’s voice is disbelieving.


Chiara fidgets nervously. No one moves. One of the older men picks up a portion of his cards and hands them quietly back to me.


“You gave Bhajan’s cards to him?” Frank’s face flushes.


I stare at my sister, uncomprehending. Most people would lie to win, but she’s just cheated me for no reason at all.


“Bhajan, I’m sorry, I . . . I was just trying to show you that you can’t always be the best.”


The bird glides over our heads, its shadow dark on the concrete, but this time no one is watching.


In the evening, Frank finds a little sewing kit in our heaps of luggage and summons me so he can sew the heels of our feet together. I am unsure as to the advisability of this project but he says “Trust me,” and surprisingly the needle piercing my hardened skin doesn’t hurt a bit. A red thread is visible just under the surface, weaving back and forth between my right foot and his left.


“Oh, great.” Chiara surfaces from her book, “Now you two really are conjoined.”


“Dork over there is jealous.” Frank smirks, and we lie giggling on the carpet.


“You think you’re cool just because people like you.” Chiara’s voice takes on the jeering tone that she saves for Frank. He locks eyes with her and I feel the familiar vibration of one of their fights building. She rises from the bed. “But inside you’re just a little girl, Frank. A weak little girl.”


He cuts the strings between our feet with ferocious speed and stands. He may be two years younger than her, but he’s already a head taller. I scurry out of their way. It takes on a life of its own, like all their arguments, the words hurled like knives. “You want to hit me? C’mon Frank! I bet you can’t even do it.”


I climb onto the windowsill as my brother clenches his fists, his large brown eyes normally so warm, darkening. Chiara backs toward the wall, a glint in her pale eyes. They are so different, even in the way they stand. Him, upright and rooted to the spot, her weaving, never quite still. She scans his handsome face, the strong cheekbones and immovable chin, measuring him. . . .


Chiara steps forward, away from the wall, and in that instant her plain features turn ugly. “Little bitch.” She hurls the taunt like a challenge.


“I hate you!” he growls through clenched teeth and lunges toward her, fist drawing back for a punch. The second she marks it, she drops to the floor, and unable to stop, Frank punches straight through the wall. There is a moment of sickening silence, with Chiara on the floor, me on the window, and Frank with half his arm sunk inside the plaster. “Ahhh!” He wrenches his hand out, covered with blood, dripping onto the dark carpet.


It has always been like this, for as long as anyone remembers. I’ve known Chiara my entire life and shared a room with her for most of it, but I’m not sure I know who she really is. Her personality is like quicksilver, constantly shifting, adapting to different environments and surroundings, yet never taking a true form. I’ve learned she even tried to push Frank off a fifth-floor balcony when he was three, and slapped him in the face the day he was born. The two will stay locked in a power struggle, an intractable battle, for years.


Frank is still bleeding onto the carpet when Mom bursts in from the adjoining room. She takes in the scene, the gaping hole in the wall, Chiara’s elaborately innocent expression, and turns ashen. “What happened?”


Frank screams, “She’s trying to drive me crazy!” His free hand clutches his wrist, attempting to stanch the flow.


“You’re a jerk,” I yell accusingly at Chiara. “You called him weak.” In our family, there is no greater insult.


“Why are you on the windowsill?! Zut!” Mom grabs my arm, pulling me down.


Luckily, by the time Dad returns, we’ve retreated to our respective corners. Scrubbed and pajama-clad, we appear above suspicion, having just finished rehanging one of the framed pictures over the hole. Dad frowns at the bandage on Frank’s hand—reminding us nothing gets past him.


When the morning breeze filters in, soft and warm, I do my usual stretching and conditioning session. Frank has been coaching me daily since shortly after I was born, in preparation for my career as a master athlete, which he has chosen for me. I run through the splits, backbends, sit-ups, push-ups, and handstands against the wall. Then it’s time for a couple hours of school with Mom.


Today we start with math. I love my abacus, the glossy finish, the dark wooden beads that are larger for easy handling, the way it clacks and gives you the answers to such complicated math problems with a few flicks. Frank and Chiara took intensive courses during our months in Japan and are experts, their fingers moving in a blur of speed over the exercise book. They don’t even need the abacus anymore and can solve even complex multiplication and division problems by simply closing their eyes and moving their fingers while visualizing the beads. We sit in a row, with me in the middle, cross-legged on the swirls of hotel carpet, Mom’s sweet French-accented voice guiding us. I labor through simple additions and subtractions for twenty minutes, until I wilt on the couch for my break.


It is a great anxiety of mine that I will not end up as smart as everyone else in the family. Sure, they are much older than me, but they seem impossible to catch up to.


After seven days of rest, Dad rises from the rickety chaise longue, notices me tossing sticks into the empty pool, and declares, “Let’s go to Amritsar.”


I nod agreeably. “Okay.”


He considers the barren surroundings and then motions for me to sit beside him.


“Harbhajan, do you know why we’re here?” We sit side by side, a big man and his miniature copy.


I shake my head.


“. . . This place saved my life.”


“The pool?”


His rumble of a laugh shakes our chair. “This country. Before I even came here for the first time, it saved me. When I was younger, I was trying to figure out how to live, how to be at peace . . .” he trails off.


“Was this before I was born?” I ask understandingly.


“Yes.” His beard lifts. “Dark days Bhajan, dark days. . . . So, now we’re going to the holiest of cities and a temple of gold. You in?”


I refuse to leave before we can find our favorite soldier so I can give him a bag full of bananas. But Frank lifts me by the back of my dungarees, strides to the car, and places me, protesting, in my spot on the middle of the backseat. This lack of respect is another reason I can’t wait to grow up. Can’t he see I’m not a child, but simply a short adult?


On the road to Amritsar, under a sky of endless stars, our hair tangling in the wind, we sing our family theme song.


Little boxes made of ticky tacky, little boxes all the same . . .


From backseat center, I move my arms grandly, like a conductor. Frank’s teenage voice breaks a little on the high notes and I giggle, earning a warning look from the front seat.


And the children go to school,
and then to the University,
where they are put in boxes
And they come out all the saaaaame!


“Wake up, squirt.” Frank squeezes my bare foot, which has somehow become wedged behind his back. “We’re here.”


I open my eyes and realize they have changed into traditional Sikh attire, long white silk tunics slit at the side, with Frank and Dad in turbans.


“Here, I’ll help you.” Chiara unhooks my dungarees and pulls my specially made matching tunic over my rumpled undershirt.


I stumble out of the car into the darkness, trying to remember where we’re supposed to be. We walk along a quiet street, past some tall men in turbans, toward a large open gate that looms ahead. I’m still yawning and occasionally scratching my tummy, my habit when returning to consciousness. The moon is full and pale yellow, hanging low in the night sky, as our sandals slap lightly on the street.


I like it best when we walk like this, in unison. All of us in white. Fastened around their hips, Dad and Frank wear the kirpan, a short, curved sword, the male symbol of defending those in peril. People appear around us, dressed identically, turbans high and proud, the women’s beautiful long hair hanging in thick braids down their backs. Many turn to stare, faces friendly, surprised to see any Westerner, let alone a whole family.


At the gate, a man takes our sandals and we wash our feet under taps before walking through a shallow pool. Bare feet slick on the marble, I almost slide through the archway. In the inky night, a glowing palace seems suspended in the center of a large lake, reflecting its light across the rippling water. Large and ethereal, it is all I see, all I feel.


The Golden Temple.


We step out onto a slender walkway, water lapping against the sides, forming an otherworldly path to the sanctuary. The peppery scent of incense carries in the velvet night air. Even if I am just a squirt now, with banana-sticky hands and undone pigtails, I know. I know I will never forget this moment as long as I live.


Inside, the temple’s high walls rise up to a gold-plated dome covered with vibrantly colored mosaics and lavish floral patterns. I stand absolutely still, trying to absorb the sensory overload. Tall people press all around as their excitement builds, mixing with the haunting pulse of Nagara drums. Frank reaches for my hand. “C’mon Bhajan.” He grins. “Let’s go get closer to God.”


We climb to an inner balcony running along the first floor. Smiling people, already seated, make space for us, and I settle on Mom’s crossed legs. Frank and Chiara sit as far away from each other as possible. It’s quieter up here, and the tall arched windows are free of glass, allowing a whisper of wind to flow though. I rest my head against Mom’s beating heart, waiting for the Greet the Dawn service to begin.


From outside, the sound of voices chanting draws closer, and I glimpse a shower of pink and white rose petals as the Guru Granth Sahib, the Sikh holy book, is carried reverently into the temple. Under a jeweled canopy, the priest takes a breath and opens the book. His long beard dips toward the pages, and the sound of his strong, deep voice fills the temple. Men around him join the chant, and the prayer builds in power, making my skin tingle.


“Ek ong kar, sat nám, kartá purak, hnirbhau nirvair, jap, ád sac, jugád sac, hai bhí sac, nának hosí bhí sac.” I learned the prayers a year ago, and sing along as everyone joins. There is but one God, Truth is His Name. Maker of all things, Free of fear and hate . . .


My head bowed, I chant the words of Guru Nanak, the founder of this religion based on Truth, and one of my namesakes. Of course, my family did not give me just one name to live up to, they gave me three.


Harbhajan Khalsa Nanak.


Song of God.


Pure.


Truth.


It’s not just a name, it’s everything I know we stand for. Honor our principles, search for truth, and love each other no matter what may come.


Outside, the first light of dawn colors the sky.










Part One
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1: The Chase


It’s the simple mistakes that get you caught. Not the epic dramas we imagine—a high-speed car chase or a helicopter spotlight pinning you in the darkness. Instead, it’s the fingerprint on the edge of a letter, a call to your mother on her birthday, or a surreptitious visit home. Some of the cleverest fugitives in the world were captured because they thought it was safe to let their guard down, to breathe, for just a moment.


I learned all this in my years on the road with my family, decades of moving without warning from city to city, country to country, continent to continent. I memorized the mantra of Sikh prayers, how to add and subtract on an abacus, and how an internal combustion engine works. But my hardest lesson was something very different. I had to learn our rules:


• Always have a back story. Rehearse it until it is your real story, until it comes without thinking.


• Never give outsiders the phone number of where you live. Never. Instead, set up an answering service in a different town, where people can leave a message after the beep. Always check these messages from pay phones.


• Make sure all mail goes to a P.O. box. Before picking it up, take abrupt turns, circuitous routes, with eyes trained on the rearview mirror, making sure there isn’t a tail.


• Pay for everything in cash. Never own a credit card.


• And, most important, when you leave a place—no matter how much you love it, no matter how many friends you’ve made—you can never, ever go back. You cannot contact people you used to know. Relationships have to go up in smoke along with old documents.


It sounds simple, but few people can do it continuously over many years. They get tired and careless, or start to miss those they’ve left behind. And then, as Dad likes to remind us, you’re as good as dead.


That hallucinatory feeling of early dawn at the Golden Temple, the words of Guru Nanak chanting gently from my lips, is as smooth as a dream in my memory but also as real as yesterday. Those moments in India, my father’s warm hand on my shoulder as dawn broke over the Himalayas, were the first beliefs I developed and stored permanently in my heart. It was all somehow perfect, even the young soldiers armed with big guns, even my brother’s fist going through the wall. Everything Dad promised seemed easily within our reach. There was so much more I didn’t understand—not then, hurtling down a mountain, or later, when Frank and Chiara turned into people I could never imagine, nor on the last day I saw my brother. Not even today.


But why did we run so fast and for so long? Why did we risk it all?


That answer is simple.


We were being hunted.


And yet, my family sang on, in a little car held together with faith and chicken wire, even as the seeds of our dissolution—my father’s temper, Frank and Chiara’s battle of wills—began to take hold. In the years that follow, those moments of beauty will become more and more fleeting. By then we’ll have mingled with the Yakuza in Japan, witnessed apartheid at its turbulent end, seen the Pyramids, and eaten hot cheese deep in the wilds of Romania. By the age of nine, I will have lived in more than a dozen countries, on five continents, under six assumed identities. I’ll know how a document is forged, how to withstand an interrogation, and most important, how to disappear.


And the money? It’s never clear where that comes from. I’m taught to shoplift, but that’s just to build character. The cash seems to appear without anyone exerting visible effort. Sometimes Dad says it’s the interest on an investment, and sometimes he’ll let out a whoop while watching the gold prices spike on CNN, but there never seems to be anything like work involved. As long as I can remember, there has always been another bank account. Always there, just a wire transfer away. Ready to buy us freedom.


Watching my father as he drives across borders, the sharp angles of his Viking profile so like mine, I came to see that in our life of inconsistencies, there is one enduring thing: He believes in me. They all do.


This feeling has nothing to do with the beautiful places they take me to, the temples, ancient ruins, and untouched beaches. It’s because even when I’m so tiny that Dad jokingly makes restaurant reservations for four-and-a-half people, they always treat me as a full member of the team. Of course there is a huge amount expected of me in return. I know that I must be the best, the fastest, the bravest. As a gymnast I will push myself all the way to a podium at the Junior Olympics, and standing there, I’ll know it’s only a step in the right direction. Yet, I see the pride in their eyes, even if I am their overly sensitive, idealistic, stubborn, impossible fireball. They know I will fight to the death for them.


I don’t care how many cops are on our trail, I don’t care about Interpol. They are my world. Maybe not a perfect one, but I see all the best in them. It makes me want to fly higher and higher so they will always look at me like this; like they don’t want me to be a girl who sits quietly and lets the world go by, but one who chases it, bursting with life. Their partner in crime.


Back then it all seemed so right. I could not imagine that my future had already been written in the stamp of a fake passport before I was even conceived. That my fate would be a harsh one—meant to be impossible to overcome or escape.


Some people believe life is a chess match, where each move you make affects your destiny, and you decide the strategy. But what if everything was already decided?


What if you were born on the run?










2: Amritsar, India, age 4


We acquire something I’ve never experienced before—a routine.


Each dawn is ushered in under a golden dome and every afternoon we head back to the temple complex, to help at the Langar—the free kitchen in Amritsar, where volunteers feed thousands every day, working almost around the clock. Following my family at a jog, I weave through the streets as the sun beats down, surrounded by women in vibrant tunics and men in multihued turbans.


There’s noise, a haze of incense, careening mopeds, and color, color everywhere. The rest of the world seems to live in black and white compared to India. We halt only briefly, so Dad can carry a tiny turtle across the road to safety. He is committed to saving various creatures through rescue protocols and strict vegetarianism. The fate of the cyclist is a hiccup along this path that we would, honestly, rather not discuss.


Our gang steps into the complex—white buildings with stately columns—stretching in front of us. Today, I’m determined to help make chapati, despite Frank telling me confidentially that people under four feet tall with blonde hair aren’t allowed to help. The dining space is cavernous, filled with the clatter of bowls as long lines of people sit cross-legged on the floor, eating.


Mom manages to get me into the open kitchen, near the giant cauldrons cooking dahl lentils and the rich scents of curry, where I settle between Frank and Chiara. There is much winking and conspiratorial smiling between Mom and the woman in charge. I give them a look of great dignity, intending to blow their minds with my efficiency. Frank and Chiara mold the dough and I slap it in the center a few times before it’s flipped onto a huge searing plate. Dad doesn’t actually help—manual labor is not his thing. Instead, he talks to people, discussing philosophy and religion. Once someone starts speaking with my father, they seem to become mesmerized, hardly moving from the spot. I have seen it many times before, the instant power of that smile, of his unshakable presence. It makes me sit straighter, because out of everyone, he’s ours.


Glancing around the rest of the dining area, I begin to notice a disturbing trend. Some of the people we serve are hungry. Not the type of famished I get after a day of not finding safe food to eat while we travel, but hungry with the worried, inward-looking stare of someone who is all alone.


Very late that night, I tiptoe into my parents’ dark bedroom and poke my father’s shoulder. His eyes open and focus immediately. Dad is good at waking up alert and ready for anything. “Hi,” I say. “It’s me.”


He grins. “I can see that. Come on up.” He helps me climb over him, all elbows and knees, and I begin to divide his wiry Viking beard into three parts so I can braid it.


Mom stirs, sleepily touching my arm. “Did you have a bad dream, Bhajan?”


I look at them both. “Why are there poor people?” My parents pause, and then rally, explaining how there are so many people and there isn’t always enough to go around. “But why isn’t there a law that rich people have to give them something?” I feel myself becoming teary.


“That’s communism, sweetheart,” Dad says. “It can be a slippery slope. . . . Although, some people like to be other-directed. They just want someone to tell them what to do.”


“But why?”


“Ah, that’s the secret of how governments control millions. You tell people they’ll be taken care of, if they do what they’re told. It’s comforting not to have to think for yourself.”


“I don’t want to be other-directed!” I burst out, my voice louder than I expected.


Mom’s soothing, cool hand strokes my forehead, and Dad looks at me in that way he sometimes does— as if he dearly wants to share everything he knows, as if I will desperately need it to survive. “If you want to be in charge of your destiny you have to be constantly aware, Bhajan. Constantly. Otherwise someone will lead you, and you’ll be just another slave.”


My hand is on the rise and fall of his chest and I can feel his heartbeat quicken. I stay silent in thought. He often talks this way, in extremes, with triumph or disaster the only two possible outcomes. If there is such a thing as doing all right, or muddling through, it’s an entirely foreign concept to me.


“I’ll never be other-directed.” I promise. My words are soft in the dark, but I mean every one.


He touches my cheek and lifts the blanket so I can fit snugly between them. All the worries and questions begin to lose their shape, and I feel my eyes closing. Because there is no better place than this. Tucked between them, where no nightmares, monsters, or fear can touch me. The safest place in the world.


Two days before we are due to leave for Delhi to continue our pilgrimage of discovery, Chiara gets a marriage proposal. Apparently, another dad approached our dad at the temple. The family is well-known, and has quite a bit of money, so they were shocked to hear that our father thought sixteen was too young for Chiara to be entering into holy matrimony. Like the traffic, major life decisions seem to move fast here. I don’t think Chiara is even interested in this boy and has never chatted with him. Of course Dad would never have allowed us to talk alone with someone, especially of the opposite sex, unless expressly approved by him. That’s something other people do. People who don’t think of their futures.


I stroll toward the hotel with Mom and Chiara, along the white temple path for the last time, smiling at the people we know.


“Wait!!” Frank is sprinting after us, with the long-legged stride of an athlete, dark ponytail flying.


He skids to a stop, barefoot. “Mom, Mom, I just heard! Dad told me. This is perfect, it’s so perfect . . . We could leave Chiara here!”


“Frank.” Mom rolls her eyes.


“No, no, please just listen,” he implores, actually dropping to his knees on the pathway. “This family will take care of her, they will! And let’s face it; she may never get another proposal. We could be free!”


Chiara stares down at him angrily. Mom takes a deep breath, releases it, and then continues walking, Frank still entreating her.


Back in our hotel room, Frank’s tall body collapses on his bed, a defeated arm thrown over his eyes. I climb up and sit cross-legged on his chest to comfort him.


“Oh Bhajan,” he says sadly. “We were so close.”


I brace a leg against the back of Mom’s seat as our car fights its way into Delhi, trying to steady the world. On all sides we’re besieged by vehicles: tiny cars, lumbering buses with people hanging out the windows and clinging to the sides, rickshaws, bikes, and motorized scooters, all driven by people who clearly have no regard for the sanctity of life. I’m feeling oddly weak, my head lolling against the seat.


On nearly every concrete island, between honking traffic lanes, are makeshift shelters built from junk and tied together with twine or rags. I see skinny, big-eyed children in torn T-shirts standing barefoot on the blistering concrete while cars scream by. Outside the more modern buildings, child beggars sit, some missing an arm or with a mutilated eye barely healed into a jagged scar.


We veer into a tight roundabout, seemingly endless because no one lets anyone change lanes, and I start to feel my stomach heave. Crumpling forward, I moan.


“Shh, don’t cry,” Mom reaches back to rub my knee.


“It’s good for you to see this, Bhajan.” Dad tells me sternly, still stuck in the left lane, going into his sixth round. “Don’t ever forget how lucky you are—”


“I need the bathroom!” I sob as pain shoots through my belly. Dad’s whole expression changes in the rearview mirror as he focuses on my face.


“Don’t throw up on me!” Frank frantically rolls down his window and maneuvers me toward it. I squeeze my eyes shut as Dad leans on the horn and fights his way into the next circle of hell. We screech to a stop in front of a café with taxi drivers drinking chai and swatting at flies outside. My legs don’t seem to be working properly, so I’m half-dragged, half-carried to the bathroom. The stomach cramps are so violent that I scream out in pain while Mom grips my hands.


“What’s wrong with her?” Dad asks anxiously when I emerge, slumped against Mom’s leg.


“She must have caught a strong virus. We have to get her to a hotel. Now.”


Frank is tilting a water bottle to my lips, but I turn away. All I want is to crawl into a quiet corner and sleep. When they haul me out of the car at a big hotel with a revolving glass door and uniformed parking attendants, I’m delirious with fever, blabbering—and then my world fades to black.


I’m not sure how much time has passed when I wake to the sound of frantic calls for a children’s doctor, any doctor. Faces swirl above me, my mother with her cool hands and soft kisses. “Say something, Bhajan. Bhajan, look at me.” I can’t move my mouth, I’m just too tired, so I close my eyes. It feels like I’m drifting peacefully, a raft being pulled farther and farther from the shore


It’s nighttime. Another voice. A cold instrument presses over my heart, and through barely open lids I see an Indian woman leaning over me, a doctor’s bag on the bed. The longer I look into her kohl-rimmed eyes, the deeper they seem, like moving amber. She turns away abruptly and speaks to my parents.


“She’s going to die soon. Unless you can find a way to get a lot of fluids into her.”


Her words rob the room of all sound, and then everyone starts talking frantically. They’re arguing about a hospital and whether I will just catch something worse if I go. The terror-sharpened voices fade away, away, until . . .


. . . Something hard is clicking against my teeth and I crack open an eye to see Frank and Chiara on the bed, sitting on either side of me, with little glass droppers in their hands.


“It’s just water, sweetie. You have to have some, okay?” Chiara is using her perky voice, which I can’t stand, but even that doesn’t bother me now. Dad is yelling at someone on the phone about airplane seats, but that’s nothing unusual. Mom’s focus is on changing the cool cloths on my forehead, squeezing my hand, and heaving suitcases out of the closet. Why don’t they all just go to sleep, for God’s sake and let me be? I turn away.


“Bhajan, Bhajan.” Frank rubs my shoulder. “Let me give you this water!” Up close, I can see he’s trying not to cry. “It’s me, Bhajan, will you do it for me? C’mon.”


I feel the dropper click against my teeth and, for him, I try. The first drops of water burn down my throat. Then suddenly I am in Mom’s arms, draped over her shoulder, boneless. “Move! Move!” Now Dad is issuing orders. We rush through the deserted lobby and out into the gray early-morning light.


“Open the trunk.” Dad snaps at the sleepy taxi driver and together they start shoving our bags into the back.


That’s when I see her. She’s among the raggedy kids who are sleeping against the wall of the hotel. Except she’s awake. Her body is small and delicate, the torn clothes she’s wearing barely cover her emaciated limbs. She must be four or five, like me, with the same large, almond-shaped eyes, dark brown instead of blue. She doesn’t move. Time stops, and we watch each other as everyone else loads the car. I notice her arms tremble, like the just-played string of a sitar. They are crossed, as if trying to hold herself together.


“All right, get in!”


I feel Mom move forward, hugging me tightly, as if to press her strength into my body.


It’s so clear to me in that last moment, before I slip into unconsciousness: This little girl is not going to make it. There are just three meters of space separating us, but she is being left to die. I’m being saved. And we both know it.










3: Sydney, Australia, age 5


I turn on the TV and fall in love.


“I’m the Bush Tucker man!” A weathered ex-military operative in his thirties holds a squirming worm aloft as he crouches in the wilderness. “You may think this is just a worm,” he addresses the camera in his thick Aussie accent, “but really, it’s also protein.”


This is the first manifestation of my attraction to competence above all else when it comes to men. Can he survive in an apocalypse? That’s my question. My experiences, combined with listening to my father, have led me to believe that an apocalypse is not only likely, but something that should be taken into account while making everyday decisions. I’m not panicked necessarily—just alert.


It’s four months since we left India, and with a steady diet of avocados, flax seed oil, Bush Tucker man, and illegally obtained raw goat’s milk, I’ve made a remarkable recovery. The allowed hour of TV during my convalescence was a shock at first, but Dad approves of my program choice—I’m picking up survival skills in case of a military takeover.


Having successfully learned today’s lesson—which roots are edible, and which will kill ya’ dead—I run across the apartment in my new favorite outfit, a poofy floor-length white dress that I got for my fifth birthday. Climbing to my favorite perch on the windowsill of our massive apartment, I can see clear across the harbor to the white curves of the Sydney Opera House. To me, the view looks like the sails of some magnificent ship against the achingly blue sky. It’s beginning to feel like home. And that is when I notice the change in him.


As I sit on the windowsill, Dad plants a kiss on my now rosy cheek and starts to pace, looking preoccupied. I watch him, so restless, his body silhouetted against the sky, eyes searching the horizon. It unsettles me and maybe that’s why, two days later, I make a mistake.


My gymnastic team and I line up on the track field. “Ryyyyyight, kids,” Coach Anita announces, stretching out the vowels, Aussie-style, “We’re going to have a number of races today to see where we’re at.” She directs us to our positions twenty-five meters from the finish line.


The shrill whistle pierces the air and we’re off. I sprint ahead, fists pumping, suddenly in the lead and feeling the joy of being so alive. Of being strong again. Halfway through I realize the other girls aren’t even trying to win. It’s probably the smart choice; today is blistering hot and I already sense how exhausted I’m going to be. But where is the fun in running slow?


Coach Anita takes me aside after the second sprint. “Now, Harbhajan, don’t you think it would be nice for you to even things out and let the others win from now on?”


Has the woman lost her mind? I consider informing her that this sounds dangerously like communism, which can be a slippery slope.


By the time we’re done, I’m sweaty, exhausted, and limping slightly. “Well done!” booms one of the other girls’ fathers, smiling heartily at me. I’ve seen him around a few times, looking very Australian with his broad shoulders, ruddy complexion, and open face. “So how are you liking it here, or do you miss all those street cars?”


Panic comes at me fast. Backstory, what’s our backstory? I try to jog my memory, but we’ve been in Australia a while and, besides, I think I have heatstroke.


“I was there in ’82,” he hollers. “Smashing place, what area did you live in?”


Oh God, I’ve been briefed on this, but can’t remember. With each new country, Dad not only changes our last name, but also builds a different history, a different place we’re from. He drills me in mock interrogations when I least expect it. I’ve asked him if we could just schedule a time for this, so it doesn’t occur when I’m relaxing on the couch planning my future with the Bush Tucker man. But apparently, real interrogations happen when you aren’t feeling like it.


The correct response to each question is always deflection, suggesting the interrogator should ask my mom or dad. I used to break down sometimes and cry in these rehearsals, at the confusion of telling my dad to ask my dad, but I’m five now and I think I’ve got it down. Why there are so many people chasing us, though, is a mystery to me. I know one of them is called Interpol, because I’ve heard my parents talking about its alerts and searches. But they aren’t the only ones after us. In my mind it’s like a many-tentacled beast. Waiting for us to make the slightest slipup, or let down our guard for a moment . . .


. . . The broad-shouldered, ruddy-faced dad is still staring at me, morphing from a chatty well-meaning Aussie into one of the shadowy people I fear. “Well?” he asks, looking confused.


Am I going to mess everything up? Destroy us all? Is he with the authorities? My head pounds. “Ask my Mom,” I blurt out, and half-run, half-limp to the car.


Dad decides we’re going to leave the country a few days later. I know I’m probably not the reason—it’s something about visas and moving targets being harder to find—but I still feel guilty. Grabbing our Monopoly set, I find Frank sprawled on the floor of his room, reading. “Oh God,” he groans. “Why do you have to wear that thing?”


I look down at my poofy dress. “It’s elegant.”


“It’s ridiculous. And I’m not going to play with you.”


“Pleeeease.”


“No.”


“Yes!”


He picks me up, deposits me outside his room, and slams the door.


An hour later I’m lying on my bed, like a beached starfish in my party dress, when my door clicks open. “Move over.” Frank tosses Asterix and Cleopatra onto the duvet and we lie on our bellies, side by side, as he reads to me. His long, square-tipped finger traces the words I need to learn. Apologies are unnecessary.


Frank and I spend the majority of our time together since he can’t stand Chiara, and given that we move so often, the thought of putting effort into maintaining outside friendships is exhausting. Other kids don’t really get us and can be frighteningly persistent in their questioning. Even Mom has become strangely silent and withdrawn; I can tell she doesn’t want to leave Australia. But she never complains, and so I decide it’s time to take action on her behalf.


When everyone except Dad has turned in, I climb out of bed. Tiptoeing from my room, I join him on the sofa of the darkened living room. His arm warm around my shoulders, we crack open pistachios and watch the stock prices on CNN while he explains how to buy long and sell short. “Does Mom want to stay here and have a house?” I ask tentatively.


“You don’t miss a lot.” He smiles at me.


“So are we gonna settle down?” I hear a bit of hope creep into my voice; I like the Aussies.


“Bhajan, that’s exactly the kind of weak thinking that leads to disaster.”


I chew thoughtfully, watching the numbers scroll across the bottom of the screen, as a woman with immobile blonde hair talks.
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“A courageous and beautifully written story of a girl doing everything
in her power to protect the ones she loves. An absolutely breathless read”
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