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			There is a line between Us and Them, and I’ve seen it. Or at least part of it. Along the Arizona-Mexico border—in the American town of Nogales—is a sky-high, thirty-foot steel fence. Politicians say that border fences like this one are built to keep citizens from separate countries on their own sides of the border. In truth, this fence, built by Americans, is intended to keep Mexicans in Mexico. And to keep America…American. Whatever that means.

			It’s only mildly effective.

			Back when I visited the United States–Mexico border, I was the anchor of a cable news show. The border had become an American obsession. Our country was spending billions of dollars to guard it, using agents, drones, cameras, and exotic military hardware. The fence was only one part of this expensive and sometimes violent border patrol—and I went to Nogales, Arizona, to see it up close.

			
			We were taking a break from shooting the news show, when I suddenly noticed a pair of fruit sellers on the Mexican side of the wall. They lassoed a rope to the top of a border fence post, climbed up, and, before I knew it, shimmied down to the American side of the border. All in under five minutes, in broad daylight—with a border patrol guard stationed right there along the barrier.

			All of a sudden, in departing from the land of their ancestors, these two fruit sellers were part of a different story. They were crossing a high wall marking an invisible border. They were also crossing a line inside themselves: between the native and the immigrant—one who already belongs and one who has just arrived. They had become something new. They were part of an adventure story that has defined human existence from the beginning of our history—a movement from one land to another.

			Stories like this—about immigrants, refugees, exiles, and internal migrants—have always had a hold on me, perhaps because of my own family’s history of migrations, escapes, settlement, and assimilation. But these are universal struggles, too.

			In 2013, I spent a few months researching Maricopa County, Arizona, intrigued by the diverse group of inhabitants, people who had been within the United States for varying lengths of time. There were descendants of homesteaders; Latinos whose families had been there for centuries; Native Americans whose families had been there for millennia; and new immigrants who had only just crossed deserts or completed oceans of paperwork to get there from Mexico and Central America. All the striving, all the risks immigrants took to get here, to build a better, safer life for themselves—what did it mean to belong? Just as importantly: Who got to decide? Each answer gave rise to new questions.

			

			—

			
			In reality, immigration isn’t a story of outsiders versus insiders. It’s a story about the messy, sad, terrifying, and occasionally beautiful experience of leaving one place and starting over in another. My interest in the subject wasn’t simply about the politics, but in immigration as an internal change. What went on inside ourselves when we moved somewhere new and became something new? What went on inside ourselves when we lost one home and made another? Immigration raises into relief some of our most essential questions: Who am I? Where do I belong? And in that way, it’s deeply tied to an exploration of American identity. Here we are, in a nation of immigrants, exiles, captives, refugees, and displaced natives, asked to answer these soul-searching questions.

			
			They are questions I’ve asked myself when I thought about my Burmese mother and American father, when I thought about the country that pushed and pulled me in different directions. All this contemplation made me both hungry for identity and tired of obsessing over it. It made me want a simple answer, an easy story about who we are and why we’re here together. I started to see my preoccupation with immigrants, exiles, and refugees—and my questions about home and identity and belonging—as the edge of a longer, more complex puzzle. Turns out, the mystery I was really trying to solve was my own.
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			I played a lot of solitaire growing up. I was an only child and a nerd and thus on my own a lot of the time. When I wasn’t, I was asked to mind my manners and keep quiet around the adults. For most of my adolescence, I used a weathered pack of dark blue playing cards for those solitaire games. On the back, embossed in gold, was the logo of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters: a pair of horses’ heads above a wagon wheel. Shuffling the deck, I felt…alone. I was on the outside, wishing to be on the inside—where everyone else seemed to be.

			The Teamsters union was where my mother worked in 1971, toward the end of the height of American labor organizing. She had immigrated to America from Rangoon, Burma,* in 1965, escaping a military dictatorship. From her initial landing pad in Washington, D.C., she went on to attend Swarthmore College, and became passionate about leftist politics.

			
			After college, she found a job at the Teamsters union, a group supporting blue-collar workers’ rights. That led to an interview for a job at the Alliance for Labor Action. The man who interviewed her there was my father, and from the moment they met, she couldn’t stand him. Perhaps that should have been a warning, but instead it became their meet-cute: They hated each other! And then they got married.

			My father’s ancestry began on the other side of the world. He was the fourth child of a mail carrier in rural Iowa, the son of an Irish American mother and a father who claimed roots in Luxembourg. My dad showed an early interest in politics and, like my mother, came to Washington to work on liberal causes. He had longish hair, worked on George McGovern’s presidential campaign, and knew the counterculture writer Hunter S. Thompson. My mother’s and father’s faraway histories intersected on a bridge of early 1970s bohemianism. Only a few generations back, their families had been separated by oceans and mountain ranges and steppes. But in Washington, their shared values were enough to draw them close.

			
			They were married in 1975 and several years later had their only child—me, a daughter born of an unlikely set of Burmese-Luxembourgian-Irish bloodlines. Of this heritage I knew little. Our Burmese story was relayed to me by my mother and grandmother, only occasionally, and almost always over some homemade, traditional dish. A pot of chicken curry would summon some certain memory, which would then spiral into another memory, or into a snippet of family history. But only a snippet. Burma was kept at a distance from our American lives.

			On my European side, my great-grandfather (my father’s grandfather) left the Old World sometime during the late nineteenth century. I didn’t know much about his departure and why he’d made it, or even much about the place where he began: Luxembourg, the sixth smallest country in the world, in a town called Esch. These details weren’t much discussed, which gave them an air of mystery.

			My father’s mother and her family were from Ireland, but as far as American family histories went, Ireland didn’t interest me much. The best parts of being Irish, according to what I knew, had become as familiar as St. Patrick’s Day. The cliché was that Irish daughters were redheaded and pale, and the sons would drink and get in fistfights. I was definitely not in either of those categories. So Luxembourg was the ancestral origin I most frequently cited, but that was a little like being from the dark side of the moon, or an island in the center of an ocean. It was like being from somewhere almost no one had heard of.

			
			As a child I didn’t think much about these family histories. It didn’t cross my mind that I was, in some way, the outcome of all of them combined. And no one told me much about our origins anyway. I was mostly taught that my ancestors, whoever they were—the people in my family tree, by the random genetic alignments in the universe—should in no way affect my destiny. Anyway, wasn’t that the whole point of America? Dynasties were for the Old World. Tradition was something held aloft by queens and kings, and bloodlines were for horses and pharaohs.

			Here, in the United States, we could be whoever we wanted to be instead. This country, as we had been taught, was about moving forward, not backward. This sentiment has always been engrained in our culture—from the colonists seizing native land, to the politicians of every political stripe: “Go west, young man!” And by “Go west,” they really meant “Look ahead—don’t worry about all that stuff you’re leaving behind.”

			

			—

			
			Here’s what I knew about my father and his side of the family: At Christmastime, they enjoyed drinking a sludgy and highly alcoholic concoction known as a Tom and Jerry. There were nuns who’d rapped his knuckles in middle school. In his hometown, every family had lots of siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles—quite different from my only-child household. These were my main cultural reference points for “Irish Catholic.” They were stories casually told in passing, reminders of my father’s storybook beginning before he came to the East Coast.

			Elsewhere in our house, Asia was present but not entirely accounted for. When my mother went to bed each night, she knelt in prayer toward a small gold statue of the Buddha as she recited her prayers, softly and quickly. She’d touch my knee as we drove past cemeteries, and whenever I mentioned death, she would mutter in Burmese under her breath. She made me spit on my fingernails every time I trimmed them. Practically speaking, this is what it meant to be half-Burmese: a series of traditions and almost magical-seeming practices I didn’t really understand but accepted nonetheless.

			
			Every April is the annual Burmese New Year’s water festival of Thingyan. On the streets of Rangoon, men and women and children throw water at one another in celebration of the new year—and to cool off in the middle of the excruciatingly hot dry season. Meanwhile, the immigrant community in and around Silver Spring, Maryland—right outside my home in Washington, D.C.—would traditionally gather in someone’s backyard to celebrate. To me, sloshing water around on 54-degree early spring weekends was practically torture. Neighborhood boys, usually aged ten to twelve, had a field day—but they were more excited to taunt me than to celebrate the new year. Armed with plastic buckets brimming with cold water from the garden hose, the boys would unceremoniously hurl water at me. I hated it, and would have much preferred to celebrate the New Year—everybody else’s new year in December—with the Times Square ball and a glittery, feathered tiara. Each April, as I beelined back to the circle of adults giggling and clucking at my soaked clothing, I felt annoyed and angry that I had to suffer through these stupid humiliations.

			I thought of myself as generically American, both in cultural preference (Chips Ahoy!, cartoons) and appearance (T-shirts and sneakers), but occasionally, I was reminded that how I saw myself wasn’t necessarily how everyone else saw me. As on the day when I sat at the counter of the American City Diner and the white line cook turned to ask me, while my father was in the bathroom, if I was adopted. I brushed it off, as if this were something I was asked all the time. It most certainly wasn’t. Instead of showing my surprise, I laughed to relieve him of how embarrassed he must have been to ask such an awkward question, and responded, “Oh no, my mother’s just Asian!”

			
			But he wasn’t embarrassed for having asked me that at all. Moments like this were reminders that, to some people, I was not generically American.

			I had invested fully in the story my parents told me. I considered most everyone—no matter their race, culture, or religion—American, just like me, never minding that we didn’t look alike or come from the same places. We were here! And yet the feeling was not always mutual: In the eyes of certain folks, who were universally certain white folks, I was not American; I was something else. If my “we” included them, theirs did not include me.

			Even then, as a twelve-year-old in the diner drinking a vanilla shake, I recognized the power of this exclusiveness. I deferred to it, respectful. I offered a grinning explanation as to why I didn’t look the way some line cook thought the daughter of an average white American should look. In fact, my reply verged on being an apology. The cook’s certainty about what was generically American and what was not generically American seemed to be deeply entwined with something—blood or DNA or place—that was far more definitive than the casual connections I’d forged in my life thus far. I envied his sense of ownership over who was (or must be) a Typical American—his belief regarding who belonged—even if it made me feel fairly terrible to have an identity I’d casually assumed and embodied suddenly…denied.

			
			How could I feel like I belonged? How could I define my identity? Perhaps, I eventually realized, the answer was not in trying to fit myself into the world of generically white Americana, where I would never be at home. But nor was it in joining the suburban Burmese exile community in Silver Spring, which seemed just as distant and had a significant language barrier to boot.

			After all, neither my maternal nor paternal backgrounds had held much sway over my sense of self. Luxembourg and Burma were about as familiar to me as Narnia and the North Pole. But when I considered my heritage as a single thing, rather than an either-or proposition in which I had to choose between Rangoon and Esch, these two poles—Burmese and Irish-Luxembourgian—taken together offered something entirely, definitively new. And this category of Mixed Race Heritage, this was a place I could belong!

			
			I wouldn’t be bound by outdated ideas about identity, some hokey old-timer’s notion of what “regular” America looked like. That was the past! My own, new tribe would be as rigorously inclusive as that line cook was exclusive.

			My thinking about this brave new identity crystalized on November 18, 1993, when the cover of Time magazine heralded “The New Face of America,” which kind of (if you squinted) looked like me.1

			“Take a good look at this woman,” the headline dared the reader. “She was created by a computer from a mix of several races. What you see is a remarkable preview of…THE NEW FACE OF AMERICA.”

			Inside was a story that promised to explain “how immigrants are shaping the world’s first multicultural society.”

			I was a sophomore in high school and the cover was a revelation: I was the new face of America? Somehow I was an early example, sent from the future to show the people of America what they would all look like a few generations down the road. Just as Time promised, these parents of mine—one immigrant plus the child of some immigrants—had unknowingly created the futureface. I felt comforted by the idea that, according to this article, I belonged in the world the future promised us: one of cultural and racial inclusion.

			
			When I was in high school, I found a box filled with my mother’s old clothes from the seventies. There was a tiny bright green T-shirt emblazoned with orange iron-on letters that spelled out RANGOON RAMONA. It was something my father had made for my mother, based on a nickname that had been retired several anniversaries ago, but here was the perfect shirt for me, futureface. “Rangoon” was the capital of Burma, far away on the other side of the world. “Ramona” was the Old World. The old European world, that is. It dawned on me that I felt lucky. To be Burmese without the Irish-German half was to be Asian. To be a descendant of Irish Germans was to be white. Oh, but to be both! To be both was to be the space between them, the whole world that their stories traversed. It was to be the future.

			And so here I was, in my mother’s RANGOON RAMONA T-shirt, defending not one particular culture but swimming around in the new thing created from the mixture of two. It seemed almost greedy.

			On a trip to Hawaii right before college, a local called me a “hapa.” What exactly was a hapa? I asked. “It means you’re mixed!” he said to me, and the revelation was like having lived your whole life thinking you were a pigeon only to find out you were a toucan. Tropical, ambiguous, interesting. Hapa.

			

			—

			
			Shortly after college, on a visit to New York, a man in a coffee shop came up and asked me, “What’s your blood?” I responded, “O negative,” because he deserved a ridiculous answer for an absurd question. The idea that I could name my “blood” was a small-minded concept. Instead, I had started celebrating multiculturalism—just as America had.

			Since America’s inception by European colonists, the country’s culture had been strictly white and male-oriented. Recent leaps toward diversity have been a refreshing, much-needed change from the patriarchy. The shift began with the 1960s cultural studies programs born of protest, starting with the establishment of African American studies. Even white Judeo-Christian scholars started to question whether mainstream culture best represented our dynamic and increasingly diverse society: Didn’t women and brown folks play pivotal roles in the building of our democracy, our economy, our history? If there was a common American story, how could it be told without them with any accuracy whatsoever?

			By the 1970s, scholars and activists and authors were questioning this incomplete, uniformly white history. In 1980, historian and activist Howard Zinn released his alternative chronicle of our national development, called A People’s History of the United States. This history acknowledged the labor of slaves, the work of women, the struggles of the native people. The book was about the developments and contributions that happened at the grassroots level, that were sidelined and marginalized—but were no less pivotal. Zinn’s text could be taught in classrooms as an alternative to the dusty, one-sided histories of yore, and American liberals were now taking their turn at reframing a story that had been told since the beginning of time.

			
			In my own high school during the early nineties, a steady diet of dead white men—Chaucer, Hawthorne, Donne—began to change. Now we would read literature that included Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Alex Haley’s Roots. Now we would study Ghana, Mali, the Songhai Empire, and Benin. We would know Africa, because Africa, not just Europe, had birthed America. Knowing this not only made us wiser, it made us stronger: truer to our values, our people, our histories. America was not simply the Stars and Stripes; it was a mosaic, a quilt, a rainbow. There was power in being mixed.

			Or at least, that was the idea. Because as soon as my class started reading Langston Hughes’s “I, Too,” the backlash from white students began.

			
			And it wasn’t just in my classroom. Conservatives started to attack this new open-minded American canon as a threat to national identity. They blamed immigrants for America’s troubles, drawing a firm line in the sand—that imagined line between “Us” and “Them.”

			But conservatives weren’t the only ones to criticize multiculturalism. Liberals recognized that the “melting pot” idea had its own problems: it eliminated the differences between cultures, breaking them down into one mushy stew—and wasn’t this, too, a sort of surrender? I remember vaguely toward the end of my high school career being cautioned not to refer to America as a “melting pot” but instead as a “salad bowl”—the idea being that the ingredients in a salad bowl kept their integrity, even though they were mixed. A tomato was still a tomato—even if it was surrounded by lettuce.

			Things got even more complicated by the time I went to Brown University—which was, incidentally, the only school my parents requested I not apply to. “Political correctness has run amok over there!” my mother declared one autumn Sunday after reading a less-than-flattering story about the school in the New York Times. My father didn’t really know what precisely constituted political correctness, but sided with her anyway. Naturally, I decided to apply early and chose to attend as soon as the mailman had delivered my acceptance letter. (I had never even seen the campus.)

			
			At my future alma mater, I attempted to navigate the choppy waters of multiculturalism. Would I join the South Asian Students Association? Or did the very existence of this group reinforce the marginalization that it tried to combat? (Answer: I joined but never attended any of the meetings.) I took post-colonial literature classes, and I read the Palestinian intellectual Edward Said’s book Orientalism.

			The generic mantle of “mixed” felt empowering, but curiously…weightless. Perhaps because being mixed race wasn’t something that was discussed as being an identity, the way singular racial categories frequently were. I knew there was no such thing as a racial history without baggage, but I had no conception of how to reconcile my family’s pasts with my present and all the privileges I had that they did not. So I didn’t. Somehow, I reasoned that because I was a new thing, a Burmese-Luxembourgian, my role in the American story was unwritten. Ultimately, I chose not to think about the backstories of the European and Asian cultures in my blood. I opted for that most American of paths: forward, to the future, with complete disregard for what had been left behind.

			

			—

			
			Even as I spread my wings, I always felt like the kid who still played solitaire, if metaphorically. As I grew older, I became better at making friends and finding companions, but these relationships were always partially instrumental: I was trying to stave off loneliness.

			“We are born alone, and we will die alone,” my father used to recite, in case I had any ideas that my best friends and favorite pets would be joining me in the afterlife. It wasn’t what an only child needed to hear over a Saturday-morning bowl of cereal, but this is what he thought of as wisdom, a thing to remember in good times and bad, so he repeated it often and I came to believe it. When my parents finally divorced, some twenty years after they got married, this expression took on even more meaning: my parents’ unlikely partnership had ended, and I was truly alone, like an astronaut on a distant planet.

			Friendships created connection and rituals, but those friendships, as delightful and nurturing as they were, were born because circumstance threw us together. My friends were my friends for the same reasons two strangers got married and became my parents: we bonded over shared schools or interests or tastes in music, not because we were tied together by blood and tradition. And just like my parents, as conveniently as we had come together, we could be broken apart.

			This sense of unrootedness, of fleetingness, followed me into adulthood. I wondered: How did other people adapt so easily?

			
			The problem I was trying to solve was a personal one, deep inside myself. It was something others, even close friends, couldn’t truly solve for me. I didn’t have a people. I didn’t know where I could find home.

			

			—

			This is something that we are also grappling with as a country: Who are our people? What makes them so? Across the country, people are craving that same sense of belonging I longed for, so many years ago, sitting on the living room floor, playing solitaire—the feeling of self-recognition and camaraderie. I have long recognized the absence of belonging, a questioning loneliness, in myself. And it’s split the country around me. We’ve divided ourselves, segregated our communities into Us and Them in an attempt to feel whole, to better establish who we are.

			Could I ever find that grounding thing for myself?

			After so much time, so many years, spent looking to answer this question, I wondered if what I was looking for was in me already. Instead of trying to be the example of the accepting, mixed-race world I dreamed of for the future, I could go back in time to search my own blood to find my people.

			I began contemplating this and how I’d go about it. I’d never dug into the family archives. I was going to have to learn the stories that unfolded long ago that, in turn, determined my own story. Going on this journey was a chance, at long last, to know myself and where I truly—for real this time—belonged.

		

		
			*  Burma is now officially known as Myanmar. This dates back to 1989, when a military takeover—installing a government known as the military junta—changed the name of the country. The military junta was carrying out violence and human rights violations across the country; it’s thought that they changed the country’s name to distract from this negative attention. My family—and all the Burmese exiles I have known—continued to call the country Burma, as an act of defiance—a refusal to acknowledge an illegitimate junta. At any rate, throughout this book I refer to the country and its people as Burma and Burmese. Though the name Burma unfortunately also has negative connotations (it stems from the era of British colonialism), it remains the way in which my family has identified itself and separated itself from a regime that has persecuted and killed its own citizens—and continues to.
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			We talk about our identities—our race, our nation, our neighborhood, our group of like-minded souls—as if they are permanently tied to who we are, a trait formed at birth. I’ve always known that’s not really true. Identity is also something we learn, something we choose, something we have to grow—or lose—along the way. Someone’s identity might be a personal decision; it might be imprinted by parents; it might be casually, cruelly assigned in junior high.

			Or it might be something that’s been tucked away, a mystery that demands exploration, just waiting to be discovered.

			For a while, not feeling part of any particular identity group freed me of race and tribe, the powerful and destructive ideas that helped cause so much of the world’s misery. Let the other kids roam in cliques across the schoolyard—Alexandra Swe Wagner could glide through life without a herd. Or at least, I thought I could. Because when I was presented with the mystery of heritage and identity, it turned out to be too tempting not to look around. Sure, maybe I’d come across scandals, secrets, family fallouts—but I was going to open that Pandora’s box and peer inside anyway, embracing all the wild stuff that flew out of it.

			

			—

			
			On the day of my First Holy Communion, I got a nosebleed. I already felt like I didn’t belong at the church. I’d barely attended the required religious education classes. I didn’t really know any of the Bible passages or the lyrics to the happy Catholic songs that all the other kids in my communion class seemed to know by heart. But there, as I sat in one of the front pews of Holy Trinity Church, wearing the required white dress, my nose started running bright red. Only my father was with me (my mother, who is Buddhist, did not attend the ceremony), which made it even worse: the white frills, the blood, the absurdity of this proceeding, my entrance into Catholicism.

			It was at my father’s request that I was even doing this at all. The rest of our neighborhood was off celebrating May Day, a holiday for the pagan rites of spring. The contrast between that jolly May celebration outdoors, and the stiff, very godly Catholic ritual could not have been more obvious. Here I was in a marble hall, eating the body and blood of Christ for the first time, mopping up nose blood with a roll of toilet paper from the church bathroom. I would so much rather have been on Brandywine Street, running down the block in a flower crown and dancing around with kids my age. Why wasn’t I out there, twirling around the maypole? Frolicking in the neighbors’ front yard seemed more worthwhile than trying to remember Catholic prayers indoors.

			
			I was angry with my father for making me take part in this event. I know he meant to connect
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