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				He is part of an assembling crowd, anonymous thousands off the buses and trains, people in narrow columns tramping over the swing bridge above the river, and even if they are not a migration or a revolution, some vast shaking of the soul, they bring with them the body heat of a great city and their own small reveries and desperations, the unseen something that haunts the day.

					—DON DELILLO, Underworld

				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				INTRODUCTION
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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 and the county of Santa Cruz—is a cloud-scraping thirty-foot fence made of vertical steel rods lodged in concrete. In theory, border fences like this are built to keep citizens from both countries on their respective sides of the border. In truth, the fence, erected by Americans, is intended to keep Mexicans in Mexico. And to keep America…American. Safe from invasion and confusion, strong in its defenses, discerning in its welcome.

				It’s only mildly effective.

				Back when I visited the border, I was the anchor of a cable news show, and the border had become a fairly obsessive focus of mine. I wasn’t alone. The border had become an obsession for a lot of people, not least the men and women assigned to police it, the American border patrol. Our country was spending billions of dollars guarding that border with agents, drones, cameras, and exotic military hardware. The fence was only the most visible sign of our extravagant vigilance—and I went to Nogales to see it up close.

				
				We took a break from shooting to eat lunch, and I noticed that the border patrol had stationed a sentry further down along the barrier. We, meanwhile, had cameras with us, lights, makeup artists—a whole crew. But neither law enforcement nor the media presence did anything to stop a pair of fruit sellers on the Mexican side of the wall from lassoing a rope to the top of a border fence post, climbing up, and rappelling down to the American side of the border. All in broad daylight, in under five minutes. Those two fruit sellers made a mockery of that wall—and it was mesmerizing. Here was an act of alchemy: The two of them, in an instant, transformed themselves from Mexicans—in the land of their ancestors, feet planted on a patch of earth to which they unquestionably belonged—to intruders.

				All of a sudden, they were part of a different story, one that they would in some way change, if only by adding to its supply of readily available and delicious fruit. And they weren’t just crossing a visible wall marking an invisible border. They were crossing a line inside themselves: between the native and the immigrant, the one who belonged and the uninvited stranger. They had become something new. That sprint over the wall was, in microcosm, the adventure story that has defined and threatened human existence from the beginning—a movement from one land to another. But was it flight or invasion or just an act of survival? Those fruit sellers hit the ground, composed themselves in a blink, and embarked, with quick steps, on the day’s business. And nobody said a word.

				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, assimilation, and, um, amnesia. But these are universal struggles, too, and they have reappeared again and again in my professional life: when I was the editor of a music magazine, the director of a global nonprofit, a political journalist. Usually, we understand them as human rights concerns or battles over resources like land or jobs or government assistance. But I, at least, also see them as complicated romances.

				
				For a few months in 2013, I spent a not-insignificant amount of time researching Maricopa County, Arizona, intrigued by the twisted drama unfolding in a community of retirees; 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 oceans of paperwork to get there from Mexico and Central America. In all of that longing and violence, possessiveness and anger—in the battles between these waves of immigrants and exiles, refugees and natives—what did it mean to belong? Just as crucially: Who got to decide? Each answer gave rise to new questions.

				

				—

				In reality, immigration isn’t just outside versus inside, the lawful versus the illegal. It’s a story about the messy, sad, terrifying, and occasionally beautiful experience of leaving one place and starting over in another. I realized that my interest in the subject wasn’t simply about the politics, but in immigration as an interior act—becoming something new—and as the social act of losing one home and making another. Immigration raises into relief some of our most basic existential questions: Who am I? Where do I belong? And in that way, it’s inextricably tied to an exploration of American identity. Here we are, in a nation of immigrants, exiles, captives, refugees, and displaced natives, staring together into that existential void.

				
				These are the questions many of us either devote our lives to answering or spend our lives evading. They are questions I’ve asked myself—without much in the way of conclusion—when I thought about my Burmese mother and American father, when I thought about the country that pushed and pulled me, when I thought about friendship and loneliness and the possibility of having my own child and attempting to guide that child to some inextricable truth about Our People. All this contemplation made me identity hungry and identity fatigued—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 the attendant concerns 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 alone a lot of the time, and when I wasn’t, I was asked to mind my manners and keep quiet around the adults.*1 For most of my adolescence, I used a weathered pack of dark blue playing cards that had the logo of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters embossed in gold on the back: a pair of horse’s heads atop a wagon wheel. Adults would see the horse head next to the Teamsters name and laugh in disbelief that a union with alleged mafia ties would have a horse’s head anywhere near its logo. I hadn’t yet seen The Godfather, and so I didn’t understand the irony, but I often pretended I did. “I know!” I would say, laughing along without understanding. I was alone, on the outside of the joke, wishing (rather pathetically) to be on the inside—where everyone else was.

			The Teamsters union was where my mother worked, at the tail end of the heyday of American labor organizing, circa 1971. She had immigrated to America from Rangoon, Burma,*2 in 1965, escaping a military dictatorship. From her initial landing pad in Washington, D.C., she went on to attend Swarthmore College, became enamored of leftist politics, and moved to Philadelphia after graduation to live in a commune with her French boyfriend and print up copies of what she described as a “socialist daily.”

			
			The French boyfriend fell out of favor, and my mother moved back to Washington, D.C., where she found a job at the Teamsters union. 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 ancestral path to that game-changing interview began on the opposite side of the world. He was the fourth child of a rural mail carrier in northeast 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 do the work of liberal causes. There were no socialist dailies or French girlfriends, but he had longish hair and worked on George McGovern’s presidential campaign and knew Hunter S. Thompson. My mother and father’s remote histories intersected on a bridge of progressive bona fides and casual early seventies 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-Luxembourg-Irish bloodlines. Of this weird heritage, I knew little. Our Burmese story was relayed to me by my mother and grandmother, in occasional fits and starts, usually with food as the catalyst. A pot of chicken curry would summon some certain memory, which would in turn beget a snippet of family history. But only a snippet—the stories were carefully constructed, well-worn vignettes that never risked genuine revelation. Burma was kept at a safe distance from our American lives.

			My father’s people were from Europe. His grandfather left the Old World sometime during the late nineteenth century, motivation unclear. I didn’t know much about his departure and why he’d made it, or even much about the place where he began: Luxembourg, a strange country about which little was discussed in my family. The one detail that slipped through was the name of his exotic-sounding hometown: Esch. And all we knew about Esch was that it sounded like the sort of place you’d want to get away from.

			
			Luxembourg itself was largely irrelevant. For most of my adolescence, I confused it with Liechtenstein, an ant-sized country buried between Austria and Switzerland. Most everyone else also confused Liechtenstein and Luxembourg, and when forced to identify either country, would offer that it was “The smallest country in the world?” It wasn’t.*3 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 good parts of being Irish had become common property, as familiar as Saint Patrick’s Day. Everyone knew Irish daughters were redheaded and pale and the boys drank too much and were always in fistfights. I was none of those things. So Luxembourg was the ancestral provenance 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 nowhere.

			As a child I didn’t think much about the improbability of these family histories, or that I was in some way charged with their inheritance. And no one told me much about it anyway. I was mostly taught that my ancestors, whoever they were—the people thrust upon me 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 Queen Elizabeth and her Easter egg–colored suits, and bloodlines were for horses and pharaohs.

			America, as we had been taught, was about forward movement, not backward. Such was the proposition written in the American Gospel of Expansion and intoned to us by countless self-made politicians of every political stripe: “Go west, young man!” And by “Go west,” we really meant “Look forward—don’t worry about all that shit you’re leaving behind.”

			
			I understood that at Christmastime my father’s side of the family enjoyed drinking a sludgy and highly alcoholic concoction known as a Tom and Jerry, that there were nuns who’d rapped his knuckles in middle school, and that in his hometown, large families were not an exception, but a given. These were my main cultural reference points for “Irish Catholic.” And they represented the extent to which my life was informed by this heritage: not in the least. They were stories recounted as asides, reminders of my father’s storybook beginning before he came east.

			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 voodoo-like practices I didn’t really understand but nonetheless accepted.

			Every April, when it was time for the annual Burmese New Year’s water festival of Thingyan, the immigrant community in and around suburban Silver Spring, Maryland, would traditionally gather in someone’s backyard. On the streets of Rangoon, men and women and children threw water at one another in celebration of the new year—and to cool off in the middle of the excruciatingly hot dry season.

			
			But in the mid-Atlantic United States, sloshing water around on 54-degree early spring weekends was an annual torture, a trauma visited upon me and my white tights by boys, usually aged ten to twelve. Armed with plastic buckets brimming with cold water from the garden hose, the boys would unceremoniously hurl water at me, with very little mirth for the coming year. I hated it, and would have much preferred to celebrate the New Year—everybody else’s new year—with Dick Clark and the Times Square ball and a glittery, feathered tiara (for me, not Dick Clark). 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 indignities, these annual pretend celebrations of heritage and calendar.

			I thought of myself as generically American, both in cultural preference (Chips Ahoy, Murder, She Wrote) and appearance (Esprit and Sebagos), 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), laughing to relieve him of the burden of such an awkward question, and responding, “Oh no, my mother’s just Asian!”

			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—white line cooks, black flight attendants, Puerto Rican teachers, whatever—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 generically 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 malted, I recognized the power of this exclusivity. I was deferential to it, offering 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, a statement that verged on an apology. The cook’s certainty over 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. Esprit tops and Nabisco cookies were American products, but for the cook, they weren’t sufficient identifiers. I envied this sense of ownership over who was (or must be) a Typical American—his specificity regarding who belonged—even if it made me feel fairly terrible to have an identity I’d casually assumed and embodied suddenly…denied.

			If I wanted to belong, to circumscribe my identity in some similarly definitive way, I eventually realized that the answer was not in trying to retrofit myself into the world of generically white Americana (where I would never be at home), nor did it mean full accession to the suburban Burmese exile community in Silver Spring (which seemed even more alien and had a significant language barrier to boot).

			After all, neither my maternal nor paternal lines had held much sway over my life thus far—Luxembourg and Burma were about as resonant as Narnia and the North Pole. But when I considered my heritage as a single thing, rather than an either-or proposition where one was forced to toggle between Rangoon and Esch, these two poles—Burmese and Irish-German—taken together offered something entirely, definitively new. And this category of Broadly Mixed Race Heritage, this was a place I could belong!

			
			To a certain degree, the halves themselves no longer mattered; it was almost as if they canceled each other out, and in the vacuum that created there was something new and unburdened by expectation and history. I wouldn’t be bound by stale, atavistic ideas about identity, some hokey old timer’s notion of what “regular” America looked like. That was the past! The signifiers of my tribe would be as rigorous in their inclusion as that line cook was in his exclusion: The less you fit into any one category, the more you belonged.

			My thinking about this brave new identity crystalized on November 18, 1993, when the cover of Time heralded “The New Face of America,” which, kind of (if you squinted or were legally blind), 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.” The thrill!

			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 a precursor, sent from the future to show the people of America what they would all look like a few generations hence. Just as Time promised, these parents of mine—one immigrant plus the child of some immigrants—had unknowingly created the futureface.

			
			When I found a box, in late high school, 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 Ramona. Who was she? It was like Clark Kent finding the S logo.

			“Rangoon” was the capital of Burma, far away on the other side of the world. “Ramona” was continental, the Old World. The old European world, that is. It dawned on me—sitting on the linoleum floor of a basement redolent of wet wood and cat litter—that there was something here. I felt lucky. To be Burmese without the Irish-German half was to just be Asian. To be merely a descendant of Irish Germans was just 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 hand-me-down RANGOON RAMONA T-shirt, defending not one particular culture but swimming around—gloating, even—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? “It means you’re mixed!” he said to me, and the revelation was akin to having lived your whole life thinking you were a pigeon only to find out you were a toucan. Tropical, ambiguous, exotic. Hapa.

			
			Shortly after college, on a visit to New York, I was wearing a single feather earring and ordering a coffee when a man with a deeply cleft chin came up and asked me, with the hushed incredulity of an actor on The Bold and the Beautiful, “What’s your blood?” I responded, “O negative,” because he deserved a ridiculous answer for an absurd question…and then I promptly recounted the story throughout the day to anyone who would listen. “Can you believe that douchebag?” I asked my friends. They could not believe that douchebag.

			

			—

			The idea that I could name my “blood” was a reductive and outmoded concept. Instead, I had enrolled myself into a polyglot Tribe of All with great gusto—just as America herself, in the third quarter of the twentieth century, had also found new purpose in celebrating multiculturalism. For this country, the leap toward diversity came after years of official cultural monotheism: an institutional allegiance to white patriarchy that started at America’s inception and began to shift only with the 1960s flowering of cultural studies programs born of protest, starting with the establishment of African American studies in the late 1960s. Even white Judeo-Christian scholars started to question whether a rigorously monochromatic, Judeo-Christian canon best represented our dynamic and increasingly polychromatic society: Didn’t women and brown folks play pivotal roles in the building of our democracy, our economy, our history—often in opposition to the very same white patriarchy? If there was a common American story, how could it be told without them?

			By the 1970s, scholars and activists and authors were doing what I had done: They were wearing the proverbial feather earring; they were donning the seed-bead necklace. This was the Dawn of the Age of Hapa. In 1980, historian and activist Howard Zinn released his alternative chronicle of our national project, called A People’s History of the United States. This was a history that accounted for the labor of slaves, the work of women, the struggles of the native people; the nation making and destiny shaping that happened at the grassroots, rather than the constitutional conventions—but was 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 time immemorial.

			
			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 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 The Canterbury Tales was sidelined for Langston Hughes’s “I, Too,” the backlash began. And, boy, was it swift. Who knew that so many folks were fans of “The Knight’s Tale”?

			Conservatives started to attack this new hybridized American canon as a threat to national identity: All of a sudden there was Dinesh D’Souza and his book Illiberal Education, railing against multiculturalism as a balkanizing force on American campuses. All of a sudden there was Pat Buchanan, running on a platform of cultural nationalism, blaming immigrants for America’s troubles, drawing a firm line in the sand between Us and Them. The nineties were wild!

			
			But the criticism of Age of the Hapa was not limited to the right wing: Liberals recognized that the “melting pot” idea necessarily eliminated the differences between cultures, breaking them down into one mushy brown stew—and wasn’t this, too, a sort of surrender in the culture wars? 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 better kept their integrity, even though they were mixed. A tomato was still a tomato—even if it was surrounded by iceberg lettuce.

			Things got even more complicated by the time I went to Brown—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 concurred 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: engaging in private hand-wringing over whether I should join the South Asian Students Association, or whether the very existence of this group reinforced the marginalization that it aimed to combat. (Answer: I joined, but never attended any of the meetings.) I took post-colonial literature classes, and I read Edward Said.

			
			The generic mantle of “mixed” felt empowering but also weightless, in a way that race, as I understood it, was not supposed to be. I knew there was no such thing as a racial history without baggage, but I had no conception of how to assign that weight, how to reconcile the pasts of my futureface or the price paid for the privileges that I was now so eagerly adopting. So I didn’t. Somehow, I reasoned that because I was a new thing, a Burmese-Luxembourgian, my role in the American story of blood and plunder was unwritten. Ultimately, I chose not to think about the backstories of the European and Asian cultures whose blending had created my Broadly Mixed Race Heritage. I opted for that most American of paths: forward, to the future, with complete disregard for the shit that had been left behind. I wasn’t ready to relinquish my new power. There was a war going on, and, having seen the future, I knew who’d win.

			

			—

			Even as I spread my toucan’s wings, I still struggled with the more quotidian problems of being alive, or being me, 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 intone, in case I had any suspicions that my best friends and favorite pets would be escorting me to eternal damnation or heavenly salvation. It wasn’t what an only child needed to hear over a Saturday morning bowl of Kix, but this is what he thought of as wisdom, a thing to remember in good times and bad, and so he repeated it often and I came to believe it. When my parents finally divorced, some twenty years after they got married, this koan took on even more meaning: My parents’ unlikely and exotic partnership had ended, and I was truly alone, like an astronaut on a distant planet. Other people had families to guide them through the Milky Way galaxy of life. I had only two separate satellites and no base station.

			
			Friendships created connection and rituals, but those friendships, as delightful and anchoring as they were, were born from circumstantial origins. My friends were my friends for the same reasons two strangers got married and became my parents: We bonded over shared schools or professional worlds or political causes 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 existential unrootedness, of transience, followed me into adulthood. Leaving college meant losing rituals and friends; changing jobs (relatively frequently—thanks, twenty-first-century economy!) meant losing associates—and sometimes even identities. Each one of these changes felt seismic, if quietly so. How did other people adapt so easily?

			A few years ago, after the umpteenth job change and millionth fizzled attempt at casually rewarding friendship, it occurred to me that all these efforts were external ones, dependent on the tricky and unreliable chemistry of interpersonal relations. And the problem I was trying to solve was an inherently interior one, something no amount of shared ricotta pancakes or emailed correspondence could truly resolve. I was asking my bosses and my friends and my semi-friends to account for something that was very nearly impossible to resolve. I didn’t have a people. I didn’t know where I could find home.

			

			—

			
			Not incidentally, this is something that we are also grappling with as a country—at various volumes and with various degrees of indignation: Who are our people? What makes them so? White Americans, once the country’s comfortable majority, used to tell themselves golden stories about the past—a time when everyone knew who they were and where they belonged. They didn’t know what DNA was, but that didn’t matter; American communal identity was in the land and the blood. This, of course, was never quite the truth; even when segregation was the law of the land, aggressive cultural mixture was what set America apart from other countries. But for most Americans, tucked into neatly segregated corners, even if they listened to rock ’n’ roll and put nacho cheese on their chips and watched Bruce Lee at the drive-in, this aggressive cultural mixture happened…somewhere else. Not in their hometowns. Not in their homes. Not in the canon. Especially not in the White House.

			Our blood is changing. White men and women may have voted monolithically to install the forty-fifth president, but they are unlikely to be able to do so again: Their numbers are shrinking. America is browner, richer, poorer, angrier, lonelier. The constants—to the degree that they ever existed—are gone. We have tried to replace the old ideas of how we belong with other forms of connection based on pastimes and politics, a casual tribalism born of geography or Instagram likes. This was my parents’ story, a union formed by chemistry and liberalism, novelty and interests. But the question of belonging can’t simply be answered by a collection of habits and jobs and addresses or even by a political platform. It requires something deeper and undeniable. A story that draws a circle: Inside the circle, you find (okay, yes) yourself…but not just you. You’re not alone in that circle—you also find your people. And this is what it means to belong, in the truest sense.

			

			—

			
			America is fracturing because its citizens are losing the ability to find that larger story. On both sides of the political spectrum, a movement is growing based on that craving to find a narrative that accounts for us, that tells us who we are. There’s a creeping sense that multiculturalism might not be the answer to, but the seed of, our discontent. That we’ve forsaken specific ancestry for something fashionably exotic, and this has made us disconnected and isolated, or angry and confused. In response, we’ve seen the growth of benign forms of reconnection to the old ideas of blood and land: the sudden preponderance of genealogy websites and genetic tests designed to find every lost ancestor floating in your DNA. We’ve seen immigrants holding on to old identities, or trying to forge new ones—but not assimilating into white America, a place that’s lived in but not understood to be home.

			We’ve seen African American quarterbacks taking knees at football games and brown-skinned superstars building their performance art around the iconography of New Orleans and the West Indies and Africa. Some of the responses have been less benign: the rise of explicit white ethnic nationalism as a political force; a passion for building walls; the demonizing of Mexicans and Muslims and anyone who looks like a Mexican or a Muslim; and a return to an “America first” mentality, where “American” means exactly what it meant to that line cook all those years ago, which is to say, not black or brown or mixed. Not me.

			
			And yet, I can’t be angry that so many others crave that same sense of belonging I longed for, so many years ago, sitting on the living room floor, playing solitaire and listening to Starship on the actual radio—the indelible feeling of self-recognition and camaraderie that might endure beyond transient affiliations. I have long recognized the absence of belonging, a questioning loneliness, in myself. And now 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 affirm who we are. In the process, we’ve ended up even more alienated and more confused about who we actually are: After all, the undeniable existence (and encroachment!) of Them is a challenge to the very concept of Us. How can America actually be our own, if so much of it is made up of people who live and act and think in opposition to us? And if divisions aren’t the way to draw an irrefutable, satisfactory line around identity, what circle to draw? And how?

			Might I ever find, for myself, that grounding, sustaining thing?

			After so much time, so many years, spent looking outward to answer this question, I wondered if what I was looking for wasn’t within me already. If instead of trying to be the lonely avatar of the mixed-race utopia to come, I could go back. I could search my own blood to find my people in the here and now. Was there some part of my story, in its improbable combination of DNA double helixes and far-flung genetics, that might offer connection to that elusive Camaraderie Supernova for which I’d been searching? One’s personal story is constant and irreversible, after all, something that will be with all of us from the next lunch hour until the last glimmers of light pass over our eyelids. If you could find a way to carry it (and all the people from it), then you’d never really be alone again.

			
			I began contemplating this and how I’d go about it. I’d never dug into the family archives with any degree of rigor (or interest, if I was being honest) and knew so little about, well, everything that had come before my parents and me, the prehistories that ultimately determined my own story. I was going to have to learn. I was going to have to get serious about the past. I began to steel myself. And then, just as I was beginning my search, edging into the darkness of the family past, something impossibly serendipitous occurred. An event that snapped me once and for all out of my futureface fantasies, and offered this curious loner something impossibly seductive: a family mystery. It was a lifeline to another way of being, a hidden tribe of elders who might claim me as their own—and (more urgently, perhaps) whom I might claim as my own. A chance, at long last, to know myself and where I truly—really, for real this time—belonged.

		

		
			*1  Don’t feel bad for me. I never had to fight for dessert!

			*2  Burma is now officially known as Myanmar. This dates back to 1989, when the ruling military junta changed the name of the country in what many considered a bid to deflect international attention away from the gross human rights violations it was carrying out across the country. 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 and its decrees. (As a matter of fact, referring to the country as Burma was official U.S. policy through much of the Obama administration.) At any rate, throughout this book I refer to the country and its people as Burma and Burmese. Despite its unfortunate colonial nomenclature, 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.

			*3  Not even close. Liechtenstein is the sixth smallest country in the world. Vatican City is the smallest.
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			We talk about our identities—our race, our nation, our tribe of like-minded souls—as if they are something inevitable, inextricably tied to who we are, a trait formed in utero. I’ve always known that’s not really true. My own particularly elusive tribal membership was proof that identity is not, in fact, written in our cells: It’s something we learn, something we choose, something we have to cultivate—or lose along the way. Someone’s identity might be a stolen birthright, it might be imprinted in the crib by Mom and Pop, it might be learned (the hard way) on the junior high school blacktop or (most awkwardly) at the office water cooler.

			Or it might just rest inside a Pandora’s box, opened against one’s better instincts because, for some people, the answer to the question “Who am I, really?” is pressing and intoxicating enough for a spelunking into the unknown.

			I’d missed out on the crib-side branding and the birthright—and to me, for a while at least, not being part of any particular group freed me of race and tribe, the powerful and destructive ideas that were the source of so much of the world’s misery. Let the other kids roam in feral gangs across the schoolyard blacktop, let the high-functioning professionals gossip among the hair dryers after SoulCycle class—Alexandra Swe Wagner could glide through life without a herd. Or at least I thought I could. Because when I was presented with that potentially hazardous Pandora’s box of heritage and identity, it turned out to be too tempting not to open. Taboos, heartbreak, familial fallouts be damned—I was gonna open that thing and peer inside, embracing all the wild shit that flew out of it.

			
			Of course, it wasn’t an actual box (if only it had been that easy!), but a spur on an otherwise fairly humdrum anecdote, a casual aside that turned into a saga all its own. And it came from my father, as he spun a honeyed story about his heritage, having no idea that he was about to steer his own narrative insanely off course.

			

			—

			On the day of my First Holy Communion, I got a nosebleed. I already felt like I didn’t belong at the church in the first place, given the fact that I’d only sporadically attended the required religious education classes. Accordingly, I didn’t really know any of the Bible passages or the lyrics and hand movements to the happy Catholic songs that all the other kids in my communion class seemed to know by heart. But there, sitting in one of the front pews of Holy Trinity Church, on a chilly May morning, wearing the required white dress, my nose started running bright red. Only my father was with me (my mother the Buddhist did not attend the ceremony), which made it even worse: the white frills, the blood, the sheer lunacy of this proceeding, my entrance into Catholicism.

			
			It was by dint of my father that I was even doing this. The rest of our neighborhood was off celebrating May Day with a group of honey-making, suspender-clad beardos who brought in an actual Maypole every year to celebrate the pagan rites of spring. The juxtaposition between that folksy seasonal hedonism 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 an azalea crown and celebrating the rites of spring with the rest of my agnostic, liberal neighbors. I was young but in some vague and unarticulated way, I understood my implicit right as an American to bastardize, sample, create, and forget traditions as the mood struck me. Frolicking in the dappled sunlight of the Slatterys’ front yard seemed more worthwhile than trying to remember Catholic prayers in a chilly marble apse. Why wasn’t I out there, twirling around the Maypole?

			I was angry with my father for making me take part in this event, which was gussied up as an ostensible entry into my Catholic heritage. It was a sham aimed at connecting me to his family traditions, but it was all happening without context, like reading the middle chapter of a very long history book without knowing what came before and what might follow. I hadn’t gone to religion classes—okay, fine, I had been conned into attendance once or twice with the lure of free doughnuts in the church basement, but I had no real connection to whatever was supposed to be taking place at the altar. If this was my heritage, it was woefully incomplete. My father had made his own mix-and-match choices about Catholic tradition, passing down to me Catholic values but ignoring Catholic liturgy. Secular manifestations of Catholic social justice were part of my education; Isaiah 12:2 was not. (Is it any surprise that I never received the sacrament of Confirmation?)

			
			Being from Iowa, growing up without great resources, knowing the value of a dollar and the importance of a handshake—these were all central to my father’s identity. But being raised Catholic was more than just important to him. It was foundational. Catholic values, as defined by the progressive, anti-poverty wing of the church (rather than the Vatican), were the foundation for my father’s political beliefs. He referred often to Catholic ministries to the poor as a reason why he’d come to Washington in the first place: He’d wanted to solve the problem of hunger in America. My dad’s home-brewed sermons about forgiveness, empathy, and charity were often fairly convincing. And I had to admit, as I grew older, that this strain of Catholicism evolved into a benevolent and guiding force in my own political orientation.

			But while my father shaped his life with his religion’s most progressive political values, the pomp and circumstance (and nosebleeds) of Catholic ritual were not as resonant. Maybe this was because he had left the circumscribed life in small-town Iowa where the church—its rituals and community, more than its words and ideas—was necessarily the center of family life. By the time he was a young man, he’d moved to the swingin’, polytheistic Washington of the 1970s, where many of those same words and ideas were reinforced and applied in the political work that obsessed him, but the rituals and community of small-town Iowa grew further and further away.

			
			And when I came along, he didn’t have the room in his schedule—or the desire to make room in it—to indoctrinate his only child to the ways of the institutional church. He figured a Catholic political education, taught in a series of kitchen table homilies—rather than pre-scheduled religion classes—might suffice. I was steeped in my father’s own secular translation of the New Testament, but set adrift from the richness of his familial past, except on the rare occasions when I rested on the unfamiliar oak of a church pew, a stranger in a strange land.

			This was no small loss in the transmission of the Wagner legacy. The church was the legacy, in large part. And, outside of the realm of political ideals—a realm both airily untouchable in its intellectualism and boringly earthbound in its pragmatic intent—it was a legacy denied to me. The institution of the church was the basis upon which nearly all of my father’s childhood memories had been built: Religion was the bark wrapped ’round his family tree. My father, Carl Robert Wagner, Jr., attended Catholic schools with all of his sisters and brother, and went to a small Catholic college after that. The nuns and priests were his surrogate parents, his disciplinarians, his spiritual guides. His father, Carl Wagner, Sr., made sure his clan prayed each night and attended mass every Sunday. It was in the sharing of these rituals that they also found their people.

			According to my dad, the tiny town of Lansing, Iowa, had five churches, which were organized mostly around ethnicity. The biggest among them was the Church of the Immaculate Conception, where everyone was reportedly of Luxembourger, German, or Irish Catholic stock. The same held true for my father’s Catholic high school—Saint Thomas Aquinas. “It was all Connors and Murphys or Wagners and Schwarzkopfs,” he said. The Lutheran church was virtually all Norwegians; no one had any idea who went to the Seventh-Day Adventist church; Saint Luke’s Episcopal (or maybe Methodist?) Church was where all the “highbrow” Protestants went; and as far as the First Presbyterian churchgoers were concerned, my dad “wasn’t sure.”

			
			“There was an incredible awareness of who was and who wasn’t Catholic,” he told me. “The Gaunitz brothers”—the owners of the meat market where he worked—“used to constantly make fun of Catholics and call them ‘mackerel snappers,’ because they ate fish on Friday.”

			Ironically, that mackerel was sold by the one Jewish family in town: Jacob and Rose Erlich, who ran the Lansing fish market. Every Thursday, Jacob and his sister Rose would drive to all the Catholic houses and ring their bells. “Mom would answer the door to see what fish was fresh. Jacob would weigh the fish right there and give them to her,” he remembered, with no small amount of nostalgia. “Eating fish on Friday, it was the way things were done in the Catholic church when I was a kid.”

			Jacob Erlich was the one to urge my father to go to college: “When I was a senior in high school, he must have asked me twenty-five times where I was gonna go to college,” my dad recalled. “He encouraged me to do it.” I had never heard of Jacob Erlich before; it seemed strange to me that someone who’d played such a pivotal role in his life would appear only now, in such a late chapter.

			I asked my dad whether the Erlichs might have faced bigotry as the only Jewish family in a one-horse/five-church Christian town. He dismissed the thought entirely: “No, not at all.” He was sure. “Jacob and Rose were Jewish…but it was irrelevant really,” he proclaimed, as if its lack of relevance to him was definitive.

			

			—

			
			But the theoretical irrelevance of other people’s cultural backgrounds was part of what defined the culture of my father’s childhood. When my dad was a junior in high school, he entered the Iowa Oratorical Declamation contest and memorized the essay “I Speak for Democracy” by a young woman named Elizabeth Ellen Evans—and with it, he won the state contest. Fresh off that success, he was asked to reprise the performance in front of the local Kiwanis Club, whose members were made up, in large part, by the town businesspeople—among them, Jacob Erlich.

			The speech itself is an earnest bit of mid-century patriotism (ancestors giving their blood for freedom on “the sands of Okinawa,” ancestors bequeathing “the sweet, delicious coldness of the first bite of peppermint ice cream on the Fourth of July”), but it isn’t particularly jingoistic.

			As my dad stood in front of that crowd of clerks and grocers and fishmongers, intoning a rudimentary but nonetheless heartfelt homily about religious tolerance and American identity, Jacob Erlich began to cry. By way of an explanation, my father offered: “I think it was the first time in his lifetime in Lansing—the first time in an honorific way—that Judaism had been referred to.” The negative space of that positive emotion seemed pretty evident: If Mr. Erlich was moved by this moment of explicit inclusion, it might be because he’d felt excluded for so long from this community that my father took as
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