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What do we truly know about our birth families? Is it what we’ve been told or what we feel in 

our bones? Sometimes that nagging feeling in the back of our mind is simply a fleeting thought 

everyone has from time to time. “Am I honestly related to these people?” But, sometimes it’s 

more. 

In Dani Shapiro’s latest book, Inheritance: A Memoir of genealogy, paternity and love, the 

author takes us with her as she discovers the parents she thought were hers kept a family secret 

from her. This realization begins when she submits an Ancestry DNA test kit on a whim. What 

did her family know? When did they know it? Who else knew? Why wasn’t she told? 

As an avid genealogist, I selected this audiobook anticipating the author’s surprise that she might 

be the product of what’s technically known as a non-paternity event. Read by the author, Dani 

Shapiro feels like she is telling her readers a story over a cup of coffee, using all the voice 

inflection appropriate to the emotional twists and turns along her path. A memoirist and 

professor by trade, the author shares what it was like to educate herself on the specialized 

vocabulary, to analyze admixture graphs, and to plot her scores against ethnic circles on world 

maps. 

Then, she comes across the name of a first cousin she doesn’t recognize. That’s curious. Well-

connected with her family branches, Dani knows all her first cousins. Who is this? Her research 

leads her down a family history rabbit hole in a direction she does not anticipate. Or, in 

retrospect, perhaps she’s known all along. 



We learn Dani’s conception occurred during an earlier period of American history. Pre-Human 

Genome Project. Pre-Internet. Pre-Oprah. She shadows the steps her parents must have taken. 

The trades they made. The decisions they chose as well as those chosen for them. Their answers 

to her girlhood questions which landed just outside the truth. 

Readers who enjoy family history memoirs will appreciate Dani’s process of self-discovery. 

However, there are periods in recounting her existential angst that might drag a bit, especially in 

the first section. For readers who share similar surprises within their families, hers is a relatable 

tale. Inheritance continues past the point of shock and awe and moves into the “what do I do 

with this new information” phase. With measured grace that only time can supply, the author 

arrives at her unique conclusions. What makes a parent? Which photos occupy the spaces in our 

family trees? 

Many readers have received and exchanged genetic DNA test kits as gifts. Perhaps some of us 

have DNA test kits sitting unopened in a drawer. One of the largest online research sites, 

Ancestry.com, is offering free home access on a temporary basis through CIDL’s Resources 

section on our website. From our homepage, click Resources, then click Genealogy and Family 

History, and then click the Ancestry Library icon. When we return to the building, Ancestry.com 

reverts back to “in-house” searching only. During Michigan’s Stay Home, Stay Safe period, 

some of us might have time to learn more about those folks we visit with at Thanksgiving and on 

Zoom. 

Other books about family secrets owned by CIDL 

Annie’s ghosts by Steve Luxenberg (Non-Fiction) originally published 2009, 411 printed pages; 

available through OverDrive in Ebook and in print when our library building re-opens 

The Hemingses of Monticello by Annette Gordon-Reed (Non-Fiction) originally published 2008, 

802 printed pages; available through OverDrive and Hoopla both in Audiobook, 31 hours and 30 

minutes 

Operation family secrets by Frank Calabrese Jr. (Non-Fiction) originally published 2011, 323 

printed pages; available through Hoopla in Audiobook, 11 hours; through OverDrive in Ebook; 

and in print when our library building re-opens 

Other books by Dani Shapiro owned by CIDL 

Black and white (Fiction) 2007, available through Hoopla in Audiobook, 8 hours and 30 minutes 

Devotion: A memoir (Non-Fiction) originally published 2010, 245 printed pages; available 

through OverDrive in Ebook; through Hoopla in Audiobook, 7 hours and 21 minutes; and in 

print when our library building re-opens  

Hourglass: Time, memory, marriage (Biography) 2017, 145 pages, available in print when our 

library building re-opens 

Still writing: The Pleasures and perils of a creative life (Non-Fiction) 2013, 256 printed pages, 

available through Hoopla in Ebook 


