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Throughout the 25 years of her writing life, Dani Shapiro, a prolific novelist and
memoirist, has been obsessed with the themes of family and secrecy. Until recently, she
says, “I couldn’t have told you why.”

Then her husband, interested in learning more about his own ancestry, decided to take
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a home DNA test and bought Ms. Shapiro a kit too. Following the instructions, Ms.
Shapiro spit in a tube and sent the company the kit. She didn’t give the test any further
thought until much later, when the results came back.

They led Ms. Shapiro to a shocking discovery: The man who raised her, the person to
whom she felt most closely connected, was not her biological father.

Ms. Shapiro’s wrestling with her test results and the broader notion of identity is the
subject of her 10th book, a newly published memoir titled “Inheritance.” It also
inspired her podcast launching next month, called “Family Secrets,” in which each
episode features someone “who has a big family secret of some sort,” Ms. Shapiro says.

She thinks people are willing to speak candidly because she comes to the task not out of
voyeuristic curiosity but as someone who also was part of a secret and is still wrestling
with the fallout. “It creates a real feeling of trust and intimacy,” she says.

So many family secrets, she learned, are rooted in shame about issues that define our
common humanity, such as infidelity, hidden sexuality, abuse, racial origins or
infertility. “The best antidote I know for shame is to tell the story,” says Ms. Shapiro,
who argues that social media, the internet and changing social mores make it difficult
to keep secrets anyway. “When we tell the secret that we feel sets us so completely
apart from everyone else, we discover that it doesn’t and that to connect with others is
valuable and powerful.”

Before the DNA test, Ms. Shapiro believed all her ancestors were Eastern European
Jews. She had especially identified with the ancestors of the man she believed was her
biological father. They were a renowned Orthodox Jewish “dynastic clan” whose
members founded and led many prominent religious institutions. So she was perplexed
when the test results indicated she also had French, Irish, English and German origins
and listed a first cousin whose initials she did not recognize.

By comparing her genetic testing results with those of an older half-sister from her
father’s previous marriage, Ms. Shapiro quickly made a succession of shocking
discoveries. She and her sister, it turned out, were not genetically related.

With help from her husband, a friend who is an avid and skilled genealogist, and her
own sleuthing skills, Ms. Shapiro tracked down her biological father. He had been a
sperm donor at a fertility clinic that specialized in artificial insemination. Her mother’s
closest friend told her that her parents had struggled to have a child and pursued
fertility treatments, but the friend had always assumed Mr. Shapiro was the biological
father.
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“It is rare at the age of 54 to have an entirely new narrative about oneself,” says Ms.
Shapiro, now 56. She felt unmoored. “You’re still you, I tell myself, again and again and
again,” she wrote in “Inheritance,” even though it rapidly became clear she wasn’t.

Her discoveries were complicated by memories of her parents’ involvement in a car
accident when Ms. Shapiro was 23. Her father had died two weeks later from his
injuries. Ms. Shapiro’s recalibration after his death and her mother’s arduous physical
recovery were the subject of an earlier memoir, “Slow Motion.” (Her mother died in
2003.) In her previous nonfiction, Ms. Shapiro wrote about her marriage, coping with
her only child’s life-threatening illness and her search for spiritual meaning. She
focused on the corrosive power of lies and the grip of the past in novels such as “Family
History” and “Black and White.”

Origin stories are among the most powerful that exist because they shape people’s
identities and anchor them—to a culture, a place and other people. When stories about
the past change, Ms. Shapiro argues, so does the future.

After learning the identity of her biological father, Ms. Shapiro sent an email asking to
meet. The man, a retired physician, loving father and doting grandfather, initially
rebuffed the request. Eventually, he had a change of heart.

In a poignant recounting of that first meeting, Ben Walden, the pseudonym Ms. Shapiro
gave him in the book in order to protect his privacy, asked the daughter he never knew,
“Would it be all right to give you a hug?”

Over time, Ms. Shapiro built a relationship with Dr. Walden. They exchanged family
pictures. Her new half-sister reached out.

Despite her dogged research, Ms. Shapiro can never be certain if her parents knew that
an anonymous stranger was her biological father. In the end, she concludes that her
parents were probably aware the clinic used donor sperm for artificial insemination,
but encouraged by the clinic’s staff and the shame surrounding male infertility, they
chose not to think or talk about it.

Now Ms. Shapiro is creating her own origin story. She abandoned her given name,
Daneile, which she never liked, and legally changed it to Dani, effectively naming
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herself.

She dedicated “Inheritance” to “my father,” Paul Shapiro. In losing the genetic
connection to the man who raised her, Ms. Shapiro gained new insight into their
enduring bond. “The person I knew and loved deeply was my dad,” she says.

Write to Amy Dockser Marcus at amy.marcus@wsj.com

When stories about the past change, Ms. Shapiro argues, so does the future. PHOTO: RICK WENNER FOR THE
WALL STREET JOURNAL
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