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Preface

The following is not a factual history. It is a meditation
on the activities and processes through which we come
into or take possession of something as if a birthright.
My reflections roam from the US South of the 1960s
and 1970s to the turn-of-the-twentieth-century
Austrian-Hungarian Alps and then back again. | am cer-
tain that members of my intimate and extended family
have different memories of the events | describe—and
different archives supporting or undermining their
factual basis. In other words, although it is a piece of
nonfiction, The Inheritance is not a strict history. In

the guise of a memoir, The Inheritance examines the
patterns of violence, dislocation, racism, and structural
inequality that have shaped not merely my life but all
lives within what Hortense Spillers has described as the
American grammar of race.
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Most people believe that their
inheritance is passed down
through blood or sail.







Mine hung over our TV like a purloined
letter. It throbbed like a wound you

found you had but couldn’t remember
getting.







| was probably six or seven before it
began to stand out from all the other
objects inside and outside our house—
before it became strange to me in its
difference from everything else.
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When | was young, | assumed
that if you wanted to know
what something was or
meant, you just asked: What,
where, why, how, when? Then
you received an answer and
all was made clear.
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So | tried what.
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“Now, put it back
on the wall or

you'll start a huge
fight over a point-

/

less problem.”
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Now, | knew what a problem
was. We did mathematics early
in my family.

“A problem is a puzzle placed on
top of a trouble.”

And even then | knew that one
problem . ..




... usually led to
another.
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My parents had wanted twelve children. They
had seen the 1950 film Cheaper by the Dozen.

In the end, there were only six of us spread
out across eight years—girl, boy, boy, me, boy,
girl.

The first four kids came out one after the
other, with barely any breathing room for my
mother. Boom, boom, boom, and boom. The
last two had a couple years spacing.

| was usually clumped with the oldest even
though | was the fourth. It was a good swing
position—youngest of the oldest, oldest of the
youngest.

Chickens were bigger in those days, but |

can still remember looking at our Sunday
night bird and wondering where the six extra
pieces would have come from had my parents
achieved their reproductive goal.









