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Mason Pippenger 

History of My Blood 

Daniel’s cafe has the ugliest green carpet and it always smelt like old cigarettes.  

My parents say that they have gone to Daniel’s since they’ve adopted me and my brother. 

Mondays through Thursdays, the cafe serves mediocre American food; rubbery hamburgers, cold 

Pepsi products and the like. But on Fridays, Daniel prepares his domestic specialty: Ethiopian 

food.  

My parents have always tried to surround me and my brother around our heritage as best 

as they could. The living room of my childhood home had shelves lined with African twine art 

alongside the family portraits and my great grandma’s china. They kept our traditional Ethiopian 

baby clothes hung up in their closet long after we had outgrown them. I remember when I was 5, 

sitting down on the family room floor and watching old VHS footage that my dad had taken 

while they were at the orphanage, seeing us for the first in person, readying to take us on the 23-

hour flight back to America with them.  

Ancient Greek historians first used the word Aethiopia to describe the people who 

resided in this part of the horn of Africa. Aitho meaning “I burn” and ops meaning “face.” People 

often ask when did I figure out I was adopted. With two white parents and three white siblings, it 

was kind of obvious to me which of us were the ones with burnt faces. But that didn’t mean 

much to me. My family is my family, and that’s all I’ve ever known. And as much as my parents 

tried to connect me to my African roots, they never could understand the weight of blackness. 

But they tried and I love them for that. Going to Daniel’s cafe was just another way they tried to 

bridge that gap.  
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On the occasional Friday night, my parents would call my grandma and tell her to meet 

us at Daniel’s. It was a 30-minute drive to Ligonier from our house and I never understood why 

we made the long trek there when we could get better food at the McDonald’s right down the 

road. But I’d roll my eyes and crawl to the backseat of the van, waiting for the night to be over.  

Daniel would come back from the busy kitchen and greet us when we arrived, giving my 

father a firm handshake and hugging my mother. He’d squat and give me and my brother fist 

bumps and smile ear to ear, showing the gap in his teeth. He was a kind man. Too kind. Like 

when my parents would insist that I eat the Ethiopian plates they would order, but all I wanted 

was the chicken strips and French fries. Daniel would tell my parents that I was young and could 

enjoy the spicy beyainatu when I got older and wink at me. Or when he would give my brother 

and I quarters to use on the gumball machine outside the restaurant. I always felt like he 

understood something my parents didn’t, like maybe our African blood tied us together.  

* 

In the corner of my room, the old Ethiopian flag hangs down from two hooks. It depicts 

the Lion of Judah striding confidently, long golden mane hanging low. In its paw, the lion holds 

a cross with the country’s flag draping down its stem. In Genesis, a father blesses his son, telling 

him he will be praised by many, a leader, a lion.  

Ethiopia is one of the two countries in Africa that was never colonized. Italy tried to take 

the land, twice actually. White men flocked to the continent, thirsty for black blood and their 

land. European powers took country by country like they were picking fruit from trees. In 1896, 

120,000 Ethiopians unified to defeat the impeding Italians with a mix of rifles and spears. It is 

known as the worst defeat ever inflicted on a European power in Africa.  
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Decades later, the Italians tried again. History shows that white men don’t like to be 

humiliated by niggas. In 1935, Benito Mussolini and his troops invaded. Using sulfur mustard, 

an illegal chemical warfare agent, Italy was able to defeat the Ethiopian army and occupy the 

capital of Addis Ababa. Years of violence ensued between Italian government and Ethiopians 

until 1941 when emperor Haile Selassie returned from exile and claimed his rightful throne in 

Addis Ababa, driving out the European troops and avoiding colonization of his country. This is 

my history.  

* 

 For my 20th birthday, my brother got me one of those DNA tests where you spit in a test 

tube, mail it off to some billion-dollar company, and they send you back all this information 

about yourself and can connect you to distant relatives across the world. It’s strange how the 

internet knows more about me than myself. But I’ve grown used to this, and I shipped my saliva 

to California.  

 There was something ceremonial, yet taboo about me and my brother, Matthew, sitting 

around our dining room table sending bits of our bodies out into the unknown. Matthew is the 

closest thing I have to a biological relative. Many mistake us for twins, but I know that he comes 

from the Amhara region in northern region of Ethiopia because his body is short and muscular 

and his face rounder. Only four months older than me, we’ve gotten to experience much of this 

life together. I know that sometimes he shares the same burdens, yet we’ve never really talked 

about it. Still today, I wonder the weight of the things he holds and the things he’s let go.  

 I didn’t know what to expect, but I was nervous about getting the DNA results back. Like 

maybe they would find out I had a biological sibling out in the middle of Alabama. Then I would 



 4 

have to fly out to Alabama to meet this stranger and make awkward small talk over coffee while 

our parents livestreamed the whole thing. I didn’t want to do that. It sounded too much like the 

Hallmark movies my father likes to watch.   

The results came back with scientific gibberish. Stuff about maternal haplogroups and 

Neanderthalic ancestry composition. I didn’t know what that meant. But I now knew I had 

around 55 DNA relatives. Distant cousins and relatives were scattered around the globe sharing 

.04% DNA with me. The closest relative to me was estimated to be around an 8th cousin from 

Egypt. Matthew’s results were similarly useless. I breathed a sigh – one of equal parts relief and 

disappointment. As much as I was satisfied with my life and my adoptive family, a sliver of my 

mind occasionally wanders to a place where Hallmark movies are true and the chase for a long-

lost sibling is intoxicating. This is the truth of abandoned children.  

* 

People often ask if I would go back. The simple is answer is yes. The evasive answer 

asks how do I return to a place that I’ve never known. How do I be someone who I’ve never 

been? When Daniel serves me homemade injera on a Friday night, are we at my table or am I a 

guest eating his food? And am I wrong for turning it away?  

 

* 

A white man messages me on a hookup app. He asks me where I’m from. He can tell that 

I am from Africa, it’s in the facial structure: the elongated oval shape, the thin then wide nose, 

the sable eyes.  
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“Ethiopia,” I type back.  

“Oh, so you’re a real black.” 

“Hm?” I say, even though I know what he means. I know that he means that I am pure-

blood nigger. From the motherland. I know that he means by some miraculous and divine 

interaction involving prideful burnt faces and chemical bombs, my ancestors were able to avoid 

being taken by his ancestors. I know that this man means it’s time for me to pay up. Pay up for 

the sin of pride. I know that real black means untamed black. History shows that white men 

don’t like to be humiliated by niggas.  

This man makes me sick and I feel like a traitor when we fuck anyways. I wanted to 

watch him suffocate on sulfur mustard and see his neck curl back, red, begging for forgiveness. 

But instead, I watch this man take what he wants and call it his and repeat his history.  

* 

 Before the continental diaspora, but after the shifting of tectonic plates, scientists say that 

the earliest signs of modern-day human beings can be traced back to Africa. The buried skulls 

and teeth have carefully determined that the start of our civilization was over 75,000 years ago in 

the jungles of central Africa. Scientists also found evidence that early homo sapiens migrated 

from Africa up north to the Middle East, parts of Asia, and even Europe.  

 I can imagine them, naked and black among the trees, walking to an open field, spreading 

like pollen, without guns or gas. Just their bodies. 

* 
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 I am everywhere. The blood of my mother’s mother sinking into the earth. My 

father’s father’s tears dispersing into sky. I was here in the beginning and I am here now. As a 

result of migrations, and adoptions, and fallen armies, I am here. My burnt face being swallowed 

whole by the freedom of tomorrow. Like sand, my past and future are scattered.  

* 

Every few months, I log on to that ancestry site and look at my new shared (but still very 

distant) DNA relatives. Occasionally people message me saying they are also in the Midwest too 

or that they found the last name of our 3rd great grandfather. Recently, I received a message from 

a lady named Hanna from Sweden. She told me that she was adopted from Ethiopia soon after 

she was born and now has a husband and four kids of her own. Sometimes they ask about her 

ancestry and she said she has tried to fit the pieces together, but she doesn’t know much.  

I don’t want to disappoint her and tell her no, that I don’t know any more than she does. I 

do want to tell her that even though I haven’t been to Daniel’s café in years, I like Ethiopian food 

now. My tolerance for spicy food had an exponential increase sometime around middle school. I 

want to tell her about the sulfur mustard and Mussolini, which she might already know, but I 

want to remind her of. And I want to tell her that I don’t have any pieces to the puzzle, but that 

there is a map that always leads back to us.  

But I don’t. I don’t type anything back. Instead, I think back to Daniel and his gapped 

smile. I don’t know his story or how he ended up in a small dying town in Indiana only 30 

minutes from me, but I knew that he was my miracle. I don’t believe in coincidences, but I have 

no choice but to believe in the history of my blood.  

 


