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Blood Ain’t Even Red


I didn’t really mind being assigned the class. I guess I’ve developed a reputation for being good with the emotionally disturbed kids, and pretty much all the kids at Automotive High belong in that category, so there you go. A perfect fit. So, given my track record, I was a little surprised when Mr. D took the time to run his plan by me.


“Uh— Mr. O. The principal and I were trying to figure out what to do with all the students who failed English 1, and we decided after some feedback from scheduling to go ahead and give them English 1 and 2 in a single, double period.” He let his gaze wander above my head—eye contact issues. 


“So… let me get this straight. You want me to teach two hours with kids who couldn’t manage one hour?” A sigh.  “Sure. I’m game. No worries.” 


They set it up this way just to make it easier for scheduling, but what can you do? I wasn’t going to whine and bitch about it.


“Well… You know half of them are probably just ghosts anyways. Names, but no faces. It’ll be a small group.”  He turned to his office window and stared out onto Bedford Ave. where bangs and tight jeans continued their 24/7 rotation.


Glazing over like an autistic kid is Mr. D’s way of telling you the conversation is over. I’d be curious to find out where he lands on a psych-ed evaluation. He’s gotta be on the spectrum, functional enough for the DOE, but definitely on the spectrum.


And you know he’s not gonna assign the class to the latest crop of Teaching Fellows. Christ—that bullshit racket has to be supporting half of Massachusetts. I’m not kidding. In the ten years they’ve been rotating in and out of here, I can count on my fingers the ones who weren’t from some suburb of Boston that starts with a W: Weston, Winchester, Weymouth. But I’m not some knucklehead who talks shit just because they’re Red Sox fans or some provincial nonsense. The problem is that they don’t last. They can’t hack it. One kid calls them racist and they’re out, crying all the way back to their apartment in Park Slope. 


So they give me the Bad News Bears. Why? Maybe it’s because I don’t take this shit to heart. I mean I care about the kid— to a degree. It’s not the end of the world if they leave here not understanding what a motif is, or why George shot Lenny. 


I guess I should correct myself and say boys not kids, since there’s like five girls in the whole school. I don’t know what kind of father would let their daughter go to Automotive High, but maybe that’s the crux of the problem. No fathers.


So what is the point of teaching a literature class exactly? The Dominican boys are going to be driving a car service, or if they’re lucky, running a cell phone store down on Broadway. Most of the other boys are from Flatbush and East New York. The good ones end up in the military, then come home and become cops and the best ones go straight to John Jay and then become cops. That’s just how it breaks down. Look—I didn’t invent the class system. I’m just an observer here. It’s not so different from Gerritsen Beach, my own stomping grounds, or as I like to call it: The Land that Time Forgot. 


So they give me Mr. Garapolas’s old classroom since they finally got around to sending his ass to the rubber room. That guy wore the same butt-stained Giants running suit every-single-day and never stopped talking for nothing—completely geeked out on crystal meth. If you left the room and came back five minutes later he’d still be ranting on about crop circles or the Knights Templar.



That’s how I ended up in the broken-down classroom with the Bad News Bears, crowded with 1940’s wooden desks—the ones with all the wrought-iron scrollwork (I took one home to use as a planter). The blackboard looked like a satellite image of the Mississippi delta—cracked and fissured. I just gave up on it. Stuck to reading out loud and group activities. On the upside, the windows looked out on the parking lot, which was cool, since I could keep an eye on my ride—hoopedy that it is. Although my kids would never slash my tires. We get along for the most part.


Being like has its advantages. Although I do have to put up with being called “Seinfeld.” I don’t even know how I look like Seinfeld. I’m straight-up Norman Irish, much more of a Liam Neeson type if you ask me. I think, basically, they can’t tell white people apart, or they can’t tell funny white people apart, and maybe me and Seinfeld are the only funny white people they know.


So this is how the class broke down: 1/3 ghosts (no shows), 1/3 Bloods and 1/3 Crips. You might think I’m being hyperbolic, but it’s the gospel truth. Just because it was a freshman class that doesn’t mean they were freshman age, and most gang recruiting happens in Junior High anyways. Raymond, for example, was seventeen years old, and he had already risen through the ranks to be a Blood Leader, which is the equivalent of a sergeant or lieutenant or something. Raymond was a really smart kid.  I passed him even though his notebook was full of diagrams and secret codes and all that gang stuff that makes them feel like they’re in a special club with decoder rings and hankerchiefs that aren’t really hankerchiefs and you have to take each others hankerchiefs. I don’t know. Maybe it’s more like a giant game of Capture the Flag than a secret club.


I had them read Drown by Junot Diaz and they really got into it. Their favorite part was when the drug dealer pisses into the mouth of a passed out customer, and their least favorite part was when the narrator gives his homeboy a hand job. Predictable. I thought the class went pretty well all things considered, got a 60% passing rate. Considering the population, I pretty much hit the ball out the park. I only really lost control of things once.


They were coming from science class, bumping desks and jostling for attention—the usual stuff. I could hear this kid Lamont, a real Napolean type, yelling, “Bloods ain’t shit. You don’t bust no guns. You don’t be flagging,” followed by some kind of fart/gunshot noise he made with his lips, “Brrrrizzaap!” 


Raymond just kept his cool, parked himself in the backseat, staring blankly at Lamont’s performance. This was not a good sign.


“Lamont… Lamont!” I tried to shut him up, but he was in his little-man-frenzy-mode. 


Then he stopped suddenly of his own accord and turned to address the class with this mock formality, “Mr. O. You know what we learned in science today?”


“No… what did you learn in Science today?” It was sixth period, and I was too beat to buck his energy.


“We learned that blood ain’t even red! It ain’t even red! It’s blue when its inside us. It’s blue. Blood ain’t even red bitches!” He jumped up and down, busting invisible guns—his expression ecstatic.


I saw Raymond rise from the corner of my eye, but I wasn’t fast enough to catch him. He brought one of those oak-heavy desks down on top of Lamont’s head before I could split the distance between us. Lamont crumpled in on himself, and the class exploded. I ran over to Lamont, knelt down, pulled off my favorite sweater and pressed it to crater-shaped wound on the back of his head. I waited for security to appear, which seemed like forever, yelling things I can’t remember as his wine-dark blood saturated my sweater. 


And in the background I could hear Raymond singing triumphantly, “The blood looks red to me Mr. O. It sure looks red to me.”

