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Joel and Trina were behind the bleachers and on the floor—trying to talk over the dribbling, squeaking and shouting of the other eighth-graders.  Their conversation, which had been waning, turned to the wax-worthy Benita Jones and her most recent episode.  Trina said she had heard from a friend that Benita invited—not two, but three—boys to her house last weekend.  







Joel winced and said, “I hear she’s got a hairy stomach.”  







“She does,” Trina replied matter-of-factly.  “I’ve seen it.  She flashed it once.”  







Benita had a reputation as the school flirt.  A reputation she perpetuated.  Since just last year, she claimed to have “experimented” with over a dozen boys.  







Almost incredulously, Joel asked Trina about the boys’ reaction to Benita’s condition.  She, with a shrug, chalked the matter up to one’s preference or laxity.  







“Well,” Joel thought, “I think I’d prefer a smooth stomach.”  







The gymnasium in which he and Trina sat wasn’t like a gymnasium you’d see in a school today.  It had no cameras, overhead windows or private showers.  Just the typical scoreboard, basketball hoops and taped floor.  The bleachers were the old wooden sort.  Not the versatile high-tech kind we have now.  There were also no cell phones.  No easy way to communicate with people outside or look busy when alone.  You basically had to either talk to somebody or be talked about by somebody.  







Joel and Trina jumped.  A basketball had crashed into the opposite side of the bleachers.  







“I freakin’ hate basketball week,” Joel moaned.  







Joel wasn’t very athletic.  He played games, but mostly enjoyed ones with the least amount of team dependence.  Like dodgeball?  







Trina gasped.  She thought she had seen their PE teacher, Mr. Taper, approaching his office.  







Mr. Taper had a specific routine for his class.  At the start of every period, he would have students move to the same set of bleachers, promptly take attendance, warm everybody up with stretches and jogs, and introduce the week’s main activity.  He liked his students active and efficient.  Not slow or unfocused.  He was a special kind of teacher.  The kind who would take time out of his day to talk to you.  To help you with a problem.  To make you happy.  







Trina demanded that Joel slide into a nearby recess.  A section of the bleachers lay further away from the wall.  Mr. Taper probably wouldn’t see them if hidden there.  While scooting back, Joel noticed some text.  A message—dimly lit and crudely scratched on the back of one of the bleacher boards.  It read, “Watch out 4 Mr Taper.”  For...?  And yes, “for” was written with the number 4.  There was no period after “Mr.”  Confused, Joel asked Trina what this was.  She responded as if he should’ve known.  After some back and forth, she explained that Mr. Taper might’ve gotten too close to one of his students.  Joel asked his friend to explain.  Trina went on to say that, according to what she heard, the student’s father wasn’t around much, so Taper became a kind of substitute.  Eventually, the teacher met the boy’s mother.  She liked him and started asking him to stay for dinner, which led to the teacher sleeping over.  That was when Taper...misbehaved.  







“What was the boy’s name?” Joel said.  







“Darren...” Trina said hedgingly.  “Darrel...  I’m not sure, but his mother found out and pulled him out of school.”  







“And Mr. Taper didn’t get fired?” Joel said.  “Why didn’t he get fired?  Or go to jail?”  







Trina proposed a couple of reasons: maybe the school didn’t want to get involved in a scandal, or maybe the boy’s family just didn’t want to get Taper in trouble.  







Joel responded dubiously.  He couldn’t believe it.  Mr. Taper was nice.  Harmless.  He might’ve smiled a lot.  He might’ve given students pats on the back, but there wasn’t anything intrinsically wrong with that.  







As Mr. Taper blew his whistle, signaling the end of PE, Trina said earnestly, “Ask anybody.”  







Joel rushed to his locker.  After hurriedly entering his combination, he opened the door, grabbed his day clothes and backpack, and ran to the back of the locker room.  He stopped at a bench, behind a row of toilet stalls.  A passage to the showers was on his right, through an adjoining wall.  







This was Joel’s least favorite part of PE.  He suffered from gyno.  Initially, he thought his enlarged chest was just his body’s way of filling out after having lost weight.  Sooner or later, he would resemble the rest of his male peers.  But ever since one girl’s stupid comment last April, Joel grew terribly self-conscious.  He tried to hide his chest by wearing two—sometimes three—shirts.  He didn’t like to undress around people—not even his own family.  He couldn’t undress in the stalls because he feared people would see his feet, wait for him to come out or ask what he was hiding.  







Just as Joel had removed his gym shirt and tank top, three boys appeared from behind a set of lockers.  They were boisterous, confident teenagers of various heights and builds.  One of them was shirtless.  They were holding their day clothes and backpacks.  They stopped at the sight of Joel’s lone presence, then moved to a bench next to the shower passage.  Joel dropped his tank top into one pile and reached for a white T-shirt from another.  The boys began undressing.  Joel looked at the shirtless kid.  He couldn’t help but envy him.  The kid noticed that and tilted his face in the direction of Joel’s stare.  At his chest, which was flatter and smoother than Joel’s.  







“See something you like?” the shirtless kid said.  







Joel looked down, seeing his own bare chest and almost dropping the T-shirt he just grabbed.  One of the kid’s friends hissed.  







The third boy, seeing Joel’s embarrassment, told his friend to “Shut up, idiot.”  







Joel looked up and received the third boy’s sympathetic grin and comment of “Sorry, man. He gets fat in the head sometimes.”  He proceeded to change into his day clothes.  His friends followed.  Joel, on the other hand, simply turned his back toward the boys.  His back was sweaty.  Shiny.  Marked with a few freckles or what could’ve been small healing zits.  Joel put the T-shirt on slowly.  He grabbed a dark heavier shirt next.  After a while—Joel didn’t know how long—the yapping of the boys ceased and the locker room grew silent.  The bell, signaling the end of the period, rang.  







Mr. Taper—whose office happened to be next to the locker room—saw Joel through a window that lay between the two spaces.  The teen was approaching the locker room’s doors.  He looked unhappy.  Lonely.  The teacher arose, opened his door and called out to him.  Joel stopped and turned around, clutching a strap of his backpack.  This kinda sounds like it takes place in the 1970s.  







Mr. Taper was tall.  Six-foot-one.  Maybe two.  He had brown hair and a mustache.  Maybe even the ’80s.  A whistle hung from his neck.  An athletic shirt and shorts covered his body, which was in-shape but starting to show the protruding signs of middle age.  He had no ring on his finger.  







Mr. Taper asked Joel why he hadn’t left yet.  Using his left hand to grasp his other elbow, Joel stated that he must’ve lost track of time.  The gym teacher sensed deception.  







Taper put his hands around his back, leaned forward and said, “Is something wrong, Joel?  Is there anything you want to talk about?”  







Joel’s eyes dropped to the dangling—almost hypnotic—whistle, then back up at the teacher, who stood still.  







“No,” Joel said.  “Thank you, but I better get to my next class.”  







Taper suspected the teen might have had a problem with his body.  Maybe his peers too.  He would see Joel run and hide in the locker room, pull on his shirt if it clung to his torso or disappear during certain activities.  Taper recommended that some weight training could...boost his confidence.  He explained that, on select days of the week, he would allow certain students to spend the period in the weight room, and if Joel wanted to try that, to let him know.  Joel said he would.  In return, the teacher smiled and squeezed Joel’s left arm.  







“He must like me,” Joel thought.  







Taper turned to look into his office, which had another window facing the gym.  Students were pouring in for the next class.  He turned back around and asked Joel if he needed a late pass.  Joel said he didn’t, thanked him again—more sincerely this time—and left the locker room.  The bell for next period rang.  







The following day, Joel and Trina reassembled behind the same bleachers.  They had plenty to talk about today.  For one, Joel explained how—yesterday—his math teacher, Mr. Defries, burned him in class.  The story went like this.  Joel dashed from gym to math class, arriving late.  People watched him rush to his seat.  Later, Mr. Defries gave everybody a pop quiz.  During the test, Joel—who was a little sweaty—got up, went to the teacher and quietly asked if he could open a window.  Defries wasn’t so quiet.  He told Joel to “Take a shower.  It does wonders.”  His classmates laughed.  A blonde-haired boy near the front laughed the hardest.  Joel omitted the part where Defries rebuked the boy in blonde.  Although it was conscientious of the teacher to have done that, it was unconscionable to do what he had done to Joel.  The abominable Mr. Defries had cut deep into the pupil’s confidence.  So deep, in fact, that the wound might never heal properly.  







“Seriously?” Trina said, stunned.  “Did you tell your parents?”  







“No,” Joel replied.  “He lectured for the rest of the hour.  People probably forgot about it by then.”  







Trina responded by saying that, if it had happened to her, she would’ve said something.  Maybe even gotten the prick fired.  Joel concurred respectfully, ambivalently.  He hated Mr. Defries, but not enough to risk sabotaging his math grades.  They weren’t too good at the moment.  Trina and Joel’s conversation shifted to Mr. Taper.  Joel told her about his and the teacher’s one-on-one and the squeezing of his arm.  Trina’s eyes widened.  Was her friend becoming Taper’s new fave?  Although Joel said that he wasn’t, he expressed wonder as to whether such a position—if fabricated—would work to his advantage.  If it would supply perks like free periods, good grades or personal protection.  The two laughed the idea off.  







Turning to his chest, Joel said, “How would you feel if I Arnold up?  Think I’d be more attractive?”  







“Sure,” Trina said, reconnecting with Joel’s face, “as long as you don’t turn into a meathead.”  







Joel chuckled and said, “Would you join me?  It’d beat sneaking behind the bleachers.”  







Joel and Trina jumped at the sound of a third voice.  An angry, authoritative voice that called their names.  They turned to its source and saw Mr. Taper—standing at the bleachers’ mouth, looking heated.  Joel and Trina looked at each other fearfully.  Taper ordered the students to come out and face him.  They did.  The rest of the class continued their business.  Once Joel and Trina were within Taper’s hairy reach, he—with that friendly smile many came to know—demanded that they report to his office after school.  







The students showed up.  The office door was open.  Mr. Taper was sitting at his desk, reading a paper and spinning a flashy yoyo.  He spun it well.  Joel thought it was kind of cool.  Taper set the paper
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