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“…18….19…”
His knuckles burn, agony of a fire he cannot extinguish licking at his very bones. Weary, the teen drops down, his very frame shaking with exertion, to prepare for another push-up in a line of many that only he is doing.
“…20…21…” 
He’s made a mistake, he thinks. The pain in his shoulders makes his mind sharp. It lets him focus on the present rather than just how many push-ups he has left to go before he can get back up; before he can get back on his feet to finish the test. And, if he has any say in it, he will finish.
“…24….25…”
He shouldn’t even be here, by the account of many. “Stupid,” his friends call him. “Weird,” the neighbors whisper. “Gay,” his classmates scoff. “Retarded,” his former psychiatrist spat to his face and his horrified mother. “Not to be associated with,” his oldest sister had confided to their mother. 
“….29….30….” 
A slow clap has started up behind him, near the bleachers, where he can’t see. All he sees is the dusty red and black mats. Rising, falling, rising, falling….the whole cycle seems never ending. He can’t let his mind wander to the rising cheer. He can’t focus on the roar of encouragements rising from all around him now. Nothing but the numbers. 
“….45….46…”
He’s different. Nobody more than him knows that. He doesn’t always fit in society when he goes out wearing his odd shirts or laughing at jokes that only his second oldest sister understands. Sometimes he talks too quickly for others to understand and other times he fights when he feels threatened. He’s different than most people and shunned for it by most (even his oldest sister, but he tries not to think about that). No, finishing these push-ups, showing everyone just what he can do, what he can accomplish when he’s been cast aside by society as a reject who won’t become anything in life…that’s what he needs to do. 
“…54….55…”
His second oldest sister is calling a steady chant from the sidelines, encouraging him, which seems to set the crowd into frenzy. Suddenly the room is flooded with people calling his name. “You can do it,” they shout. “Just a few more, buddy,” people soothe. “Look at him go,” others breathe, astonished. But it’s his sister’s voice that calls the loudest. Hers is the voice that he latches onto, even as his arms burn with a new ferocity as he drops down for another push-up.
“…68….69…”
By now, the whole room has erupted into cheers. He’s almost done. Just a few more to go and then he can stand back up. When he comes back up from his latest push-up, he spies the gleam of pride in his instructor’s eyes. He goes down again and counts.
“…74…75…”
He’s done. Finished. The crowd is wild with admiration and calls of encouragement echo around him. His classmates, others taking the same test, beam. He rocks back onto his heels, rising steadily (and wouldn’t it be a shame if he fell flat on his face after all of that?) to meet his instructor, who simply nods.
“Ready to go, KJ?”
He bobs his head, eyeing the gleaming black belt that everyone said he’d never achieve, and straightens his uniform until it’s as crisp as he can make it. “Yes, sir!”
The man grins. “Alright, on to the next exercise, everyone.”
 
