Perfectly Ernest Excerpt 3 – E.J. Wesley

[bookmark: _GoBack]We made our way to the giant black trashcan, strategically stationed in the middle of the yard. I plucked a soda from a nearby ice chest. Luther eyed the red brew of punch and floating fruit.
“Want some?” I asked.
“I’m not twenty-one.” 
I grabbed a cup and fished some out for him. “I’m guessing you aren’t the only one. I’ll make sure you get home.”
He took a sip with a curious but satisfied smile. His nose crinkled. 
“Don’t like it?”
“You kidding? It’s amazing! What’s in it?” 
“Probably everything Darko had left over from his last party.” I laughed. “Be careful. It sneaks up on you.”
“Roger that.” Luther offered me a mock salute with his cup hand. “You don’t drink?”
“Not much. I tend to spend a lot of miserable time in my own head as it is. Alcohol makes it worse. And Mom said my old man had a thing for cheap whiskey. Made him mean according to her, so I figure why chance it.”
We found Junkyard and Bash watching the girls fight. Judging by the pink mustache Junk had grown, he’d been enjoying the punch, too.
Bash put his arm around my neck. “Just in time for the show, buddy.”
“Why is your shirt unbuttoned? Are those gold chains?” I swiped at Bash’s hairless chest and he ducked away.
“Chicks dig it,” Bash said, adjusting his pants so a healthy amount of boxer short peeked out the top.
“I bet.” I turned to Junk. “What’s the good word?”
“They’ve still got their clothes on.” He punched me on the arm. “This is bullshit.”
“There’s no justice,” I said and smiled. “You remember Luther?”
He hugged Luther, making his eyes bulge as he squeezed. “Welcome to fight night. How do you know my boy?”
 “We bumped into each other.” Luther took a nervous sip of punch. “On campus the other day.”
Junk narrowed his eyes. “You met at the shrink?”
I nodded and swallowed an uncomfortable lump in my throat. I had no clue where Junk would take this, seeing as he didn’t think my head needed much straightening to begin with. 
“That’s cool,” Junkyard said his tone thoughtful and quiet. He took a drink of his punch. 
“You guys got any extra cash?” Bash poked his head between us. “I’m trying to get some bets going.”
Luther shook his head, but I fished a five out of my pocket and handed the money over. Junkyard and Bash disappeared, leaving Luther and me in silence. The girls had finished. Now, four skinny guys were going at it tag team style. 
“Your buddy okay with you being in counseling?” Luther asked.
“Not sure.”
I truly wasn’t sure what it meant between Junk and me. Alone, I didn’t think he gave a damn one way or the other. But if I ever told him the truth about the game, would he see me going to counseling as an excuse? In his eyes, I could understand how it might look like I’d opted to blame my past troubles for my present problems instead of owning up to my mistake. Hell, that was how I felt half the time, which was why the need to confess to him had been weighing on me so much. Somehow, I had to make him understand that the festering wound I’d been walking around with most of my life had finally gone septic and left me crippled.
The tag team match ended abruptly when one of the competitors accidentally bloodied his opponent’s nose. The onlookers drifted away. Darko hurried onto the matt to make an announcement.
“Ladies and miscreants, gather round for the main event.”
“This should be good,” I whispered to Luther. “Wonder who the idiots are?”
“In this corner,” Darko shouted, “we’ve got The Beast of the South State Wild—and your star catcher. Behold, the Junkyard Dog.”
Junk bounced to center ring, wearing nothing but his boxer-briefs, a pair of blue inflatable boxing gloves, a carpet’s worth of hair on his barrel chest, and a gap-toothed smile. There were catcalls from some girls standing near us—a few from guys as well. Junk gave the latter a crossed-arm FU.
“Who in the hell did they convince to fight him?” I asked, already feeling sorry for the poor bastard. “Please tell me it’s not Bash. Junk can literally bench press two of him.”
I’d wrestled Junk plenty of times, goofing around. It was like fighting a sweaty boulder with a yellow Mohawk.
“I don’t know.” Luther downed the rest of his cocktail in a single gulp. “But if he’s not wearing pants either, I’m going to need another drink.”
Luther wandered away.
Darko scanned the crowd, which was growing exponentially. 
“Where is he? There.” He pointed in my general direction. I took a cautious step backward. 
“Hawk, get up here and face your doom.”
I held my hands up and smiled. “I don’t think so.”
Junk pointed at me with one arm and flexed his other. “Ernie, get your ass up here or I’ll drag you up by your ball hairs. These people want a show.”
Darko hopped off the ring and jogged over to me. 
“That’s right, folks. We’ve got pitcher versus catcher—best friends battling to the bitter end. Place your bets.”
“I’m not doing this, Darko.” I removed his arm from around my shoulders.
Junk and I needed to talk, not fake fight. On top of that, he’d been oddly contemplative. Something was eating him, and I guessed what it was. He wasn’t convinced I’d simply screwed up. We’d been too good of friends for too long for him not to sense that. Junk was also horrible at articulating anything remotely close to a feeling. Putting the pieces together, I figured this might be his attempt at working through this. Combined with booze and crowd of onlookers, I couldn’t think of a worse way for him to navigate his issues with me.
Bash came up behind me. He leaned in close enough to whisper in my ear. “C’mon, Ernie. People are already placing bets. I know Junk’s going to kick your ass, and you know it. But the freshman don’t. I’m going to clean up. Do it for a friend.”
Darko grinned. “We’re talking an entire semester of my parties funded, Ernie. That’s like getting free admission to an adult’s only theme park.”
I scanned the crowd. There were a lot of eyes staring at me. A lot of them were very pretty female eyes. My chest swelled. Wherever the macho switch inside my body was located, Darko had found and flicked it.
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