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      Ethan stared at his half-eaten hamburger. With a disgusted grunt, he tossed it onto the paper wrapper, then leaned back in his seat to stare out the window at the parking lot.

      His best friend watched him from the other side of the booth. “What’s the matter? Did they get your order wrong?”

      “No.”

      “Then what’s your gripe?”

      He turned to the man. “Look at us. Two grown-ass adults with no plans for tomorrow night.”

      Joey snorted. “What? You’re upset you can’t go trick or treating? Aren’t you a bit too old for that sort of thing?”

      “I’m talking about having a date. I’m talking about going out and having fun. Maybe hit up a costume party.”

      Joey noshed on a French fry. “I repeat, aren’t you a bit too old for that sort of thing?”

      “Going out and having fun?”

      “Costume parties.”

      Ethan snorted. “C’mon, bro. Admit it. You’d like to throw on a mask and go check out what other people are doing.”

      “You’re just moping around because Chrissy dumped you.”

      “Says the guy who hasn’t had a date in over three months,” Ethan shot back. He grinned at the friend he’d known since they were in third grade. Leaning over the table, he spoke in a conspiratorial tone. “What say we go check out that new place in town tomorrow night? It’s been advertising a Halloween Scare Fest with free drinks for the ladies. You and I could go and check out the sweetnesses that come through the door.”

      Joey looked interested, but he grimaced anyway. “We can’t. That fucking curfew and all.”

      “Exactly! Fuck the curfew!”

      “What if we get caught?”

      “Do you honestly believe that’ll be the only place hosting a party? The cops are gonna have their hands full with trying to shut down everything.” Lowering his voice, he added, “And that’s not counting all the zombies they’re gonna be fighting.”

      “How are we gonna get there? Dad won’t let me use the car after dark.”

      “Don’t worry. I can arrange for a car to pick us up and drop us off.”

      Joey blinked at him. “How?”

      Ethan gave him that sorry-ass grin he both liked and hated to see. “Don’t worry about it. You just pay your share of the fare.”

      “How much will that be?”

      “Give or take a couple a hundred.”

      “Dollars?”

      “I’m not talking about potato chips. And it’s after dark. You don’t think those guys run the risk for chump change, do you? So whaddaya say? Can I count on you?”

      Damn, but he was tempted. “You’re talking about the Coal Mine Canary, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “You know the place’ll be packed.”

      “Oh, so you prefer to go somewhere where there’s less than a dozen people because you don’t want your precious little shoulders jostled by a crowd?” Ethan knew he was nudging the man over a cliff, but if that’s what it took to get Joey out of the house on Halloween night, so be it. “What’s it gonna be, bro?” Another thought struck him. “Hey, if you can’t scrape up the cash, I can float you a loan.”

      “No, no. I’m good. I cashed my last two paychecks but I haven’t had the chance to deposit the money yet.” He nodded. “It’s trying to figure out how I’m gonna sneak out of the house without Dad getting suspicious.”

      “You’re over twenty-one! What’s he gonna do?”

      Joey sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Ethan snorted. “I can’t believe you still live with your old man.”

      “Hey.” Joey shot him a dark and angry look. “He’s sick, okay? He needs me. And me staying with him saves me the money I’d be spending on rent and utilities and shit. So lay off, okay?”

      “Okay, okay. Shit, man. I’m just saying that sooner or later you’re gonna hafta cut the cord and go out on your own.”

      “I will,” Joey stated. “As soon as Dad’s back on his feet again. But in the meantime, no more wise-ass remarks about my living accommodations, okay?”

      “Affirmative,” Ethan agreed. Reaching over, he snatched up one of Joey’s French fries and shoved it into his mouth. “How does nine o’clock sound?”

      Joey nodded without answering. “Any idea what you’re gonna wear?”

      “You mean my costume?”

      His friend chuckled. “If we’re going to a Halloween party, it’s sort of understood you gotta have a costume of some kind.”

      “I haven’t decided yet. How about you? Got an idea?”

      “Dad has a bunch of those old chamois cloths he used to use to wipe down the car whenever he washed it. I was thinking of taking some of them and shoving them into the waistband of a pair of my jeans shorts. You know, tucking them all the way around so it looks like I’m wearing a loincloth. Oil myself up. Let my hair loose.” He pulled the rubberband from behind his head and shook out his shoulder-length hair.

      “And you got a scrawny Tarzan,” Ethan announced. “Only thing, it’s supposed to be chilly tomorrow night. You might want to make yourself a little cape of those things.”

      “Good idea. Now, second question. Say we find us a couple of hot babes. What then?”

      “If we’re lucky, they’ll invite us over to their place.”

      “And if we’re not lucky?” Joey persisted.

      Ethan waved it off. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “If we come to it?” Joey corrected with a grin.

      “Hey. We’ll get there. I guarantee it,” Ethan promised. “Everybody’s tired of being cooped up and not being able to go anywhere. People wanna drink and blow off steam, and this’ll be the perfect opportunity. Besides, even if we strike out when it comes to the girls, we’ll still be able to have fun. Have a few drinks. Mingle with humanity again!”

      Joey glanced out the window again. “Did they ever figure out why those things only come out at night?”

      Ethan knew the topic had shifted away from girls. “I heard it was because of the daylight. Something about them not being able to take the sunlight.”

      Joey winced. “Kinda makes them sound like vampires.”

      That got a bark of laughter from his friend. “I thought the same thing when I heard it. Truthfully? I think it’s all bullshit. As my grandaddy used to say, those scientist guys don’t know shit from Shinola. They’re just guessing.”

      “How long do you think this zombie stuff’s gonna last?”

      Ethan held up a finger. “That, my best bro, is the question of the century.”

      “It’s going on eight months now.”

      “And it’ll probably go on for another eight months, as long as idiots get bitten and turned.”

      “So you don’t think that everybody who dies automatically turns into one, like a lot of people claim?”

      A shake of the head. “No way. It has to be caused by some sort of disease,” Ethan said emphatically.

      “But what about the bitten part?”

      “Hey. If I was sick with whatever, and I bit you, you’d probably get what I have, right?” He grabbed the last French fry. “Don’t worry. Once they find the cure, we’ll be back to normal.”

      Joey snickered. “How are they gonna cure a zombie? Dude’s already dead!”

      “Not my problem,” Ethan shot back with a grin. “Look, are you ready to go? I thought we could zip by the Party Palace before heading home. See if they might have something I can use. Or give me an idea of what to dress up as.”

      “Yeah, I’m done.”

      Gathering up their trash, they got up from their booth, tossed the remains in a trash bin, then headed out to the parking lot. Fortunately, they had at least another couple of hours before sundown when curfew went into effect.
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      Rich Langly found his son staring out the window near the dinette set in the kitchen. It held a gorgeous view of the sun setting beyond the hills, and was one of reasons why he and his wife had bought the place twenty-seven years ago. This evening, Joey was having a bowl of cereal. Hobbling over to the fridge, he opened it and grabbed a can of soda.

      “I can’t believe it. For the first time since we moved in, we won’t be having Halloween. No pumpkin carving. No decorating the house. No buying pounds of chocolate-covered sugar. Worse than that, I won’t get to see the kiddos in their costumes when I pass out candy.”

      “Whaddaya got planned for tonight, Pops?” his son asked before sliding another spoonful of Cheerios in his mouth.

      “Since I’m in the mood, I was thinking of watching a few horror movies.”

      “I thought you didn’t like horror movies,” Joey remarked.

      “I don’t like the crap they put out today,” Rich corrected. “I’m talking about the classics. Frankenstein, Dracula, The Mummy. That classic movie channel is having a monster-thon, and they’re including Bride of Frankenstein and The Wolfman. How about you, son? Wanna join me on the couch?”

      Joey narrowed his eyes at the man. “Dad, if you fall asleep on the couch, you know good and well I won’t be able to get you to your bedroom by myself.”

      “Are you insinuating I get my shower early and hit the sack?” the man queried with a grin.

      “That’s the best thing I’ve heard you suggest in weeks,” Joey emphatically approved.

      Rich raised his soda to salute his son. “Done and done. What about you?”

      Joey grimaced. “Ethan said he’s coming over to pick me up. We’re gonna go out looking for some hot zombie babes so we can screw their brains out.”

      “Movie night for you, too, eh?”

      He nodded with a sigh. “Might as well. Sounds like as good a plan as any.”

      “Well, have a good one. I’ll see you in the morning. ‘Night, Joey.”

      “Goodnight, Pops.”
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        * * *

      

      As the old man slowly made his way to his bedroom, Joey got up from his chair and set the empty bowl and spoon in the sink. Knowing how his dad felt about finding dirty dishes in the mornings, he went ahead and ran the dishrag over the items before placing them in the draining rack. That done, he went to his own bedroom and closed the door behind him.

      Pulling his phone from his rear jeans pocket, he called his friend. Ethan must have been expecting it, as he answered before Joey heard the first ring.

      “Well, dude?”

      “He’s retired for the night in his own bedroom. He says he’s gonna watch some of those old horror movies, but he’ll probably be asleep an hour in.”

      “Any chance he’ll wake up and go looking for
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