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One





MANY OF THE PASSENGERS ON the train platform wore costumes or masks, apparently headed for the same invitation-only masquerade party. From a distance, Alice recognized her blind date by the tall white rabbit ears jutting above the crowd like a pair of sock puppet meerkats. His name was Nathan and attending the party had been his idea. She gave him a point for originality. The choice of complementary costumes had been left to her. 

Alice wore a white apron over a short yellow dress with puffy shoulders, knee socks, Mary Janes, and a hair ribbon tied over her blonde locks. Voila; the child heroine of Lewis Carroll’s famous absurdist novels—a private joke if she never saw this man again, or should their relationship progress, a convenient reference for explaining to him about the bizarre childhood that had shaped her.

After some weaving and mild jostling, she confronted her date’s broad back and cute puffy tail. His athletic frame and a good sense of humor checked two more boxes on her wish list. She was feeling nervous but hopeful as she reached for the hem of his vest and gave it a polite tug. 

“Nathan?”

Her date turned around and looked her up and down. Warm brown eyes and a wide smile conveyed instant recognition and admiration, but the sight of his unruly mountain man beard gave her a shock. His online profile picture had been clean-shaven. 

He must have used an old photo.

“Alice?” he ventured.

“That’s me.”

Both smiled. 

“You’re even more beautiful in person, and exactly what I can imagine the grownup Alice would look like!” he said.

If he only knew! 

Her spontaneous smirk seamlessly reshaped itself to acknowledge the compliment. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

“You’re staring at my beard.” He flicked the hairs on his neck self-consciously. “I’m afraid it’s ungroomed. Are you disappointed?”

She shrugged. “I had to do a double-take to make sure you were the right person, but I’m not complaining. It’s very masculine.”

“Thank you,” he said and sighed. “It’s very recent, and I haven’t decided yet how to groom it.”

Recent?

“Well, if you were going for a Victorian style to match our characters, it was either like that or mutton chops,” she said, gesturing about her own face to illustrate. “Although Mr. Carroll kept his shaved and the White Rabbit just wore his whiskers straight out, as I recall.” 

“Dammit. I sensed my costume was off somehow! I was so close!”

They both laughed.

“You’re quite the expert on Alice in Wonderland, I see!” 

“Guilty,” she agreed, before changing the subject.

The train ride to the park where the party was being held took only twenty minutes—hardly enough time to get truly acquainted, but Nathan proved an easy conversationalist, and they seemed to enjoy each other’s company. All in all, Alice judged, their date seemed off to a promising start. Emboldened by what she hoped was chemistry, she even ventured a personal question. “If you don’t mind, what made you decide to grow a beard?”

His fingers flew to touch it again, and his eyes twinkled. “I know I should update my profile photo,” he said. “But the truth is, it grows quickly, especially when the moon is full.” He winked and wagged his eyebrows, emphasizing the joke. Before the moment could linger, the train started braking and a voice on the train’s PA system announced their stop. “Now arriving, Royal Dream Park.”

Sudden anxiety disturbed Alice’s subconscious, but she couldn’t put her finger on the source. Was it embarrassment? She considered this, then crossed it off. No, it was something else. A creeping sense of foreboding. Maybe it was just her imagination.

Nathan stepped into the aisle, then reached back for her hand. “This is our stop,” he said, helping her up. “I can already hear the music. It sounds good, don’t you think?”

Alice canted her head, uncertain. Between the chatter, the bustle of other passengers, and the PA system directing everyone to watch their step, she hadn’t noticed the music until he mentioned it. “I think so,” she replied, as he led her toward the exit. 

Once outside, the music, although emanating from deep within the wooded park, seemed everywhere.

“I hope you like to dance.”

“I do.”

Joining the flow of other disembarking passengers, they followed a Harry Potter and a Harlequin out onto a wooden deck before descending into the landscaped park. Paved walkways wound between trees and hedgerows. Reaching a short gate, Nathan handed over their tickets to a pair of event staff costumed in simple eye masks and event T-shirts. The shirts read, cryptically, TDASM.

The crowd became denser and the music louder by the time they reached the masquerade party proper. A throng of costumed partygoers was dancing and grooving around a raised platform upon which a four-man rock band perched. The lead singer wore a top hat, reminding Alice of someone. As the sun set, string lights in all the trees lit up like fireflies.

Alice decided that the perimeter of the crowd was close enough, and started dancing, hoping Nathan would follow suit.

Instead, he grimaced as though suppressing some hidden pain, perhaps constipation or a toothache, and said, “Wait here. I’ll go grab some drinks.”

“But we haven’t had one dance yet!”

“Sorry, I’m parched!” he blurted and left her there in a rush.

Curious!

That eerie feeling occurred to Alice again. Was Nathan hiding something? A tingle ran down her spine and she briefly considered bolting. But then she scolded herself for being so skittish. Calm down, Alice! This is why you’ve never stayed in a relationship! What happened to that brave little girl you once were? Besides, she calculated the first available train home wouldn’t be along for another hour, so she opted to discreetly follow Nathan instead. Just before turning out of view, he looked back once over his shoulder and waved to her, causing the wires keeping his ears upright to wiggle, and she waved back. Once he was out of sight, she hurried further, skirting the dancing crowd, until she had reached a tree surrounded by hedge bushes within which to conceal herself.

Peeking through the branches from her hidden vantage, she spotted Nathan at the refreshments table, reaching for two drinks. Suspicion gripped her. Would he put something in one of them, perhaps? Unexpectedly, he immediately guzzled both, and then reached for two more. 

Wow, he really was parched! At least he’s not out to drug me. She shook her head at her own paranoia.

As she continued to observe, Nathan downed the second pair as fast as the first, and then wiped his mouth on the sleeve of the rabbit costume before finally departing the refreshments table carrying a third pair, one in each hand. He was walking back rather slowly, both to avoid sloshing his cups and slowed by his outsized rabbit feet. She smiled. There was something cute about him. Confident she could easily return ahead of him to where they had separated, she raced back, and to affect nonchalance, tapped a “Dracula” on the shoulder and when he turned around, began dancing in front of him. The stranger seemed delighted and, baring his costume fangs agreeably, gamely joined in.

It was not long before Nathan appeared, and seeing her engaged with someone else, hurried to interrupt them.

“Alice! I’m back!” he exclaimed, sweating.

“Hi Nathan!” she replied cheerily, continuing to dance.

She thought he looked a little jealous. “Thanks for keeping her company, pal. Here, Alice, grab one of these so I don’t spill it!” he said.

The vampire gave him a doubtful look. “Should you be here?”

“It’s fine. He’s my date,” Alice told her dance partner, breaking off. “Thank you for the dance.”

“The pleasure was all mine,” he said.

“Have some punch,” said Nathan, handing her the cup. “I’ve already tasted it. It’s delicious.”

Alice considered her date’s evident jealousy and decided she was flattered. She raised the cup to her lips, but then a glance at Nathan’s face caused her to hesitate. Not only was his attention alarmingly intense, but his eyes were also bloodshot.

Perhaps he’s the one drugged.

Lowering the cup, she took a step nearer and asked, “Are you alright, Nathan? You look like you’re about to have a heart attack.”

“What? No, no, it’s not that.” He gulped his drink and then reached for her hand. “Follow me, quickly. There’s something I need to show you,” he said. 

Alice yanked back her hand. “I’ll follow you,” she said, “but where to?” As he strode ahead, she hurried alongside him, pouring out her drink along the way before crumpling the paper cup in her hand.

“Let’s go behind these hedges, where it’s more private,” he suggested.

They were already several yards beyond the nearest other partygoers. Alice preferred to stay in sight and within shouting distance. “This is far enough,” she said.

He looked disappointed and glanced furtively at the full moon.

“Also, you’re acting kind of—”

“Strangely?”

“Yes.”

“That’s what I wanted to explain,” he said. “But just a little further, please, under this tree, at least.”

“Here is fine,” Alice insisted.

“Very well,” he said grudgingly. “I have something to confess.”

“I think I already know,” Alice volunteered.

“You do?”

“Yes. It’s not as easy a thing to hide as you think,” she said. “The sweating, the bloodshot eyes, the excessive thirst. You’re an alcoholic, aren’t you?”

“What? No, that’s not it. It’s that I’m overheating in this bunny suit, and I think I may be allergic to the fabric. I was hoping you could help me take it off where I won’t be seen. Just long enough for my skin to breathe a while, and maybe to scratch.”

“Oh!” Alice blushed guiltily. The rabbit costume had been her idea. “Gosh, I’m sorry. Of course, I’ll help you,” she said, hurrying forward to meet him behind the hedge bushes. “Um, are you wearing something decent underneath?”

“Boxer shorts,” he said, “but this is a costume party, so I think I have some leeway.” He pointed in the distance toward a dancing satyr wearing fur chaps, but naked from the waist up.

Once they were out of view, he squatted with his back to the tree, lifted off the rabbit head, and while struggling with the zipper at his neck, he pointed to his shoes. “If you could help with those,” he said.

“Sure.” She grabbed one of the big rabbit feet in both hands and tried to pull it off. Suddenly, Nathan kicked his leg out, knocking her down. “What the—?” Then, as she was still gawking, he rolled over and arched his back, beginning to convulse. This seemed more serious than an allergy. She shouted, “Nathan! Are you okay?” When he did not respond, she stood up, stepped around the hedge, and waved her arms while yelling, “Help! Someone, help!”
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