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        1940s London, Ontario. Tone meets the boys to head for his first dance at Wonderland Gardens. Zoot suit, check. Hair styled, check. Polished shoes, check. Just plain, not wingtips. Too bad.

      

        

      
        No matter. Not for dancing to the Charley Morris Big Band Orchestra.

      

        

      
        With his father at war, the rationing and the war effort, Tone dreams of dancing the night away. The lights, the music, the girls. A night to forget the regular world and live in dreams.

      

        

      
        Except the dream becomes nightmare, changing Tone’s life in ways he never imagined.

      

        

      
        Join Tone as he finds more mystery than dancing in No More Wonderland.
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      It was just before seven when Tone finished fixing his look and the boys arrived. He heard the knock on the front door above the soft melody of Glen Miller on the radio in the kitchen. Before his Gran could call out, Tone rushed to the door.

      The old wood creaked as he yanked it open, no extra oil for the hinges. On the porch, the boys stood grinning, wearing their own version of the zoot suit just like him: high-waisted pants and big shouldered jackets with wide lapels.

      Too bad he didn’t have the wingtips to go with the suit, just his regular black leather shoes. George had a pair of wingtips with the white curling around the toes.

      “Anthony!” Gran’s voice pierced the air.

      No escaping that call.

      “I’ll wash the dishes when I get home, Gran,” he said. His hand tightened on the glass door knob and the door shut behind him.

      “Your grandmother calling for you again, Anthony?”

      George Halloran leaned against the white wood support of the veranda. A smirk curled his thin lips. He’d pushed up the sleeves of the navy blue jacket with the wide lapels. Under it, he wore a slick white shirt. His hand balled into the pockets of his navy blue trousers, rakish with the high waist and wide pant legs. He wore his light brown hair cropped at the sides and dangerously long at the front. Bangs almost fell into his eyes and several of the priests at school had threatened to chop them off.

      “Maybe you’d like to talk to her, Georgie,” Tone said. He reached a hand back toward the door knob. “Want to?”

      Panic flickered across George’s face.

      Beside him, Pietro chuckled. Shorter, rounder, with a jacket that wouldn’t button over his stomach if he sucked it in, Pietro had similar black wavy hair to Tone’s and the lung power to belt out a saxophone solo that rivalled any of the Big Bands.

      George’s hands came up in mock surrender. “No offence, Tone.”

      “Don’t let his gran hear you joking about her.” Mickey nodded from the corner of the veranda, his long thin legs stretched out in front of him, looking almost like the trombone he played.

      “You won’t tell her,” George said. “I was only joking.”

      “I’ll think about it,” Tone said. “Maybe I’ll get my uncle Vito to tell her on your behalf.”

      He waved a hand at the baby blue Buick sedan that paused at the stop sign before turning left onto their street. Even from the veranda, Tone recognized the worn streaks along the bottom of the drivers side where his uncle always managed to scrap his shoes. Even with the war, he didn’t think his uncle would ever give up that car willingly.

      Both Pietro and Mickey broke into guffaws and they bounded off the veranda, four boys in their mid teens. His boys, his friends, almost all the way back to elementary school. He, Pietro and Mickey knowing each other the longest, with George joining in grade three. Since then they’d been inseparable, like the Four Musketeers, only Italian instead of French, even though George wasn’t Italian. But the first time he’d visited Tone’s house and Gran had pinched his cheek, he became an honorary Italian.

      Being in Catholic school and his uncle being a priest had been a big factor in Gran’s mind.

      “You keep Anthony on the straight and narrow,” she’d instructed George who at least had had the sense at the time to nod enthusiastically.

      Never mind that George made the most mischief of all of them.

      And from the smile on his thin face, Tone knew tonight would be no different.

      They clustered at the end of the driveway as the sedan pulled in. Tone’s uncle Vito poked his head out of the driver’s side window. He tilted his head, black hair flecked with grey falling across his forehead. For a moment he looked so much like Tone’s father, Tone almost stopped breathing.

      But it wasn’t. Tone’s father was overseas, fighting the Nazis.

      “Ready to go?” Vito said. “I got to drop you boys off and get back to the police station.”

      “How do we look, Uncle?” Tone said.

      “The girls will love you,” he said. “Now get in if you want a ride to Wonderland Gardens. I can’t wait all night.”

      “That’s right you goombahs, he’s got cases to solve,” Tone said.

      They scrambled into the car. Vito twisted around in the seat and surveyed them.

      “Everyone got their dollar to get in for the fund raiser?”

      The boys nodded. Tone patted the inside pocket of his jacket. It had taken him almost three months to save up. He had to skip the Saturday matinees more times than he wanted to remember.

      He’d even missed the last installment of the Phantom before it switched to a Masked Marvel serial.

      “Good,” Vito said. “I’ve got something special for you each.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out some change. He passed a quarter to each one.

      “Get yourselves a pop and donate the change,” he said. He winked. “The girls will think you’re patriotic.”

      “Maybe they’ll even dance with you, Pietro,” Mickey said. He dug an elbow into Pietro’s ribs.

      “No fighting in the car,” Vito said. “Or everybody walks.”

      He backed out of the driveway and headed off. Tone faced front and leaned back against the seat. The familiar scent of stale tobacco smoke filled his lungs as he breathed. He waited to see if his uncle would light up a cigarette so maybe Tone could bum a taste but Vito kept two hands on the wheel.

      Too bad.

      The residential street lined with the sprawling branches of oaks and maples gave way to the shops of downtown. The Morrison’s Bay department store took up a whole city block with its red brick splendour. Tone thought it might just be the finest building in the city, except for where they were going.

      Wonderland Gardens.

      His first big dance.

      His hands wanted to clench the smooth fabric of his trousers but he forced them to rest flat. The thump of his heart sounded loud in his chest. Surely one of the other guys could hear it but nobody said anything about it.

      He watched the shops roll by. There was the Woolworth’s where his dad used to take him for lunch sometimes, back before the war. He remembered sitting on the red stools, arms resting on the grey countertop as his dad ordered the open face sandwich. It would arrive swimming in gravy. Tone would have the hot dog in the little white and red cardboard folded up like it was a boat, with french fries on the side. A vanilla milkshake finished off the meal and it was so thick and creamy, he’d almost get a headache trying to suck it through the straw. After several attempts, his father would take a spoon and stir the milkshake until it thinned out enough for Tone to drink.

      But he’d been a kid then. Now he was heading to Wonderland Gardens to see the Charley Morris Big Band Orchestra playing in the Glenn Miller style.

      Vito turned the car onto Wonderland Road. Silver maples bursting with lush green buds and leaves pressed against the road like a crowd trying to get into the Gardens. They blurred in the window as Tone watched them flash by.

      He’d always thought London should be the jungle city, not the forest city.

      These dense trees just proved his point.

      Vito slowed the car and soon they were turning to the right, into a narrow driveway that Tone hadn’t even noticed, as if the various maple and oak trees were hiding it. The trees parted to reveal a gravel drive that sloped down and to the left. It curved in a lazy circle. Gravel crunched and jumped under the tires, knocking against the bottom of the car. The air hung heavy with the scent of vegetation, lush and alive. Behind him, Pietro sneezed and blew his nose into his handkerchief. He was always sniffling around the trees. Mickey chuckled, eliciting a growl from Pietro.

      “Settle down,” Vito said. “We’re almost there. Get your dollars ready.”

      The curve of the drive straightened. The press of the trees and brush fell away, exposing a large gravel expanse leading up to the main building of Wonderland Gardens. Already a small crowd of people milled around the front, all dressed in their best suits and dresses that they could afford.

      With the rationing and war effort, everything had to last longer, including clothes.

      Tone opened the door and stepped out of the car to take in the first full sight of the front of the Gardens.

      The white, one story building stretched across the centre of the expanse, sitting on a large slab of white tile. Maple trees pressed against the sides but gave up from overtaking it. Red tile on the roof sloped down toward him. The middle of the building jutted forward, a huge arch curving above the front double doors. Wide stone steps spread out toward him, leading to the doors that were propped open. The steps gleamed, the white stone of the building gleamed, even the red tile looked like it glowed in the setting sun.

      Glowing for him.

      The boys pressed around him, George, Mickey and Pietro. He could almost feel the thunder of their hearts reflecting his own. He turned to George and saw his own excitement shining in George’s eyes. Wow, George was always so cool about everything. He gave Tone a grin and punched his shoulder.

      “Doesn’t it look fine?” he said.

      “It looks more than fine,” Tone said. “It’s going to be hopping.”

      Mickey and Pietro whooped and clapped their hands.

      “Okay boys, I’ll be back to pick you up at eleven.” Vito leaned over to talk through the passenger’s side window. “Make sure you’re out front here. I’m not coming inside. Tony, are you listening?”
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