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Foreword


Crystal Beach was a real amusement park in Fort Erie, Ontario, Canada. It operated for nearly 100 years, from 1890-1989. Much of Crystal Beach’s history has been preserved by William E. Kae. His book, Crystal Beach Park: A Century of Screams, was a primary source of research for this story. The rides and attractions described in this book were all real. The characters and events are a work of fiction. 

William E. Kae was wonderfully supportive throughout the creative process. He had donated a number of photos to the novel from his personal archive. Sadly, William E. Kae passed in September 2020 and as a result, was unable to see this book published. Mystic of the Midway is dedicated to his memory and his passion for the Crystal Beach Park.


 




Prologue: The Accident


Stephanie Rose Strawn, known as Effie by her friends, giggled as she raced across the school playground. She could hear the clumsy fumbling of her pursuer behind her. Effie ran with a light grace that enabled her to easily navigate obstacles. She raced up the climber stairs and crossed the wooden bridge. The bridge quivered under the light touch of her feet. Effie looked back to check the distance between herself and her pursuer. She was in no danger of being tagged. 

Effie reached the highest level of the play structure. She could see the entire school from atop the platform. There were two possible exits, the slide, and the fireman’s pole. The bridge was no longer an option as her pursuer slowly crossed it. The bridge bounced under his clumsy stomps. There was a ladder she could try but she would be trapped. The person chasing her could just go down the fireman’s pole and beat her to the bottom. She could jump off the ladder midway, but the platform was pretty high. Hearing the huffing getting closer, Effie had to decide quickly. The slide was just as much a trap as the ladder. The hot plastic would squeal while pulling the bare skin of its victims, slowing their descent. It would have been just as bad as the ladder. Effie decided on the fireman’s pole. She heard the bouncing of the bridge stop as her pursuer reached the platform. She had to act fast. Effie quickly leaped at the pole. As she felt the air beneath her, Effie turned to look back. She had escaped. As she sailed, she noticed the pole passing. She reached out to grab it. Effie was blinded from the gleam of the sun that reflected off the hot metal. The pole eluded her grasp and, in a moment, Effie plummeted to the ground. 

Effie landed on her back with a hollow thump. The impact pushed all the air out of her. In fact, it pushed her out of herself. In a blink, Effie watched herself from what felt like above. She looked at her motionless body as children surrounded her, not knowing what to do. Floating, Effie tried to call out. No sound escaped her. Then what sounded like whispers swirled around her. They were voices, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying. Effie felt enveloped by the whispers. They were clutching her, pulling her. Effie was scared. She wanted to escape, but she could not run. She floated helplessly as the whispers pulled her further from her limp body and concerned friends. The whispers tickled her ears. She felt them urging her to not struggle and follow them. But Effie was strong-willed. She focused all the energy she had and reached toward her body. The motion broke her free from the whispers’ grasp and she felt herself soar away. Effie saw her body quickly approaching and with a slam was reunited with her flesh. Effie quickly sat up with a gasp that sucked in the surrounding air, filling her with life. The crowd around her leaped back in surprise. Effie heard some screams. She couldn’t tell if they were joyful, relief or fear. But the surprise awoke the children from their inaction and they rushed towards her. Effie collapsed back to the ground. She was in a daze. The older children lifted her and carried her to the school nurse. Effie remembered hearing the children bark instructions at each other. Things quickly faded to black. She woke up in the hospital.

After the accident there was a lot of fuss by the school, her parents, the doctors and even her twin brother, James Gordon Strawn, whom everyone called Jimmy. At first, Effie didn’t notice that things had changed for her. She had headaches and some dizziness. The biggest change for Effie were the whispers. The same whispers that she heard at the playground came back. They weren’t always there and they didn’t envelop her in the same way, but they were the same whispers. Effie would never forget them. The doctors who peered into her eyes and ears with mini flashlights said that these sorts of things might happen. Her parents were worried. They often whispered and looked at Effie with nervous eyes. 

Thank goodness it was finally summer! Effie heard her parents say that she needed a ‘break from it all,’ but from what Effie could tell, they all needed a break. 

 




Chapter 1
The Letter


Effie watched the countryside speed past: farm, field, farm, field, field, field, cows. The wind that rushed in from the open car windows whipped Effie’s blonde hair into more of a mess than usual. It was a hot summer day, but the blowing air wasn’t refreshing. It was just pushy, not to mention stale and hot! Effie heard the murmur of the radio but couldn’t make out anything above the wind’s howl. The windows were open because it was hot and their old car didn’t have air conditioning; but the radio was definitely on for her. Effie liked to listen to her music loud. She knew her parents didn’t. They were always telling her to turn her music down. But ever since the accident, it was her parents who listened to their music loud. Maybe listening wasn’t the right word. The music was played so Effie and Jimmy couldn’t listen. It was a trick her parents used so they could talk, but it really wasn’t fooling anyone. Effie knew what they were talking about: her. Her parent’s sideways glances told Effie she was the topic of conversation. As the family raced towards their cottage, it was as much to escape the city as to leave the bad memories, tests, doctor visits, and hospital stays all behind them. 

Effie looked over at her brother. He was reading one of his detective novels, Encyclopedia Brown and the… missing something or other. Effie used to share everything with her brother. But after the accident, there became a wedge between them. Jimmy often hid behind a book, but Effie wondered if he was using the book to hide from her. Jimmy’s sandy brown hair flickered from the wind just visible above the book cover that hid his face. Effie couldn’t even think about reading in the car. She looked down at the bag in her hand. Since the accident, it didn’t take long for Effie to be overwhelmed by motion sickness. The pale crumpled plastic stood out against the colorful quilt Effie and her brother sat on. It was meant to protect them from the hot plastic seats that could burn skin in the summer’s heat. Even though Effie was told that all of her test results looked normal, which was the family’s ticket to leave the city and go to their cottage, she knew the key word was looked. Effie knew she wasn’t normal anymore. Especially not if normal meant she was supposed to feel exactly the way she used to feel before the accident. Since the accident, Effie often felt dizzy and sometimes she thought she heard or saw strange things. Things that weren’t really there. Things that couldn’t be there. No, Effie knew she wasn’t normal, at least not anymore. But Effie also knew she wasn’t broken. She wasn’t some delicate vase that had to be handled with care. As she looked at Jimmy, Effie smiled. This cottage trip she was going to show her family, especially Jimmy, that she wasn’t broken and hopefully dislodge the wedge stuck between them.

The car slowed down and Effie’s hair rested on her head like a tangled nest. This was customary on this drive. The Strawns’ cottage was in Crystal Beach, a beach town in Southern Ontario known for its amusement park. When they first started visiting Crystal Beach, Effie and her family used to sit in traffic jams that stretched as far as the neighboring town. The last few years, the wait had been much shorter. Effie could see the tips of the Giant rollercoaster and hear the screams as she saw the miniature cars zip over its hills. She could see the head of the Giant himself welcoming amusement park goers with his warm bearded smile. 

The familiar sights and sounds of the park were interrupted with something new. Something Effie had never heard before. It started out as a rustling noise. Effie surveyed her family. The noise didn’t seem to be coming from her family and they didn’t seem to notice the sound either. As they approached the heart of Crystal Beach the noise got louder and changed into a familiar whisper. Her ears began to tickle. The whisper urged her to look out the window. That’s when Effie noticed a young teenage girl. She was about the age of Effie’s best friend in Crystal Beach, Lydia. Lydia was a few years older than Effie and her brother. But this girl’s clothes made her look older. She wore a dress that looked as if it was from a different time. The girl was very pretty and Effie could see that she was staring at her. She had pale green eyes that sucked you in. And there was something more: she was soaked from head to toe. Sure, being wet came with beach town territory, but usually, it was accompanied by a bathing suit. Effie hadn’t seen anyone go swimming in a dress so pretty, especially anyone older than four or five. She knew she wouldn’t have wanted to ruin that sort of dress if it were hers. The material drooped from the weight of the water. The dress’s playful polka dots looked like they were consumed by the dark navy-blue material. As Effie studied the stranger, the young girl broke their trance with a warm smile and a wave. Effie shook herself.

“Mom, Dad, do we know that girl?”

Jimmy pulled the book from his face and looked out Effie’s window. Effie’s mother did the same as her father checked the rear-view mirror.

“What girl, honey?” Effie’s mother asked.

When Effie turned back, the girl was gone. 

“I guess we missed her,” Effie’s father replied.

Effie grunted in agreement. Everyone resumed what they were doing. Jimmy read his book; her parents whispered beneath someone singing about answers blowing in the wind. And, like the song, the blow of the wind took the whispers and rustling sounds away. 

Like many of the pastel-colored cottages that lined Maplewood Avenue, theirs was a small yellow bungalow. The cottage was at the center of Crystal Beach under a canopy of ancient trees where the mating calls of the cicadas drowned out the amusement park bustle. Effie’s father, Michael, burst out from the chocolate-brown Dodge Dart.

 “Alright gang, let’s hit the beach!” Michael called.

Effie and Jimmy spilled out of the car. Effie’s mother Elizabeth opened the car door. She had wild, untamable blond curls and sky-blue eyes like her daughter’s. Elizabeth beamed; she loved coming back to her hometown. She gave a stretch so wide it was like she was giving all of Crystal Beach a giant hug. 

“Such a beautiful day! I packed a bag, hon. You’re all ready for the beach. I’ll stay back to unpack and fix lunch.”

Michael moved to the back of the car. The trunk was so large that when it swung open it blocked out the sun. The next sound was a familiar one: a loud gong from Michael’s head as it banged against the trunk as if it were from that television game show her parents liked to watch. Effie thought her Dad should wear a helmet because he so often found creative ways of getting hurt. Whether it was getting his fingers caught in mousetraps or breaking his foot when showing children how to ‘safely’ operate a skateboard, Michael just had a knack. The wrong thing always happened at his expense. Despite this, he always remained in good spirits. During all of Effie’s tests and uncertainty, her father stayed positive and met her fear with a warm smile. He knew she would be alright and because of that Effie believed it, too.

“Alright guys, we’re off!” 

Michael, Jimmy, and Effie made their way down Maplewood towards the beach. Michael was carrying two beach bags. His shoulders were piled high with towels. He resembled a pack camel being readied to cross the Sahara. Michael tried to balance the load with a beach umbrella under his arm. It was a disaster waiting to happen. Before Effie could offer to help, she remembered she had packed her sunglasses away and wanted them for the beach. They were like the ones she had seen Madonna wear in her music videos and she couldn’t wait to show them to Lydia. Effie had already been on the lookout for her as they approached the beach.

“Dad, I forgot something.”

Michael groaned and turned around.

“What are you missing, honey? Is it important?”

As Michael turned to talk to Effie, the inevitable happened. The umbrella hit a nearby tree. Effie could hear the uneven thump of things falling to the ground. Before Michael could begin to curse the tree for bumping into him, Effie took the opportunity to slip away.

“I’ll be right back, Dad. I know where I left them”

Effie raced along Maplewood. The sunlight leaked through the canopy of trees along the street. Effie reached the cottage and opened the green-stained wood screen door. The cottage still had the musty smell from being closed all winter. Effie could hear an old love song coming from the kitchen. Effie saw her mother dancing with a piece of paper as if it were a person. She was smiling and gazing at it. Effie looked down and saw the bag where she had packed her sunglasses. She rummaged through it, found her sunglasses, and looked up. 

From the front stoop where Effie stood, their two-bedroom cottage wasn’t much. Effie’s Dad always called it “cozy.” Another word for really small. The only way to tell where one room finished and another room began was by the change in the floral wallpaper patterns and the brightly colored floor tile. Effie’s mother was gone. 

She must have gone back to unpack, Effie thought. 

That was when Effie noticed the paper her mother had been looking at on the kitchen counter. The white of the paper stood out against the dark-tiled countertop. 

She must have left it behind, Effie thought.

The paper seemed to almost glow. It quivered in the summer breeze calling to her. Listening to her curiosity, Effie made her way to the kitchen to take a peek. Effie’s head began to throb as she approached the paper. The rustling sounds returned, tickling Effie’s ear. Effie picked up the piece of paper. As she did, the whispers got louder, swirling around her. Effie could see there was writing on the paper but it was a blur. As the words came into focus, Effie realized it was some sort of letter. 

The letter was written in cursive writing. She couldn’t read cursive very well but she could tell it was a love letter. She could read the words love, forever, happy, and kiss. Her cheeks blushed. As her eyes scanned for more words, she looked at the bottom of the page. Effie felt her throat tighten. The name signed at the bottom wasn’t her father’s! Effie’s mind raced. What could this mean? Her grip weakened and she felt the letter tug from her hand. It felt like the letter was being pulled away. Effie swooned. She lost her grip on the letter. It leaped from her hand and flew to her parents’ room. Effie began to give chase but she heard her mother’s voice singing to the music of another love song drifting out of the walnut-paneled stereo. She was coming back into the kitchen! Effie ran from the house. She didn’t want to get caught. Effie knew what she did was wrong. She stole her mother’s secret.

After getting a safe distance from the house, Effie stopped to catch her breath. Effie’s head throbbed. With every breath Effie took, thoughts filled her head, like the air into her lungs. What did she just read? Was her mother actually in love with someone else? How could she do that to her father? Effie’s memory began to fill the empty spaces. She had heard her parents talk about other children’s parents divorcing. The stress of work, or money, or becoming different people – whatever that meant. Effie knew parents could fall out of love and separate. Then a realization hit her. What if it was because of her? What if she was the stress? What if her parents fell out of love because of all the doctor’s appointments after the accident? Maybe the wedge she felt between her and Jimmy had also become a wedge between her mother and father? Effie rushed back to the beach but her father and Jimmy were gone. She was alone. The mating call of the cicadas became lonely. Their wail surrounded her, consumed her. She put on her neon sunglasses to hide the tears that were welling up in her eyes. 






OEBPS/js/book.js
function Body_onLoad() {
}





OEBPS/images/image1.png





OEBPS/images/9781592113347.jpg








