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Dedication

For everyone who has ever been the only one who noticed.
For the ones who kept the lights on when no one was watching — in school corridors, in old buildings, in the places everyone else forgot were worth tending.
For Gus, in every institution.
For the girl who brings a notebook to a carnival and actually uses it.
For the ghosts who stayed not because they were stuck but because the place still needed them.
For the children who ride ghost trains and feel, for exactly one minute in the dark, that something invisible is taking care of them.
It is.
For Boomer: seventy-five years, alone, getting it right every night.
Someone is sitting beside you now.
Row Seven, Seat Two.
The ride is starting.




About This Book

The Little Ghost of Grimwood began with a seat.





Not a dramatic seat. A worn wooden seat in Car Seven of a carnival ghost train, rubbed smooth by the hands of children and the weight of decades. The seat had a number: Two. And in the vision that started this book, it was occupied by someone who had been sitting there, alone, for a very long time — not in despair, not in anger, but in the particular patient quiet of someone who has found their purpose and cannot share it.





Boomer's loneliness is not melodramatic. It is structural. He tends the ride because the ride needs tending, and the ride needs tending because joy is a thing that requires maintenance, and nobody else has noticed that yet. The arrival of the carnival troupe — Madame Mystique, Patches, the Popcorn Brothers — is not a rescue. It is a recognition. They are the same kind of thing he is: guardians of the spaces where people come to feel something together.





The Blackwoods represent the opposite logic. To them, joy is extractable. Ghosts are manageable. Anchors are inventory. The horror of the book is not supernatural; it is institutional. The Blackwoods are not monsters. They are administrators.





Against this, the book proposes a troupe, a girl with a notebook, an old maintenance man who has been keeping secrets in the kindest possible way, and the accumulated weight of seventy-five years of showing up.





The Ghost Train's lights are on. Someone kept them on.





That is the argument.
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Round and Round, Forever Bound

      The old wooden rails of Grimwood's Ghoulish Ghost Train sang their usual twilight song—creak, groan, promise—while purple fog coiled over the platform like a cat deciding whether to stay. Calliope notes wobbled out of a dented speaker and the last guests of the day clattered into cars that had learned the art of dramatic timing decades ago.

      Floating just above the back bench of the lead car, the ride's only authentic specter adjusted an imaginary cap. Boo Grimwood—Boomer, if you were friendly—had been haunting this track for seventy-five years, ever since the opening-night fall that transformed him from paying customer to permanent cast.

      He'd gotten used to the irony. The ride had been built to fake a haunting. It got the real thing instead.

      "Welcome aboard," he said out of habit to the teenage couple in the front row. The girl's hands were already welded to the safety bar; the boy's macho nod had six different kinds of tremble hiding in it. "Excellent choice for an evening constitutional."

      They couldn't hear him, of course. Almost no one ever did. But Boomer found that saying the line made the machinery click smoother, the lights hum truer. The train responded when greeted; so did ghosts and old dogs and memory.

      The car lurched, accepted its fate, and slid into the dark.

      Boomer loved the first tunnel: the sharp draft smelling of oil and winter apples, the moment the painted sky outside was cut away and the close world of the ride took over. Rubber bats dipped on cue. The air chilled two degrees where Boomer passed—it was a professional touch—and the boy performed a gratifying little levitation of surprise that he would later call "I didn't jump."

      On any other night, Boomer would have glided ahead to flick the cobwebs just-so and lay a fingertip of cold on the back of someone's neck right as the coffin lid banged open. On any other night, he'd have drifted through his favorite conversation with Charlie (lead skeleton, chronic hip trouble) and murmured "Places, everyone" to props that had never once acknowledged him but somehow always hit their mark.

      Tonight, the tunnel had a pulse.

      At first he thought it was the unreliable strobe finally dying in a glamorous fashion, but the light wasn't white and it wasn't angry. It glowed the way sugar glows when you forget it on a stove: soft, complicated, the color of secrets. Blue, then green, then a pink that made Boomer think, inexplicably, of tickets tucked into a warm palm.

      That isn't our rig, he thought, and felt the curious lift in his core that used to come before a prank. The Ghost Train's inventory lived in his head the way a conductor knows where every viola sits. These lights weren't on any schematic.

      He let the teens have the rubber-bat scream and drifted toward the glow.

      "Attention, new illumination," he said, pitching his voice into the space where sound sometimes became suggestion—the little seam he'd found between worlds and used to great effect on fog machines that refused to behave. "This is Boomer, official ghost of this establishment. Please identify your bulb."

      The glow didn't answer. Of course it didn't. But it moved. Not along the wire or the old conduit lines he would have bet his afterlife on; it moved the way a thought moves when a room gets quieter. It gathered itself and slid farther in, toward the Graveyard Scene, which was impossible unless it wasn't.

      Boomer hesitated. His haunt ran on choreography. Even his mischief had blocking. Follow a stray light off the marked path and you risked losing the cue for the coffin bang, the crow caw, the priceless squeak the front axle made on Turn Two that sent a shiver through the rowdy ones. He was the quality control, the breath behind the fake ghosts.

      But he was also lonely.

      He cast one look back at the couple—the girl's eyes had opened a sliver, and she would later tell her friends she saw a face in the fog that smiled at her—and then he slipped after the light.

      It led him past the gnarled oaks and foam mausoleums of the Graveyard Scene, where Boomer always adjusted the fog density (no one but a ghost could tell when the texture was wrong), and into the narrow service slit that ran behind the Haunted Mansion corridor. He hadn't used this passage since the '90s, when management briefly experimented with a zombie that popped from a painting and startled more lawyers than thrill-seekers.

      The glow tightened, as if bracing to be seen, then seeped through the hairline crack of a maintenance door Boomer had never seen ajar.

      He pressed a palm against the wood. Cold answered cold. The door sighed open.

      On the other side, the ride's bones showed—literal studs and beams and the neat handwriting of long-dead carpenters who'd marked measurements directly on the lumber because paper went missing and the sawdust kept its own minutes. Boomer knew this space as well as any living architect. He drifted past the old fuse panel, over the curled map of the attraction from a decade that had thought mauve was a neutral, and hovered where the glow hung in a patient little cluster like lanterns deciding whether to become fireflies.

      "Not standard issue," he whispered, and the lights—impossible, unsanctioned, undeniably present—pulsed once, as if they agreed.

      The train rattled on the other side of the wall, hitting the coffin bang without him. It sounded a little lonely too.

      Boomer reached into the glow.

      A coolness met him that wasn't his own. Not a draft, not the empty chill of unwarmed air—this was the temperature of a held breath. Something in the far distance of it felt like applause.

      "Hello?" he tried, soft now, not the voice he used for fog. "If you are... well. If you are like me."

      At his words the lights trembled and split. Not apart—into. Colors unbraided. Blue folded into a deeper blue, and within it Boomer saw, or thought he saw, the round outline of a crystal ball. Green unspooled to reveal the scent of popcorn, actual popcorn, the honest-to-goodness summer-night smell of it that no artificial aroma had ever nailed. A flick of pink threw confetti and took it back again. The last light, a shy orange, hovered beside him, then tucked itself behind the useless zombie painting like a child behind a curtain.

      "Oh," Boomer breathed, and had to laugh at himself—ghosts did not need air, but wonder kept borrowing the old metaphors. "It's you. Or... it's... you."

      The lights dimmed to a blush. Boomer felt it before he saw it: a presence easing into the edge of being like a hand out of water. Where the blue had been, a woman in a beaded headscarf blinked, testing the weight of seeing. Where the green had thickened, two small boys in striped overalls popped into view, identical and not, their pockets bulging with paper cones of popcorn that somehow steamed. The pink made a flourish out of nothing and tossed an invisible ball into the air that came down as three. The orange did not reveal itself, but the air around the painting smelled faintly of glue and thread and something that had sat on a trunk too long.

      They were faint. They were tired. They were here.

      "Right," Boomer said, straightening up to
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