The Woman in Black

By David P Wahr

One summer a little over ten years ago, while earning money to complete my college education, I was employed by a large, regional amusement park. Looking at the park today (complete with super-sized coasters, giant Ferris wheels and other computerized thrills) you wouldn't realize that its history begins in the 1890's. It's one of the few parks that were able to make the transition from beach front resort to multi-million dollar playground. So, unlike many of today's modern mega-parks, it has a few legends. Please don't misunderstand me, I'm not referring to the so called "legends" that the park's current management promotes. I'm not talking about visiting presidents, or the tallest-fastest-scariest-only ride in existence, or the now famous football player who perfected his unique style of passing on the park's beach. No, I'm referring to the kind of story that, in another era, followed every carnival from town to town. The kind of story that involves, as Shakespeare might say, two “star crossed” lovers and their untimely demise, or perhaps the story of a former owner who doesn't quite realize that he has passed on, or a favorite customer--excuse me, a favorite “guest”--who still watches over certain attractions. The kind of story that, if management had its way, would be kept from the thousands of people who pass through the park's gates every summer day in search of thrills they cannot find in their daily lives. The kind of story only whispered by employees after hours (whispered as much out of excitement, as well as out of fear for their jobs). The kind of story you once heard around a campfire on some dark, moonless night…a ghost story.

This particular story involves a carrousel, also know as a merry-go-round to the less inhibited, which is tucked away at the rear of this park and is, for the most part, ignored by the hoards of visitors who pass by each season. Visitors who are just in too much of a hurry to ride the "tallest roller coaster in America" or other such attraction and just don't have time for a "kiddie" ride. This carrousel is an antique, built in Germany before the first World War and brought to the park when there wasn't much more here than a hotel and a bathing beach.
The carrousel has three rings of horses that prance up and down in a lulling motion. The fourth ring of horses surrounds the others and is made up of a wide variety of stationary animals. In this ring you can choose to ride a lion, tiger, giraffe, or even an oversized rabbit if you prefer. All the animals are carved from wood and have their original glass eyes and each is painted in bright, whimsical colors. Each animal except for the “lead” horse. 
Many people don’t realize, but every carrousel has one animal, usually a horse, that is leading the other members of the assembled menagerie in there endless path. On this carrousel the lead horse is a magnificent steed and it is painted dark as a moonless night, with a saddle of deep scarlet, eyes black as the stygian depths which, if you take the time to look into them, reveal the faintest glimmer of fire-red burning fathoms deep within. It is a large, muscular stallion with a flowing mane and a tail that extends nearly to the platform. There is no other animal on the carrousel that suggests the same power and majesty. It is the only horse fit for the woman in black to ride. 

Some say that during the peak of the season, when the moon is full of course, that at midnight the carrousel will light up and start to revolve on its own. Any attempt to stop the ride is in vain, because the main power switch was never turned on and so cannot be turned off. All anyone can do is wait…wait until she has taken her ride. 

Sometimes she arrives a few minutes after the merry-go-round has started, sometimes she arrives a full half an hour later, but when she arrives she always rides one complete revolution--never more, never less. She always rides dressed in a flowing gown of black which somehow seems to reflect the moonlight. Sometimes she wears a veil draped across her face and cries, other times she giggles. No one is sure why she rides, or how long she has been riding, but everyone is sure that she does indeed ride.

And she always rides alone.

One of the advantages of being an employee of this park was that you could actually rent a dormitory style room, owned and operated by the park, on the property and enter or leave the park whenever you liked without so much as a second glance by the security staff. So after a summer of hearing the stories, I decided that I was going to see if the woman in black did indeed exist. So on the night of the full moon in August, I went to the relatively secluded wooded area in the back of the park where the carrousel was. At about 11:45 p.m., I sat on a bench not too far from the ride, but not in a direct line of sight from it (I didn't want to risk scaring her off). My plan was simple; I would listen for the music of the calliope and then rush up to the carrousel to see her. 

After closing, the park takes on personality totally opposite of its daytime image. Most of the lights are off and the rides that seem to never stop all day long are frozen. Somewhere in the distance you can here the clang of hammers on metal as the maintenance people fix some attraction or another. Music and an occasional laugh can be heard from the employee recreation building. Otherwise, it is quiet and I was, therefore quite surprised (and more than a little scared) when I heard breathing behind me. I sat there still, with my neck prickling, and waiting for I didn’t know what.  I had hoped for a ghost in front of me, but I wasn't prepared for one behind me. I did not move for several minutes, not sure whether to turn or not.  Then the breathing became a voice, "What are you doing here?"  I turned to see the familiar face of "Pops" Miller. Pops started as bellboy at the parks hotel more than forty years ago and worked his way up through the ranks finally becoming manager for the park’s ride operations before retiring. Upper management had a fondness for Pops and so they let him stay in an apartment above the main arcade.  He was rumored to be the one and only employee who had worked for the park for more than forty years, he never married and often said that the park and its employees were the only family he needed.
I showed him my employee ID and told him that I was just resting after taking a quick walk around the park before going to bed.

"And you just happened to stop and rest in front of the carrousel, is that it young man?"

"Yeah, I guess so."

"Don't try and fool me," his voice was strong for an old man. I could only detect the slightest quiver, "you came to see her. Didn't you?"

I suddenly felt silly. "Yes," I said, "I know it doesn't make much sense. But, I just had to see for myself." 

"No one ever told you that she won't come if she knows that you're waiting for her?"

"Well, that's why I chose this spot. See, if you sit here on this bench, you can't be seen from the ride."

"Got it all figured out don't you. Well, you're too old to believe in ghost stories. Why don't you just move along?"

"If it's not true about her, then what harm is there in letting me stay? It's only a couple minutes to midnight."

Pops cleared his throat and looked at his feet for a moment while he thought. A breeze was blowing in off the lake and, despite my jacket and the warmth of summer, I shivered. "What will you do if she doesn't come?"  Pops finally asked.

"I dunno. Go to bed, I guess." I answered.

"And if she comes?"

"I'll have a heck of a story to tell."

"No one will believe you."

"S'okay. I'll know."

"Well," he let out a long breath, "I suppose there's no harm if you stay..." he muttered something under his breath that I couldn't quite hear. He sat down beside me and glanced over his shoulder, looking towards the ride.

"Pops? What are you doing here?" I asked. He looked at me, then back at the ride and at me again.
"Same thing as you."

"Have you ever seen her before?"

"Do you think I'd be here if I had?"

"Depends. I kinda think that you would have given up trying to see her, as long as you've been here."  He didn't say anything.  So I continued, "Do you think it's true, what they say about her?"

"What's that?"

"That she's waiting for someone who has never shown up. A lover, who stood her up once, and that she's cursed now, and has to ride forever. Or until he shows up to ride with her?"

"Now how would 'they' know all that?"

"I don't know. How do they know anything. People talk, stories grow. But, you didn't answer my question. Do you think that she was jilted?"

"No!" Pops shout made me jump, "I don't think she was jilted. She was never jilted she was the most loved person in the world.  He never forgot her, no. She rides that thing because she loved it so much.  I'll never forget her, what it did to us..." his voice echoed into the darkness and his eyes grew silent.

"Us?  You seem to know an awful lot about her?  What else do you know?" I looked directly at the old man. A tear glistened on his cheek. 

"I don't know anything! Stop prying into my affairs. Maybe you should leave." His voice was shaking and his body trembled.

"I'm sorry.  I didn't think I was prying." We were silent for a few minutes. Then it occurred to me, how could I have been so stupid, "You knew her, didn't you. You and she were..."

"Yes, we were. It was more than fifty years ago when it happened. They had just brought the carrousel over from Germany. Surprised it wasn't destroyed during the war. There wasn't much else here back then. A small coaster, a couple of dark rides, the boardwalk and the arcade of course. Nothing like it is now." He paused briefly, "Anyway, I worked at the hotel then, wasn't much more than a boy, she was a maid. The prettiest thing you ever did see. Her name was Darlene, and after a brief romance, we decided to get married." He stopped and took a breath, "anyway, she and I were supposed to meet at the carrousel and try it out. Then we were going to spend the day together. Well, she couldn't wait for me, she loved to try out new things and she loved carrousel's. She got there first. She just couldn't wait. You should have seen her face light up when she rode the old carrousel. She would ride it all day if she thought she could. She was so comfortable on the thing that she never...she never held on tight."

"Are you okay?"

"I haven't been okay in years." He reached up and wiped his cheek, "She talked the operator into letting her be the first to ride. He told me later that he warned her that they hadn't started it up yet, and that it might be a jerky ride until they could adjust the belts...he said that she didn't care, and would hold on tight...so he let her on. You can probably guess the rest."

"She fell off?" I said.

"Yes. One of the belts jammed into the gears. The thing stopped...suddenly. She wasn't hanging on tight...of course. She fell off the horse, she was riding the black one, she hit her head...and...and..." tears were flowing down his face now, he took a quick breath, holding back a sob, "she died on the merry-go-round. Who'd think it?  She died on a kiddie ride. A damn kiddie ride..." he put his face in his hands and cried softly. I felt uncomfortable asking him another question, but I had to know. I had to be sure.

"So she rides, because she's..."

"Waiting for me." Pops finished my sentence. "That much of the story is true. She's waiting for her lover to show up." he began to cry again.

"Come on Pops," I tried to be comforting, "it's alright. It's all in the past now." 

"No it's not alright. It was never alright, and will never be alright. Not until..." he stopped talking and looked back at the ride.

"It's okay Pops. I understand." 

"No, no you don't understand. I don't think anyone can." 

"Come on, it's after midnight she's not coming. It's just a story. Let's go. I'll walk you back to your place."

Pops straightened up and after another long moment said, "No. You go. I'll be okay."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, I'm sure. Everything's going to be fine. Everything's going to be just okay." 

I looked at Pops, he was now smiling. "Okay," I said, "I'll see you in the morning." 

"Uh?  Oh yeah, see you in the morning." Pops voice was hollow, distant sounding somehow. He was still looking at the carrousel. I stood up, put my hand on his shoulder, then headed back to the employee dorms. I was about hundred yards from where Pops had been sitting when the lights of the carrousel behind me came on, distorting the shapes and shadows that lay before me. I heard the tinny music of the calliope. I resisted the urge to turn and look. If the woman in black was riding the carrousel, well, I wanted her and Pops to be alone.

I did not see Pops the next morning, or ever again. According to park management, Pops had, for some reason that no one could figure out, was sitting on the lead horse of the carrousel when he had a massive heart attack, and died shortly after midnight. The coroner said that his death was quick and he didn't suffer. In fact, the park security guards that found him said Pops was smiling.

*****

A couple of years ago, I went back to the park with my family. While the kids were riding the carrousel, I asked the attendant at the exit gate if she knew about the legend of the carrousel.

"How did you know about the ghosts?" the attendant asked me. 

"I used to work here." 

"Oh, well, I suppose it's okay then. Yeah, we still talk about the midnight riders." 

"Riders? There's more than one? We used to just tell the story of the woman in black."

"Black? Boy has that story changed. The story goes that during the peak of the season, and always when the moon is full, at about midnight the carrousel will light up and start to revolve on its own. When this happens, it can't be shut off, because it was never turned on, and all you can do is wait. Wait until they have taken their ride. Riding together on the lead horse. And they are always laughing and giggling. A man and a woman. A woman in white."

"White?"

"Yeah, a woman in white. You know, like a wedding gown."

The kids were coming off the ride, so I thanked the attendant and went on to enjoy the rest of the park content in the knowledge that the woman in black no longer has to wait.
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