
Amusement Park Arcana

by

Jennifer R. Donohue

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No AI/LLM was used in the creation of this work. This work may not be used to train AI/LLMs.

Amusement Park Arcana © 2026 by Jennifer R. Donohue

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review.

ebook ISBN: 978-1-945548-39-0
Paperback ISBN: 978-1-945548-40-6

Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Amusement Park Arcana

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

for the friends I’ve had 

and 

for the friends I’ve lost

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


The whole time the manager, Todd, shows me around the park, all I see is Tara. I’m learning the policies and the maps and the machinery, but what I see is Tara, taking tickets at the gate. Tara, making cotton candy or funnel cake, the too-long sleeves of her uniform t-shirt knotted up so that they ride on her shoulders instead of down by her elbows. Tara, checking the lap bars on the rides and then going to the booth to hit the button. Tara, climbing the lifeguard stand. 

I need the job, of course. My parents aren’t going to let me moon around the house all summer, after crashing and burning the second half of my senior year and somehow limping through, walking across the stage at graduation even though I didn’t want to. I wanted to stay home in my room cocooned in bed, waiting for my phone to ring and for it to be Tara, but my phone never rings anymore. We called each other at least once every day since we met on the first day of middle school, enough that my dad got me my own phone line out of self defense, so that he and my mom could make phone calls once in a while too. We passed notes and talked the whole day every time we saw each other and on the bus home too and then called once we were home.

It’s been months since she went missing, so my parents expect me to be sad but over it by now. She was gone in October, when the park had its spookfest, and the park’s been closed since then, but it’s going to open again for the season. She must’ve just wandered off during an after-hours staff party, the park owner said. All anybody found was her sneakers. A friendship bracelet, that I wear the other half of. Some blood, but stories about how much blood ranged from nosebleed to she’s gotta be dead and somebody hid the body. The police are still investigating. But they didn’t find her body at the park, and there’s only so much park there to look in, so the park was cleared to open.

“You really need to pay attention to this.” I blink at Todd; we’re standing in front of the carousel.

“Sorry,” I say. I can't be bothered to make up an excuse. This isn’t going to work, I think, not for the first time. What did I think I was going to do?

“I was really surprised when Victor told me he hired you,” he says suddenly, stepping a little closer to me. 

“Why?” I look around; there wasn’t anybody else in sight.

“I know who you are, you were friends with that girl.” That girl. Like people died here every year so it was hard to remember which one she was. She worked here, Todd trained her. He graduated a couple years ahead of us, we aren’t all strangers. It’s not like he knows who I am and not Tara; people either know both of us or neither of us. 

Somebody did die here last year, had a heart attack in the cold water in the Grotto. I’m kind of sorry that I’m CPR certified and trained to be a lifeguard; I worked at the beach last year and the year before. This year, Tara’s gone and I’m at the park. Because whatever happened to her happened here, and no, she didn’t just walk off during a party, she wouldn’t do that. Something happened.

“Tara,” I say, with a tiny wobble at the edge of my voice, and I swallow, my eyes burning. Don’t be like that, I think. Calm down. You need to do this. “Well, I need a job, and I hate waitressing.” They would’ve hired me back at the beach, but whatever.

“Yeah, Tara,” Todd says, still looking at me. Does he remember me as a Freshman, when I asked him to sign my yearbook?  “We take safety really seriously here, though, so you need to pay attention to the rides training.”

“Okay,” I say. “Sorry.” 

He looks at me a second longer. “Do you want a cigarette?”

I laugh. “Sure, thanks.” The park PA system squawks into life, the first time I’ve heard it today, and there’s ten seconds of awful ringing feedback and then another ten seconds of what might be “Bohemian Rhapsody” and then it squeals again and clicks and cuts out.

Todd shakes his head like his ears are still ringing. “Well that—”

The PA keys on again. “Attention, Thrill Park Staff, there is pizza for lunch in the cafeteria! No charge, it’s on Victor.”

We look at each other. “Does he...do that?” I ask. Todd shrugs, holds out his cigarettes.

“Sometimes. Guess we better get it while it’s hot.”
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I’m here for an awful reason, like I think I’m Nancy Drew or something, but it’s hard not to be curious about the park. We’ve been coming here for years, since we were kids, and last year was Tara’s second year working here. They like hiring kids as soon as they can work, she told me, because then they don’t know anything about how you’re allowed to get treated at work. And it’s true, almost everybody who works here is people we went to school with. Or people who went to our school before us. Tara used to tell me behind the scenes stuff, but she also used to get me in for free a lot, so I’ve been halfway between public and in-the-know for a little while. I used to say I should quit the beach and come work here, and she used to say she should quit the park and come to the beach, but we never did any of that. As a job, it isn’t so bad, so far. It will be, once we’re open. I know what working with the public is like.

After lunch, I guess Todd doesn’t feel like revisiting rides safety training right away; he gives me one of the park maps and tells me to find all the places he’s marked, and then come back after. I don’t know for sure, but I think that means he’s going to go smoke weed with some of the other managers and doesn’t want to share, and I try hard not to act excited to be left alone to look around.

The areas of the park are the main big rides like the roller coasters and free fall and stuff, the little race track, the water slides and wave pool, the concessions, and then the carnival. They built the carnival the year Tara started; I guess Victor had the actually bright idea that if people are making a whole day at the park, once they’ve had lunch they don’t want to go back on the big rides right away. They want to play carnival games, or get their tarot cards read, or go through the fun house, or look at the witch’s hut/Leeds House, which is I guess a nicer way of saying ‘gallery of weird stuff preserved in jars’ and fake taxidermied Jersey Devil. 

Just like how much blood they found, where they found it has been different too. Was it between the fun house and the Leeds House? Was it by the roller coasters? Was it at the water park? Anywhere, it could’ve been anywhere, and I haven’t been here long enough to find somebody who I think both knows the actual answer and will tell me. I’ve got to make those connections and earn that trust and just being a familiar face isn’t enough.

It’s a bright sunny day and it's completely weird to walk around the park alone. I see other staff of course, but nobody comes and talks to me. There are other workers here, too, contractors I guess, replacing a bunch of the fences around the rides. Doing landscaping. Refreshing the park’s look or something, I overheard somebody say.

I’m by the carnival games when I look at the map again, which is the goofy almost-cartoon promo one that gets handed out for free, except somebody, Todd I guess, drew the employee areas on it with pen. I’ve been here enough that I could’ve probably drawn the public park from memory, but a lot of the employees' parts are new to me.  It’s not the kind of place that’ll have secret tunnels, but it was fun to pretend for a minute. Like, tunnels under the funhouse would make sense, or maybe the witch house, or—

There’s a payphone ringing.

All of my thoughts white out and I go to find it. 

It’s bolted to the wall outside the entrance to the women’s restroom, cowled in a steel box with an outline of a phone made out of punched-out dots on the side, that always makes me think of those card things that you sewed in like, preschool. There’s all kinds of graffiti inside that box, bad words and boobs and phone numbers and the cool S, but the receivers always look brand-new, black not-plastic that’s been cooking in the sun, and it burns my hand when I pick it up but I pick it up and bring it to my ear, gripping it harder, and say “Hello?”

An ocean’s worth of static, and then Tara’s voice saying “Riley?!” a little too high pitched like she’s crying but it’s Tara there’s no way for it to be anybody other than her.

“It’s me Tara, where are you? Oh my god, we’ve—”

“Riley?” she says again, and the static gets louder and I press the phone to my ear harder, slick with sweat, and then she screams and it pierces my skull and I jumpscare like I’m watching a horror movie, flinging the phone away from me on its short silver cord. It thunks against the wall and then hangs, swinging. 

I reach for it again, my fingers burning, tingling, and then a toilet flushes inside the restroom, and the water runs, and another girl in a staff shirt is standing in the open doorway, frowning. She’s got a Walkman on her belt, headphones around her neck, sunglasses on top of her head.

“What are you doing?” she asks. 

“I was just...” I trail off, putting the receiver to my ear for a second. There’s nothing, no static, no dial tone. No Tara.

“That phone’s been broken since last year.” 

“Oh. I didn’t know.” I hang it up slowly. I’m breathing too hard to have just been standing here.

She nods, taking me in, then slides on her sunglasses. Her sleeves are knotted up like Tara’s would’ve been. Like mine are. “You’re new, right? You’re not supposed to be walking around alone. New rule.” She pauses, frowns again. “Since last year.” 

I hold up the map “Todd told me to—”

“Jesus, Todd. Well fine, I’ll yell at him later. Come with me, I’ll be your buddy. I’m Amy.”

“I’m Riley.” I’ve never met Amy, she was never here when I came before, but Tara mentioned her as a good person to be around. “Thanks a lot.”

“You’re fine. Todd’s an asshole.” 

“He wasn’t like, mean or anything.”

“No, he just didn’t make first string on the dumb team he wanted to be on in college and is a washed up stoner now at the ripe old age of twenty one or whatever.” April pulls the map out of my hands. “Okay, well, we’re here. The next place he marked is by the Leeds House.” 

She gives it back, and I look at it again as we start walking, even though I know. “Do we just spend the whole summer explaining what the Leeds House is to people?”

“Only out of towners. Everybody else knows, or reads the sign.” I’ve seen the signs so many times I forgot there were signs. “So what brings you to the Thrill Park family?”

“What do you mean?” I can’t think of anything else to say.

“If my friend went missing here, I’d never come back,” she says. I stop and look at her. She stops too, and looks back, but I can’t see her eyes. 

“Todd asked me that too,” I say. 

“That’s surprising.” Meaning Todd doesn’t care about anything. 

“I was surprised too.” But she’s waiting. It’s fine, I’m not really Nancy Drew, it’s not like I’m undercover, where everybody knows me anyway. “Like, exactly. My best friend went missing here. It’s the last place she was and I haven’t talked to her since and—” I shouldn’t be surprised that I’m crying but I feel so stupid for crying.

“Okay okay.” Amy pulls me over to the Leeds House, looking around. Some distant part of me understands that she’s got to be an older sister, that’s the lookaround they do to
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