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      One of the only places to find summer employment as a teen in the 1980s Florida Heartland was at Pirate Pete’s Adventureland.

      No matter that the place was rundown or that you had to buy your own work T-shirts and water cups.

      When Gina goes back one night to get a clean T-shirt from her locker, she discovers another side to the seedy park.

      A side that might end her life before it really begins….

      “Pirate Pete’s” originally appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine, 2019.
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      There weren’t many places for teenagers to find summer employment in the Florida Heartland in the summer of 1983, and even fewer places for teenagers to hang out. The ocean was too far. The lake worked in a pinch for some, if they were close enough, but it tended to be overrun with families and fishermen. There were no malls yet, not even in Sebring.

      But there was Pirate Pete’s Adventureland.

      Built several decades before as a kiddie amusement park—which is still was on summer days—it became a gathering place for bored teens at night.

      For some of us, it was also one of the few places that we could find jobs.

      I was sixteen that summer, between my junior and senior years of high school.

      Pirate Pete’s meandered through oak trees dripping with Spanish moss. Even though it wasn’t near the actual ocean, there was an algae-choked manmade lagoon where you could play water bumper-cars or climb around on a small replica pirate ship (mostly made of fiberglass) moored at the dock. There was a pirate-themed mini-putt course, game booths, high seas merchandise booths, a couple of rickety kiddie rides, and a snack shack run by a guy who slept there at night. I have no idea where he went after the park closed in September. Maybe he lived there year round.

      I worked one of the game booths. Cannons instead of guns that shot a stream of water, and you tried to knock over flat pirate ships instead of ducks or whatever. Arrrgh, and all that. The easiest thing to win was a black eye patch, which the little kids loved. You worked your way up through a red polyester sash, a plastic sword, a pirate hat…. Win them all and you had all the accouterments of a proper scourge of the seven seas.

      It was a shitty place to work in many ways. Pirate Pete—yes, the place was owned and run by a guy named Pete, or if he had any other name, I never knew it—nickel-and-dimed his employees any way he could. Because it was a seasonal job, he didn’t have to pay us minimum wage. We had to wear official Pirate Pete’s T-shirts, which we had to purchase ourselves (and in the heat and humidity of the Florida Heartland, you had to have at least two, depending on how often your mother was willing to do your laundry). If you wanted water from the snack shake, you had to pay for the cup. Lame.
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