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Help Wanted


Synopsis: Help Wanted: A large mall
springs up seemingly overnight in place of an apple orchard and
suddenly; the number of stores inside intrigues the townspeople.
Most advertise for Help Wanted and several of the locals apply. The
startling thing is that that all of the shopkeepers seem to know
about the applicants even before they open their mouths. This is a
classic Sci-Fi story suitable for any age, in the vein of the Old
Masters of Sci-Fi. Many of the townspeople will reunite at the mall
after losing track of each other.

 


 


It was a pleasant day in the month of
May when the Mysterious Woods Shopping Mall opened for business in
the former apple orchard outside of Gem City, Ohio. The small town
next to it had known about the new mall, which would take the place
of the sleepy little apple orchard Farmer Joe used to own. Farmer
Joe had grown tired of the kids at the new development coming over
and stealing his corn in the winter and pumpkins in the
fall.

One day a man appeared who wanted to
build a big shopping mall on the farmland. He quoted Farmer Joe a
price and the deal was done that afternoon. Farmer Joe’s family had
owned the land for generations, but he was tired of the
back-breaking work of tending the orchard and planting his crops
every spring. If someone wanted the land for a mall, so much the
better for him. He was never heard from again after moving out of
the farmhouse, but people would claim to have seen him in Florida,
soaking up the sunshine on the beach.

A few weeks later the announcements for
the mall began to appear all over town. Billboards would proclaim
the new shopping center, which would be opening soon in the old
orchard. The woods had been known as the “Mystery Woods” at the
edge of Farmer Joe’s land. He had never done much with that
particular patch of woods, preferring to let it lay fallow and
provide a habitat for the game he hunted in the fall. The mall was
slated to be placed on the spot where his farm had stood for
generations, but not interfere with the woods. However, the
proximity of it to the woods caused the name to stick.

It was early in the year
nineteen-seventy and the hectic decade before it was winding down.
People wanted to get the excesses of the past few years over and
shop! The mall would be open to everyone. It would provide jobs for
many of the people who lived in the town. Not everyone wanted to
work at an auto plant and a clean, inside retail job seemed to be a
good start for the high school kids

Ads appeared in the newspaper
announcing the opening of the mall and the jobs that needed to be
filled. Flyers appeared on doors and in the mail. Whoever was
building the mall had a keen sense of design, as it looked very
modern from the information: Steel, glass and concrete. It was an
open-air mall, which was still a new concept. Just about every
other shopping mall built was enclosed in a big box so the shoppers
could make their purchases in all sorts of weather.

The new mall wanted to duplicate a
village and was open to the outside. People could wander around and
find what they needed in the open. It lacked a cinema, which was
unusual, but had all the other stores a good mall should possess.
The mall was going to contain one hundred fifty stores, which was
more than anyone had ever seen in one place.

A list of stores was published in the
local papers and everyone grabbed the Sunday edition just to find
out which ones would be there. Oddly enough, no one had heard of
any of these stores before, but they carried everything the town
needed. There were clothing stores, shoe stores, restaurants,
record stores, and even bookstores. A big hobby store was located
near the parking lot, which had the local kids excited. The mall
would include several toy stores as well.

The planning team from the mall made a
quick appearance one night at the city building. They showed the
mayor and his aides how much the town would benefit from the new
mall. The team consisted of four men with very educated names, but
who showed the city planning commission everything they wanted to
hear. It was rumored money changed hands and favors were made at
the meeting, but no one ever proved a thing.

The only thing that made planning
commission pause was the lack of requests for heavy machinery. The
city had a small clause in all construction permits, which
regulated the heavy machines used on a job site. Critics claimed it
was a subtle way for the local contractors to get control of the
big jobs, but the city responded by saying they needed it to be
sure that safety was maintained. The people who were building the
mall said it wouldn’t be necessary, as their own people would have
it up in no time.

It went up very quickly. One day there
was an abandoned apple orchard, the next day the mall appeared. At
the time, the road wasn’t used that much. A truck driving to the
fruit farm from the civic arena cruised down the road one fall
morning when the mist from the evening rain was clearing. He saw it
part to reveal a completed shopping mall. The driver pulled his
truck over to the side of the road and stopped to look.

It was complete in every shape and
form. The parking lot was right next to the road and the logo of
the mall was displayed for everyone to see. A large sign across the
entrance thanked everyone for entering the Mystery Woods Shopping
Mall. Another sign had a list of all the stores needing help and
what time they would be taking interviews.

He looked out across the parking lot
and saw a number of cars parked there, but not very many. The mall
was still not open for business, but a large banner proclaimed next
Friday, October thirtieth, as the grand opening.

The truck driver put his vehicle in
gear and continued down the road.

“Got that place up in a hurry,” he said
to himself. “I didn’t even see moving vans back there. Guess who
ever built it knew exactly what they were doing.” He needed to make
a phone call after picking up his load. The driver knew of a few
families who needed some extra income and they needed to get over
there and fill out applications.

 


 


The “Help Wanted” sections of the local
papers filled rapidly with jobs for the new mall. People soon made
the trek out to the Mysterious Woods Mall and began the long task
of filling out the applications. Everyone knew someone who needed a
job and working at the mall beat the heck out of watching a machine
stamp out widgets all day long. You could find a job that paid good
money and had benefits at the widget mills, but it wasn’t easy and
usually you needed to have a family connection. So, the mall was a
much better option for many people who just wanted the extra cash
and didn’t have families to support.

 


 


It was on the following Tuesday when
Arthur Mitchell showed up at the mall to see what kind of work he
could find. Artie, as everyone called him, had just turned
seventeen, which was the minimum age you could work at a place
where cash was involved. He had spent his previous summer working
behind a deep fryer at a hamburger joint and was ready to try
something else.

His mom had shoved the ads for the mall
in his face at breakfast one morning reminding him that his cousins
were already working on a bailing machine at a horse farm and why
couldn’t he get his lazy ass off the couch and go do something? So,
it was off to the mall he went that summer.

Artie didn’t have too many friends in
those days and the ones he did shared the same interests and read
the same books. He didn’t even have a steady girlfriend since he
lacked the social skills needed to compete with the jocks for
women. As usual, the athletes and bright boys got all the attention
at his massive high school, which was filled with the sons and
daughters of defense workers.

His mother was constantly watching him
to see if he showed any signs of acting a little too strangely and
had frequently consulted the family doctor and minister over what
to do about a young man who would rather spend the afternoon with a
copy of a Dumas novel than smacking a ball around on a grassy
field.

Maybe he could find something in the
mall to do in the summer time. If nothing else it would get him out
of the nightmare he had to endure at home with his obsessive mother
and annoying sisters. And the money he earned wouldn’t be a bad
thing either.

He walked across the clean concrete and
looked at the help wanted signs on all the stores. Which one should
he choose? Which store would allow him to save money for college
and maybe even allow him to meet girls? He was puzzled by it
all.

The first thing he noticed was that all
the spaces were full. This was unusual as most malls, he had heard,
opened in stages. They would have grand openings where only a few
stores would fill the spaces, then gradually a few more would fill
in the vacant slots until, in due time, all the spaces were rented.
But this mall had all the stores filled. Artie figured whoever
owned the mall must know what they were doing to have all the
spaces rented so quickly.

He sat down on a bench and looked
around. At least half of the stores had the “Help Wanted” signs on
them and people were doing what he intended on doing: Filling out
applications. He wondered whom he would put down as a reference.
Surely not the manager at the burger joint where he’d worked last
summer. The man was an alcoholic and liked to humiliate the kids
who worked there by yelling at them. He might use one of few
teachers who knew who he was.

With the class sizes so big at his high
school, it was hard for any teacher to know who the students were
unless they were over or under-achievers.

Across from him was Lancelot Music. It
had a sign advertising employment in the window. Maybe he would try
that store. He liked the music of Sonny and Cher on the radio. He
liked music of all kinds. Didn’t all the cool kids have quality
stereo systems? And what about the eight-track tape deck he was
seeing in all the new cars? He could see himself working in that
place. Artie stood up and began walking to the record store, having
fantasies of showing a hot girl from across town the latest Beatles
album. It might not be a bad place to work. Didn’t a record store
owner book and promote famous bands on the radio. Yes, it sounded
like a place he wanted to work.

And then he stopped, because ninety
degrees from him was Artie’s version of heaven on earth.

A bookstore. There was a new bookstore
that was advertising for help.

He loved books of all types. Artie had
grown up near a library and spent his summers with his nose in
every kind of book he could find. At one point he attempted to read
every single book in the “Science” section, but never made it past
‘Asimov’. His pleasant childhood memories consisted of himself in
the little tool shed his dad had built with a copy of a library
book reading away. He would lose track of space and time in those
books.

They took him places he had never been
and opened his mind to all kinds of ideas. The librarians found him
amusing and would joke to each other about the kid who wanted to
make whatever he read about.

So, he changed his course and made for
the Mad Doctor Bookstore.

From the outside, the Mad Doctor
Bookstore showed a selection of paperbacks and trade editions of
popular volumes in the display window. It was overlain with a logo
of a crazy academic screaming his head off. The little professor
could be seen everywhere on the inside of the store once you opened
the door. It was the logo of the corporation that owned the
franchise and was carefully planned out by a committee of the
finest minds in marketing.

Artie learned about history of the
store later on, but for the time being he was interested in seeing
what kind of books the store had to offer.

As he walked into the store, Artie was
struck by the smell of fresh, new books. It was a combination of
paper, glue and preservatives. Nothing on earth quite smelled that
way and he was intoxicated by the scent. He grabbed the counter
upon walking through the door. Soothing classical music played from
the speakers on the wall and his eyes managed to adjust to the dim
lighting inside.

The aisles of books that stretched
through the store were illuminated by hanging fluorescent lights,
but some sunlight managed to filter into the inside.

“Wow, it’s dark in here,” he said to
himself after regaining his balance. Next to him a magazine rack
showed plenty of titles he knew about, but many he
didn’t.

“It helps the books,” said a voice
behind the counter. Artie turned to look at the person who was
talking to him.

“They don’t like a lot of light; did
you know that?” she said to him. “It makes the colors on the covers
fade, so we have to be careful.”

Facing Artie was a woman of about
thirty years of age with a lot of makeup on her face. She was a
blond and had small earrings dangling from the lobes of her ears.
She was smiling at him, something Artie wasn’t used to seeing from
women. But what really impressed him was the long black dress she
wore. It reminded him of the one worn by a TV actress he remembered
as a kid. Something about a haunted house, but he couldn’t remember
for sure.

“I didn’t know that,” he
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