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“Perhaps it’s like the difference between
pizza and a grilled cheese sandwich?” she said.

I looked up from the two novels that I held,
one in my right hand and one in my left, and looked at her. She was
Reason A for me to be in this bookstore. I held Reasons B and C in
my hands. I had never spoken to her except a mumbled “Can I have
this please?” when paying for my books. She had served me four
times this semester, once a week on average, or 24% of my total
visits so far, counting today. Would she serve me today, or was she
scheduled to walk the floor to check for shoplifters?

She smiled at me. “You know there doesn’t
seem to be much difference between them in theory, both cheese and
bread cooked together, but everyone knows that they are
different.”

She was just dressed in the shop’s staff
uniform, plain black T-shirt and pants, with a small yellow
bookstore logo above her left breast. Nothing special to look at,
but I couldn’t take my eyes off that logo. I had read in Maxim that
it was important to make eye contact and to be confident. Oh yeah
and to smile, just like she was doing. She must have read the same
article but the version for girls in one of their magazines.

“What?” I got out. Shit! I’d blown it
already. Why had I said that?

Her smile started to slip into a puzzled
crease. “Never mind, it’s nothing,” she said. “Anything I can help
you with ... sir?” Her voice had slipped from real warmth into the
plastic “have a nice day” patter of a shop assistant.

I shook my head and she gave a fake smile and
walked away. I watched her as she walked. “Wait,” I called. A tall
heavily tattooed biker paging through part 2 of a Space Opera
trilogy glared at me as if I were breaking a vow of silence. This
is a bookstore, not a damn library, I wanted to yell at him.

She turned and walked back. The real smile
had returned as well. “Pizza and grilled cheese sandwich? What did
you mean by that?”

“Well I noticed those two books you picked
up.” I nodded. “They are both by the same author, but one of them
was from the Dark Fantasy category and the other was from
Fantasy.”

“Dark Fantasy! Should be Horror,” I said.
Damn there I went again. Was that patronizing, or pompous? Which
was the right phrase? Should I ask her? No, better not.

“Yeah right, just a marketing play,” she
said.

“You are so right.” I loved this girl.
I was so sure we had a connection. We were made for each other.
Where was her nametag? I so
needed to know her name at the moment, to call her by her
name. But she wasn’t wearing it. I had never seen her wearing it, I
realized. I didn’t know her name. I called her Reason A.

“But I’ve read both of them, and apart from
the cover, I couldn’t tell why one was classified as horror and one
was classified as fantasy.” She stood nearer to me, coming round to
stand right next to me in fact. Her arm was touching my arm through
the fabric of our clothes. There was something electric. Probably
static, I thought. “And I’m guessing,” she continued, “that you’re
wondering the same thing having read what it says on the back. But
you’re confused about the covers and the category.”

I didn’t know if I should get down on one
knee and propose then and there.

We both turned to face each other though and
like a sea parting the distance between us grew physically and
metaphorically as the biker at the other end of the aisle put down
the second installment in the space opera trilogy that he seemed to
be half way through (he really did think this was a library) and
grunted. He was looking at us with disappointment on his face. I
knew that look; I had seen it on my pop’s face when I announced
that I was dropping extra sports to write for the high school
magazine.

He walked past us. He had a strong odor, a
not unpleasant mix of whisky, tobacco and leather, but it made my
nose tingle and I just stifled a sneeze.

“Horror has a supernatural element. Fantasy
doesn’t,” he announced. And then he was gone, shouldering his way
past a couple of ladies who lunch in the cookery section and then
he was steaming out the door. A few seconds later I heard the roar
of a Harley which receded slowly and seemed to linger long after it
was gone.

Ten minutes later I would have gladly hugged
that strange old biker, despite his sneeze-inducing stink. Carrie
(that was her name) and I both nearly killed ourselves laughing.
She had to drag me out of the store, she was giggling so much. She
was worried that her boss would hear her and fire her or something.
We exchanged numbers, and she asked me if I wanted to meet for a
coffee. The rest was simple. All I had to do was to say yes, I
couldn’t screw that up could I?

So I said yes.

I waved goodbye, and my feet didn’t touch the
ground until I got to campus and I was walking up the steps to
Professor Wolfe’s class. Then some sort of survival gene kicked in
and I realized that I was about to walk in without having done the
week’s assignment. I had dropped into the bookstore on my way to
the library to do some last minute study, read through the passage
to make sure I had something to ask and answer when the Professor
lined me up in his sights.

The high of getting a date from Carrie though
had boosted my confidence into the stratosphere. Hell, I had read
Frankenstein once already. I’d seen the film too, I think, well
hadn’t everybody, or was that The Addams Family? I had a question
of my own for Professor Wolfe.
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But Frankenstein was off the agenda. Wolfe
announced that he was standing in for Dr Abrams for the next two
weeks and he wanted to get his section on Marketing out of the way
first. We would cover Frankenstein tomorrow. He wanted to give more
time to it, he said. He was a bit eccentric like that, always
jumping around from one thing to the other. You never knew where
you were with him. But I think it was a strategy to fool the lamer
students in his class.

The Marketing lecture was the usual spiel
about selling yourself as an author. Writing for your genre,
getting to know your ideal reader and engaging with them. Blah,
blah, blah ... I could tell Professor Wolfe was going through the
motions. He wasn’t engaged by this part of the curriculum. He was
certainly not the ideal teacher for it. Dr Abrams, the guy he was
stepping in for, was taking a leave of absence to concentrate on
his latest blog tour. Dr Abrams was such a schmuck. Rumor had it
that he didn’t actually write under his real name—the blog tour was
for his alter ego, a regency romance pen-name: Pippa
Forthright.

I could tell the rest of the students wanted
more from Wolfe on the whole Marketing thing. Most of them already
had their websites, fully formed social media strategies and press
packs galore. But none of them had actually written more than a few
short stories, or had a novel in the works. It was a joke! Wolfe
was much more about keeping it real.

The lecture ended on bookstore categories and
cover art. This was my moment. Wolfe had been ploughing along
through the course notes trying to avoid interaction with the class
as much as he could. On a normal day, if he’d been teaching
something he liked such as “the unreliable narrator” or “simile
versus metaphor” each of us would be trying to dodge the bullets of
inquisition that he fired from behind his lectern. But today it was
him who was dodging suppressing fire from his career-minded and way
too overconfident students.

He rattled through the rest of the notes,
looked up and asked “any questions?” in a resigned tone as he
looked at his watch. No-one dared to raise their hand. Except for
me.

He didn’t look up though and he never saw my
raised hand. A couple of the other students sniggered as they
watched me ashamedly lower my arm. Wolfe was packing up his notes,
just wanting to get out of there as fast he could. The rest of the
students were chatting, ambling towards the door, talking the usual
bullshit: “I’m over 10,000 followers on Twitter now,” “Wow, that’s
cool, but Pinterest is the place to be.” All the usual crap. I
fought against the flow of my fellow students to get to the front
of the hall to try to catch Wolfe before he left.

He had his satchel under his arm and head
down he was walking for the door. The satchel was an old leather
number, might fit an iPad in there, but not big enough for a
laptop, I thought. “Professor Wolfe,” I said. He looked from side
to side as if not knowing where the voice came from and stopped
walking. His eyes fixed on me and I came closer. I had never been
as close before. I always sat in the same place during lectures,
four rows from the back, five seats in from the side. I always
found that the best place for me for some reason—must have
something to do with angles and how I held my pen. As I stood there
I sort of wished that I had never been so determined to ask him my
question. I should have just stayed in my mediocre and safe place
near the back of the class, not pushed myself forward. Not tried to
get his attention.

That satchel was made of leather and it smelt
real strong. And it was strange, I didn’t think he was
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