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The storm rages outside. An unforgiving melody that batters against the bookshop's windows with a scattered rhythm. The sound pulls me from the overturned book in my hand. I peek at the disgruntled weather, paying it very little mind. I have nowhere else to be, no ticking clock hurrying me along. No appointments to get to. No agenda of any kind. I could take all the time I wanted. As long as the wind and rain and inky dark sky dared to throw a tantrum. The weather gives me all the more reason to peruse the shelves and titles.

I return the paperback to its designated spot among the contenders. Sinking into a crouch, a motion accompanied by the faint, hollow clicking of my protesting knees, I skim the spines on the bottom shelf. A thinly bound number with an orange and red ombre design catches my eye. With the tip of my index finger, I collect the book from its home and flip it over. I read the description on the back before returning the book to the shelf. I repeat this process for an undisclosed amount of time. It's slow and steady work moving from one side of the shelf to the other in a very orderly fashion. No books go overlooked on my watch.

"Attention customers," a youthful yet tinny voice speaks over the PA system in the store. "Due to the severe weather, we are asking all customers to move to the far-left corner of the store until the storm passes. For your safety, please make your way to the far-left corner of the store. Thank you."

My lips purse at the thought of abandoning my favorite section, and for something as trivial as the storm no less. I had only made it through a quarter of the horror titles and wasn't keen on disowning my task. I stand and eye the source of my annoyance. The storm. Admittedly, conditions outside have deteriorated since the last time I looked. The request to sequester in the safest part of the store wasn't unfounded as it turns out.

As I meander over to the so-called storm shelter, I scan the signs hanging from the ceiling, marking the sections in the far-left corner. American History, Biographies and Autobiographies, Religion, and Self-Help.

My annoyance intensifies. Being stranded in a bookstore sounds like a dream, until you're stuck browsing the most undesirable sections in the building. I hesitate, scanning the shelves before me, narrowing down which section I'd deposit my boredom into. My indignation instantly dims when I spot one final sign that reads True Crime. A small slice of the bookstore I often forget exists but thoroughly enjoy grazing over. 

A handful of fellow stranded customers are already milling about the insufferable sections in the corner. Most on their phones, others casually reading the unpurchased books they've already claimed as their own. I shuffle over to the two lonely shelves housing the True Crime selections and give myself over to it. 

Without any kind of order or formality, my attention bounces around the spines of the books. Being pulled from the Horror section has me all flustered and disorganized. Scattered among the money-grab true crime novels and thick bindings that resembled textbooks were a few reads that stuck out to me, warranting a closer look.

I spend the next few minutes reading the back-facing synopses of a few different books while actively ignoring the rising intensity of the storm when I become keenly aware I'm no longer alone. I absorb his closeness before I see him. Out of the corner of my eye, I spy a tall figure nosed up to the True Crime options right alongside me, presumably unaware of me. I wonder if the man is conscious of his closeness or not. I take a stutter step away from him, widening the gap between us.

My focus is on the two shelved books by Dame Sue Black about her career working with dead bodies when I sense the man's eyes on me. I don't have to look directly at him to know he's no longer giving his attention to the books on the shelf but to the ones in my hand. The two books I'd brought with me from the Horror section.

"Oof, that's a gnarly one you've got there," he offers on a hushed voice, gesturing to Exquisite Corpse by Poppy Z. Brite. 

I acknowledge the book in my hand before turning to him. I feel my head tipping back slightly to meet his eyeline, his towering form dwarfing mine. I'm staring into striking amber eyes on a bearded face. My mouth twitches into an instinctual Midwestern smile. He mimics the action at the sight of mine.

"So I've heard," I say cordially. 

"Have you read a lot of body horror before?"

I nod with the kind of firmness that felt like a brag. "I have, yeah." I shift my focus back to the shelf, assuming the conversation will cease there. Most exchanges between total strangers in public fizzle almost as soon as they begin. With the sensation that his eyes are still on me, him slightly rocking on his feet, I suspect this stranger is not finished.

"Oh good. I would have probably steered you away from that one if you hadn't."

"Oh yeah?" My brows pop up curiously as I turn back to him.

The man nods. "Definitely. It's up there with some of the worst I've read. And I've read some pretty twisted stuff. The body horror can sneak up on you in some books, like how gross it is, I mean." He punctuates his words with a wry chuckle.

I feel myself turning both my attentions and my body toward him. My feet spinning on their heels until I’m aiming more in his direction. I see his broad chest doing the same as he twists at the hips. I wonder to myself if it was another act of reciprocation or a subconscious impulse.

"Worst you've read as in it's a bad read?" I ask, my voice trailing off at the end, urging him to offer more.

"Oh no," he says with a shake of his head. His tousled hair wagging along with the motion. "No, it's actually a great read if you can stomach some pretty disgusting stuff." He smiles, displaying his pearly whites. And it's now my turn to mimic him. I forge a toothy grin of my own in kind. 

"Oh gotcha. I hadn't heard a bad word about this book, but I knew there were trigger warnings. None that scared me off, though. I don't think trigger warnings are meant to intrigue, but they kind of have that effect on me."

He stills at that response, his wide eyes taking me in. He tracks me from my head to my toes without even trying to conceal the act. It feels as if I'm being sized up, and I'm no stranger to this reaction. It tends to be the one elicited most often when I expose my love of the garish and macabre. A discovery most incongruent with my outwardly appearance.

"You've gotten some good advice then." I noted the drop in his voice, both in volume and tone. His gravelly whisper may have served to draw me into the conversation or draw me closer to him physically so better to hear his words. Either option was fine with me in the moment. "There's no lying when I say it's nasty. The thing is the gore was written in a really beautiful way. Poetic almost. You kind of forget you're reading about dismemberment and cannibalism and what-have-you. It really had me leaning in."

"Really? So, it should live up to the hype?"

He nods. "If you're a true horror fan, yeah. It'll live up."

"A true horror fan, huh? And what do you consider the makings of a true horror fan to be?" The question hangs in the air between us, serving as an invitation to move past the icebreaker. To offer more, to expose him in a playfully innocent yet divulging way if he is brave enough take the bait.

A flash of what looks like intrigue smears across his face. He shifts again, angling his body a bit more towards me. His eyes leave me in a moment of contemplation as he nervously fidgets, rubbing the palms of his hands into one another. His head ticks sideways as he mashes his lips in an effort to tame a telling smile.

"Okay, and I'm not just talking about books,” he begins. “I'm talking horror in every medium. I'd say being well-versed is the biggest thing. Having seen or read the classics as well as the sleepers. You know, just constantly consuming, almost as if chasing a high. A true horror fan sees the genre for more than just the grotesque and disturbing. Because horror is all about being willfully scared, one of mankind's most powerful emotions. There's a power
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