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        In her dazzling second collection, The Remedy is the Disease, Leticia Urieta uses horror as a scalpel to cut into disability, miscarriage, and all the other ways your body can betray you. You don’t want to miss this.

        RYAN C. BRADLEY, AUTHOR OF SAY UNCLE AND SAINT'S BLOOD

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Remedy is the Disease is an unraveling of mortality. Urieta's stories are unflinching experimental hauntings filled with brutal and breathtaking body horror. This collection is beautiful and strange and faces the shadows rather than run from them.

        RIOS DE LA LUZ, AUTHOR OF ITZA AND AN ALTAR OF STORIES TO LIMINAL SAINTS
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        “The human body is an ideal site for horror: the body is personal, and even on a good day it’s kind of gross. Despite our marvelous complexity, at the end of the day, a human is just a fragile meat tube–and physical existence is easily invaded, abused, and altered, even without an evil doctor helming the action.”

      

      

      
        
        –Nightmare Fuel: The Science of Horror Films by Nina Nesseth

      

      

      

      
        
        “I do not hate my body, because such a thing would be pointless, shortsighted. You cannot hate an animal for what she is, especially one who bears your ungrateful mind through this terrible world. And anyway, how do you hate something who marks her territory so dramatically, with such violence and panache? Who reminds you, with each step, I am here, I am here, I am here?”

      

      

      
        
        –“Unruly, Adjective” by Carmen Maria Machado

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all the people who have been told that their body is the problem, and not the world trying to take them apart
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      The storm wails outside, creaking the trees against the window. I lie in bed, trying to sleep against the noise and the shadows. Pressure builds in my face from the pull of the storm. Pain is familiar, but sharper tonight, cresting in waves, drawing me under. I feel the pull in the left cheek, right under my eye, a hook caught in my meat and reeling me in. And it does. The storm pulls and pulls until my left side begins to separate along my spine like paper torn along a perforated edge.

      It doesn't hurt as I thought, the separation. My organs don't come spilling from me onto the bed. Instead, my body unzips and I can no longer feel my left arm or leg or the normal ache in my hip from lying on that side.

      My left side gets up to stand at the window, pressing my hand against the rain splattered glass. I can still see out of that eye. The left me looks into the darkness, sees our reflection in the glass. They open the window, wind whipping the rain inside, and jump out on the muddy ground a story below. I watch all of this from the bed, and in my mind I can see what Left me sees in a cloudy dream.

      Left me is buffeted by the storm outside, but doesn’t seem to have trouble balancing as they glide down the street, a perfect, perforated ghost. A natural healer once told me during a pain reduction massage that the left side of the body is the most sensitive part, the part that receives energy and processes pain. As she rubbed her elbow into the tender flesh of my left shoulder, she explained how she was trying to release the tension, the pain, the residual trauma that was stored in the muscles and bundles of nerves on my left side. When I left the massage, I iced my shoulder and wondered if what she said was true. What was she unlocking, her hands on my body?

      Left me moves like a corporeal shadow down the street. The me that remains lies immobilized on the bed like I have been so many times, but now the source of my pain has left me. They move and move against the wind with intent. I feel their being full of the bitter bile of rage and waiting. They fly past houses, past our neighborhood and to another part of the city I have never been to before where tall, two-story white houses with long columns and wide lawns crowd the street. They move to the front steps of one house with red curtains in the window and the lights gleaming in the rain. They knock on the door once, twice, three and four times pounding over the storm, and I realize, as they already know, that this is my doctor's house, the woman I hadn't been to see in six months after she denied me the pain medication I needed, after my insurance lapsed and I couldn't pay. She whips open the door in a frenzy, her black and gray hair silhouetted against the tan of her face. Left me stands on the bottom step. At first, the doctor doesn't know what she is seeing. Her eyes widen and she covers her mouth as Left me stretches wide their half mouth and vomits dark red blood and bile onto her pristine brick steps. They seem to have a stomach full even though they are only half of me, and I watch through Left me's eye as they grin with bloody teeth at the doctor and skulk away into the darkness, the doctor screaming into the swallow of the wind.

      Suddenly, we are soaring above the city, over skyscrapers and through damp clouds. When Left me lands again, they are in front of a weather-worn apartment building with peeling blue paint. There are rose bushes on either side of building number four, and Left me bends down to wrench the largest crimson bloom off by the stem, their fingers pricking on the short thorns. They walk up to the apartment on the ground floor, 409, and knock. Back in bed, I cringe to remember this door, how long it has been since I've last stood in front of it with gifts of wine and cheese in hand as offering. It takes eight echoing knocks for my friend, who I haven't seen in over a year, really since my official diagnosis, to open the door, bleary eyed and blinking. She has shaved her hair on the left side and colored the right bangs a vivid pink, which I admire but can't compliment her on. At first she recognizes me, and smiles a cautious, worried smile because Left me stands in shadow, and she tries to invite me inside with all her generous heart, but when she opens the door wider, light from her apartment falls onto my face and she sees the whole gruesome picture of Left me standing on her step, offering her a rose speckled with blood. As Left me leans toward her with the rose, it bursts into orange and blue flames. They let the light illuminate my friend's shocked pale face, then throw the charring flower onto her doormat that reads, "Welcome to the Den of Mischief." We don't stay long enough to see if the mat, or perhaps the entire building, catches fire.

      The rain is coming down in drips now but Left me continues to shift and fly against the wind on their bizarre ritual.

      The last stop on their parade I know before they even land. The beige, weathered duplex is familiar to me, especially in the dark, the times I have usually been asked to leave. Left me lands near the window to my lover's room. The window is cracked open to let the cool rainy air in, so they push it up all the way and slide inside. My lover sleeps undisturbed. It's been a few weeks since I last spent the night here. We never spent more than a few nights together at a time; he worked long hours and I had graduate classes, but one weekend we took a trip to the beach. The first day was full of luxurious sex, rolling waves and a shrimp dinner on a wood patio overlooking the ocean, but by the second day I was in bed, a pain in my left temple throbbing. I wished I was home with my extra strength medications and tinctures, my blackout curtains and soft lighting, and most of all I wished to hide my pain away from him before it infected our time together. He tried to comfort me in all the most ineffectual ways, and when he saw he couldn't help, he became frustrated at the waste of a trip and took me home early.

      My counterpart watches him tucked safely in his bed while his pale lips hang open in a wheezing snore. After a while, they stalk to the bathroom and turn on the light. I can see us now like a reflection of infinite selves, both the room around me and their bloody, frenzied reflection. My frizzy curls halo my half self and my bright green eye is wide with wonder. Left me leans their forehead and temple against the frigid glass with all the relief of a cool salve. While my lover sleeps, they smash the mirror with my left hand become dominant and more powerful than I’ve ever seen. They go through the house smashing mirrors, there are three altogether, and collecting them in a small bowl of my ragged black t-shirt. Floating back into the bedroom, Left me arranges the shards now smeared with more blood in a mosaic halo around my lover's sleeping head where his silky long blond hair sweeps the pillow. He never wakes except to smile in his sleep, looking so much like an oblivious baby or a broken angel.

      Left me returns hours later, dripping wet and covered in mud and flecks of blood. They lie back down next to me on the bed and turn to face the rest of me, their smile gleaming in the moonlight. They run a muddy hand through my black hair on the pillow, press cold fingers to their lips, then to mine like they are tucking me in tenderly, the way a mother would, though ours was never so tender. They turn onto their back in submission, allowing me to scoot closer and rejoin them, our bodies knitting themselves back together along my skin, shoulder muscles rejoining muscle, lips rejoining swollen lips. When we are one again, I don't move to wash myself. My hands run along my chest, my pelvis and legs to be sure that all of me is back together. The pain and pressure have subsided to a distant ache behind my left eye, a whisper from seeing for the first time.

      I turn on my right side, away from the tenderness of my left temple, and stare out the window, because the moon is bright and nothing has changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CREATURE ABOUT TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        At work

      

      

      I squeeze the bag of frosting with my clawed hand like palpitating a human heart. This keeps the pale pink roses I am shaping uniform, delicate and so real. Ignoring the flash in my mind of roses splattered in blood, I rotate the cake around until the top is covered in flowers and I look back to admire my work. The navy-blue mirror glaze is a perfect reflection, though it looks more like the black night sky reflected in a lake. I can almost see my reflection in the glassy surface.

      My customer is coming to pick up their cake in an hour. I ease the finished cake into the white box and tie it gingerly with a pink string. An offering.
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        Journaling

      

      

      There was no womb, no mother to birth my

      roiling, boiling mass of explosion

      My mother was the universe, starmass sucking me through a black hole

      on the other side, there was life, a world to impersonate, to consume

      No one has seen my true face except before they die

      There is no one else to share it with that would survive the rending of their physical sight in two over the not flesh of my face

      I was never cradled

      Humans are easy to hunt. Their imaginations are delicious, their fears so potent, I almost envy them. Some of their parents will mourn them. Some of them were loved.

      This is my love, turning their world inside out the only way that I know how

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Joining a hiking group

      

      

      Pretending to huff and puff up a steep hill is easy. My companions stop at the top of a high cliff face to take in the early morning view. We stand at the edge of a crater. Someone gets too close and scatters pebbles that fall all the way down to the valley below.

      This is my crater where I landed so long ago I hardly remember. It is where I began to form my first faces, where I howled and hunted for the first time.

      They take in the vast space before them and for a moment we share this feeling that everything in the universe has connected to bring us to this moment. I am hungry. My blood boils in my false body. I could push the one leaning toward the edge over right now and we could fall together down down down while I consume her. I even put my hand on her back, warm with sweat that I feel even over her hoodie. She vibrates with waking life.

      “Be careful,” I say, and pull her back a step by the fabric of her hoodie.

      She looks up, damp blonde hair falling in her eyes, and beams at me. I envy how sure she is that she could never fall.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Trying on masks at a Spirit Halloween

      

      

      The frazzled store clerk puts a pink wig and tiara on my head and shows me the mirror. Children thunder down the aisles, knocking accessories off the shelves.

      I admire my wide smile in the mirror, pull silly faces with wide eyes. Beneath the wig, my dark sleek hair peeks out. There is something delightful in how even humans have discovered new, ingenious ways to hide their true selves.

      My true form is formless. I am everything that they will never understand. I don’t have friends who will invite me to a Halloween party. Human minds find chaos and disorder obscene, though they wreak this havoc on any other living being who gets in their way. After all, I don’t make your stories, your monsters. I only make them real for you.
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        * * *

      

      

      
        
        Singing karaoke

      

      

      I stand on the stage, gripping the mic in a human hand. The synth beat of Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” plays in the background and I whisper-sing into the mic. This voice can purr, makes people whistle while I close my eyes with feeling.

      I am nothing if not a gifted performer.

      This one’s hands are delicate. I have never closed my eyes in front of humans before. The crowd whistles and sings along. Some of them close their eyes too and raise their glasses in a silent salute to me. Their shared voices are a tenderness that caresses me. I am not hunting tonight. Tonight is just for being with them in the dark swallow of their love.

      Each person who I feed on becomes a part of my story. Their voices echo in my clogged, gaping throat, always calling for more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHERE THE PEOPLE ARE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sailors have always seen what they wanted to see. Those who say they have witnessed a sea monster have all seen different things. Human language is ill-equipped to describe these sightings, much less what they cannot see in the depths of the ocean. These beings are composed of the swirling smoke of nothing and everything until they need a form. Humans who have traversed the seas far from their landed homes consume fish and other marine life, or else battle or smuggle other travelers and send their bodies to the water, bringing flesh back to the hungry mouths of the sea. Sometimes these bodies sink deep where the light no longer touches and the monsters have no permanent form. The monsters mostly eat what is already dead. The sharks and other predators do not follow such rules.

      Their word, monster, is a destructive thing, a word of fear, danger, of longing. In the sea monster language, “monster” becomes action; the creatures of the deep recognize the human’s need for monstering to warn them of calamity to come. Monstering and mothering sit close in their mouths.

      The ancient texts and maps where monster scholars imprinted the seas and the tiny slivers of land where humans come from are etched onto deep oceanic cave walls. Much is uncertain in this communal history, but one certainty is that humans find value in travel and conquest. This is evident from the objects thrown overboard.

      Our sea monster is young relative to the life of the sea. As a young scholar, each monster can meld forms and matters to share communal knowledge about their history and the history of the humans that dwell above. Their elder scholar gives each pupil an object from the surface to study and theorize about its use. Our monster is given a long wooden tube with holes punched into its surface. After toying with it for some time, the monster determines it was not a weapon or a utensil for consuming food. The holes would fill with water, and they cannot fathom the thing's use.

      When they are able to slip away from their kin to approach the light of the surface, they wait until a ship passes over the water to take form. One form they know is pleasing to humans is a Mermaid, an imagined creature, a costume that monsters before them had used to frighten, entice, and to hunt in times when food was scarce. The sea monster turns their imagination inward to coalesce their multitude into a solid body of skin and fin.

      The monster in Mermaid form breaches the surface for a first breath. It feels like a magnificent fullness in their new lungs. The sunlight on their skin pulses along each nerve and the new Mermaid understands the appeal of a body like this, something that could reach out and touch. When the sailors aboard the ship spot the Mermaid bobbing at the surface, they throw out a net to catch them and haul them onto the ship. There the Mermaid disentangles themselves from the net, shakes the water from their hair and poses for the men aboard. The form they chose was from a human drawing with pale freckled skin, long thick crimson hair, full lips, piercing eyes and a thin tight waist that opens to the bountiful hips of their turquoise tail. The vulnerability of this body thrills them. To have corporeal form is a shock to the system, but the Mermaid basks in the sailors’ awe and admiration, an attraction they have never felt before.

      The sailors look on in wonder while the Mermaid tries out their flapping tail and thrusts their pert breasts to the air. They produce the wooden object they'd been given at school and hand it to a bearded sailor in a blue sweater who brings it to his chapped lips and blows out a wet, tinkling tune. He plays a song of his homeland that makes the Mermaid smile with their new mouth. It is very different from sea monster music, but no less beautiful.

      The sailor plays for a time and the rest of the crew watches the Mermaid sway and flap to the music. The sailor goes away to the galley for a while and the Mermaid grows excited that they will be gifted another human object to take home with them. The sailor returns with a cleaver speckled with rust and kneels before the Mermaid's vast tail. He runs his hands along the fins lovingly, making the Mermaid's skin tingle with their first human touch, before smiling and bringing the cleaver down in a swift arc to cut their fin in half.

      The sea monster wants to burst from this form in a scream of agony but the violence done locks them into the skin of their Mermaid self. All they can do is screech and writhe like the inhuman creature they are while the sailor hacks their fin into two legs like his. Blood spews over the deck and across the boots of the sailors, and just as the sea monsters eat the flesh of once living things, this monster sees man's capacity for carnage to make something in their image.

      The sea monster screams their new Mermaid throat raw until the sailor is done, and then he takes the Mermaid to his bed to be bandaged and to rest. The sailor swipes his thumb across the Mermaid's red lips and through the tears tracking down their cheeks, smiling at their pain in a way that makes the Mermaid think that this tenderness after his violence is something they could learn to crave.

      In the mornings, they set the Mermaid out on the deck to take in the view wrapped in blankets. Shivers shake through the Mermaid’s body in feverish aliveness. None of the sailors want to look at their new legs until they are healed. How mysterious, the Mermaid sits and thinks that even humans can create new bodies no matter the pain.

      On days when the Mermaid misses being formless, they pick up the little flute they hold in their lap, press it to their pursed lips and try to recreate the shapeless, crushing song of the monsters with the people of open air. Perhaps the music will grow strong in these human lungs, loud enough to penetrate the deep that the monster brethren may hear and return for their lost kin, to send the ships of men into the roiling, frothing abyss.
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      The phlebotomist wrapped the blue elastic armband around the loose skin of Melissa's arm and pulled it taught. Then, she ran a finger over the arm, searching for the telltale signs of a vein ready to be pierced. Without a word, she swiped an alcohol swab across the crook of Melissa's right elbow and produced the long needle. It poked Melissa's skin in a moment of quick violence and sunk into her vein. She always knew it had happened when she felt the strange bruising sensation of a vein being opened to the needle’s edge. She winced and hissed at the woman hovering over her arm, but this person had no time for her discomfort and huffed at how slowly the blood dripped into the tube, in danger of clotting before it was full. It was always like this, but Melissa reminded herself that if she wanted a diagnosis, this was one step closer. Once one tube with a purple top was full, the phlebotomist swapped it for another tube with a red top, then a green top, and on until she had collected five vials. Finally, she handed Melissa a white cotton ball to hold as she slid the syringe out from underneath her skin and asked Melissa for the pressure of her thumb on the wound before taping the cotton ball in place with neon green gauze tape. Later, Melissa would find a bruise forming where she had been pricked open.
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