Praise for Her Body and Other Parties
“The stories in Her Body and Other Parties vibrate with originality,
queerness, sensuality and the strange. Her voracious imagination
and extraordinary voice beautifully bind these stories about fading
women and the end of the world and men who want more when
they’ve been given everything and bodies, so many human bodies
taking up space and straining the seams of skin in impossible,
imperfect, unforgettable ways” Roxane Gay
“Brilliantly inventive and blazingly smart, these stories have the
life-and-death stakes of nightmares and fairy tales; they’re full
of urgent, almost unbearable reality. Carmen Machado is an
extraordinary writer, an essential voice” Garth Greenwell
“Her Body and Other Parties is a love letter to an obstinate genre
that won’t be gentrified. It’s a wild thing, this book, covered in
sequins and scales, blazing with the influence of fabulists from
Angela Carter to Kelly Link and Helen Oyeyemi, and borrowing
from science fiction, queer theory and horror … Not since Karen
Russell […] has a debut collection of short stories from a relatively
unknown author garnered such attention, or deserved it more” The
New York Times
“Her Body and Other Parties will delight you, hurt you, and astonish
you as only the smartest literature can. In this collection Machado
blends horror, fairy tale, pop culture and myth in mesmerizing
ways that feel utterly new. These stories are peerless and brilliant”
Alissa Nutting
“An intimate, unrelenting style that grabs you by the throat and
sinks its perfectly polished nails in” Harper’s Bazaar

“A blistering exploration of female desire and the insidious
entitlement that society claims over the female body … Machado
writes with furious grace” Kirkus Reviews
“Carmen Maria Machado has a vital, visceral, umbilical
connection to the places deep within the soul from where
stories emanate. With a tenderness that is both touching and
terrifying, Her Body and Other Parties gives insight into a cluster
of worlds linked by their depth of feeling and penetrating
strangeness” Alexandra Kleeman
“Fearlessly inventive, socially astute, sometimes pointed, sometimes
elliptical, and never quite what you’re expecting … there is at once
the breath of the new about these stories and the breath of the
timeless” Kevin Brockmeier
“What Carmen Maria Machado has done with this collection
is nothing less than stunning. Just when you think you’ve figured
her out, she unveils another layer of story, so unexpected, so
profound, it leaves you gasping” Lesley Arimah
“A gorgeously warped reflection of the world in which we actually
live. It’s recognisable as our own, but everything is a little more
lurid, a little more queer, a little more violent, a little more magical
than what we’re used to” Nylon Magazine

H e r body &
oth e r parti e s
car m e n mar ia machad o

First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Serpent’s Tail,
an imprint of Profile Books Ltd
3 Holford Yard
Bevin Way
London
WC1X 9HD
www.serpentstail.com
First published in the USA in 2017 by Graywolf Press
Copyright © 2017 by Carmen Maria Machado
Excerpt from “Bipolar is Bored and Renames Itself ” copyright © 2016 by Jacqui
Germain. Reprinted from When the Ghosts Came Ashore (Exploding Pinecone Press).
Excerpt from “God Should Have Made Girls Lethal” copyright © 2015 by
Elisabeth Hewer. Reprinted from Wishing For Birds (Platypus Press).
Book design by Connie Kuhnz
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays, St Ives plc
The moral right of the author has been asserted.
All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved
above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or introduced
into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written
permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.
The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real
persons, dead or alive, is coincidental and not intended by the author
A CIP record for this book can
be obtained from the British Library
ISBN 978 1 78125 952 8
eISBN 978 1 78283 404 5

My body is a haunted
house that I am lost in.
There are no doors but there are knives
and a hundred windows.
—jacqui

germain

god should have made girls lethal
when he made monsters of men.
—e l i s a b e t h

hewer

CONTENTS

the husband stitch
inventory
mothers

33
45
65

especi a lly heinous
r e a l wom e n h av e b odi e s
eight bites

3

125

149

the resident
di f f ic u lt at pa rt i e s

169
219

THE HUSBA ND ST ITCH

(If you read this story out loud, please use the following voices:
m e : as a child, high-pitched, forgettable; as a woman, the same.
t h e b o y w h o w i l l g r o w i n t o a m a n , a n d b e m y s p o u s e : robust
with serendipity.
m y f a t h e r : kind, booming; like your father, or the man you wish
was your father.
m y s o n : as a small child, gentle, sounding with the faintest of lisps; as
a man, like my husband.
a l l o t h e r w o m e n : interchangeable with my own.)
In the beginning, I know I want him before he does. This isn’t how
things are done, but this is how I am going to do them. I am at a neighbor’s party with my parents, and I am seventeen. I drink half a glass
of white wine in the kitchen with the neighbor’s teenage daughter.
My father doesn’t notice. Everything is soft, like a fresh oil painting.
The boy is not facing me. I see the muscles of his neck and upper
back, how he fairly strains out of his button-down shirts, like a day
laborer dressed up for a dance, and I run slick. And it isn’t that I
don’t have choices. I am beautiful. I have a pretty mouth. I have
breasts that heave out of my dresses in a way that seems innocent and
perverse at the same time. I am a good girl, from a good family. But
he is a little craggy, in that way men sometimes are, and I want. He
seems like he could want the same thing.
3
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I once heard a story about a girl who requested something so
vile from her paramour that he told her family and they had her
hauled off to a sanatorium. I don’t know what deviant pleasure she
asked for, though I desperately wish I did. What magical thing
could you want so badly they take you away from the known world
for wanting it?
The boy notices me. He seems sweet, flustered. He says hello.
He asks my name.
I have always wanted to choose my moment, and this is the
moment I choose.
On the deck, I kiss him. He kisses me back, gently at first, but
then harder, and even pushes open my mouth a little with his tongue,
which surprises me and, I think, perhaps him as well. I have imagined a lot of things in the dark, in my bed, beneath the weight of
that old quilt, but never this, and I moan. When he pulls away, he
seems startled. His eyes dart around for a moment before settling on
my throat.
“What’s that?” he asks.
“Oh, this?” I touch the ribbon at the back of my neck. “It’s just
my ribbon.” I run my fingers halfway around its green and glossy
length, and bring them to rest on the tight bow that sits in the
front. He reaches out his hand, and I seize it and press it away.
“You shouldn’t touch it,” I say. “You can’t touch it.”
Before we go inside, he asks if he can see me again. I tell him that
I would like that. That night, before I sleep, I imagine him again,
his tongue pushing open my mouth, and my fingers slide over myself and I imagine him there, all muscle and desire to please, and I
know that we are going to marry.
.

.
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We do. I mean, we will. But first, he takes me in his car, in the dark,
to a lake with a marshy edge that is hard to get close to. He kisses me
and clasps his hand around my breast, my nipple knotting beneath
his fingers.
I am not truly sure what he is going to do before he does it. He is
hard and hot and dry and smells like bread, and when he breaks me
I scream and cling to him like I am lost at sea. His body locks onto
mine and he is pushing, pushing, and before the end he pulls himself out and finishes with my blood slicking him down. I am fascinated and aroused by the rhythm, the concrete sense of his need,
the clarity of his release. Afterward, he slumps in the seat, and I
can hear the sounds of the pond: loons and crickets, and something
that sounds like a banjo being plucked. The wind picks up off the
water and cools my body down.
I don’t know what to do now. I can feel my heart beating between my legs. It hurts, but I imagine it could feel good. I run
my hand over myself and feel strains of pleasure from somewhere
far off. His breathing becomes quieter and I realize that he is
watching me. My skin is glowing beneath the moonlight coming
through the window. When I see him looking, I know I can seize
that pleasure like my fingertips tickling the very end of a balloon’s
string that has almost drifted out of reach. I pull and moan and
ride out the crest of sensation slowly and evenly, biting my tongue
all the while.
“I need more,” he says, but he does not rise to do anything. He
looks out the window, and so do I. Anything could move out there in
the darkness, I think. A hook-handed man. A ghostly hitchhiker
forever repeating the same journey. An old woman summoned
from the repose of her mirror by the chants of children. Everyone
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knows these stories—that is, everyone tells them, even if they don’t
know them—but no one ever believes them.
His eyes drift over the water and then return to me.
“Tell me about your ribbon,” he says.
“There’s nothing to tell. It’s my ribbon.”
“May I touch it?”
“No.”
“I want to touch it,” he says. His fingers twitch a little, and I
close my legs and sit up straighter.
“No.”
Something in the lake muscles and writhes out of the water, and
then lands with a splash. He turns at the sound.
“A fish,” he says.
“Sometime,” I tell him, “I will tell you the stories about this lake
and her creatures.”
He smiles at me, and rubs his jaw. A little of my blood smears
across his skin, but he doesn’t notice, and I don’t say anything.
“I would like that very much,” he says.
“Take me home,” I tell him. And like a gentleman, he does.
That night, I wash myself. The silky suds between my legs are
the color and scent of rust, but I am newer than I have ever been.
My parents are very fond of him. He is a nice boy, they say. He will
be a good man. They ask him about his occupation, his hobbies, his
family. He shakes my father’s hand firmly, and tells my mother flatteries that make her squeal and blush like a girl. He comes around
twice a week, sometimes thrice. My mother invites him in for supper, and while we eat I dig my nails into the meat of his leg. After the
ice cream puddles in the bowl, I tell my parents that I am going
to walk with him down the lane. We strike off through the night,
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 olding hands sweetly until we are out of sight of the house. I pull
h
him through the trees, and when we find a patch of clear ground I
shimmy off my pantyhose, and on my hands and knees offer myself
up to him.
I have heard all of the stories about girls like me, and I am unafraid to make more of them. I hear the metallic buckle of his
pants and the shush as they fall to the ground, and I feel his half
hardness against me. I beg him—“No teasing”—and he obliges.
I moan and push back, and we rut in that clearing, groans of my
pleasure and groans of his good fortune mingling and dissipating
into the night. We are learning, he and I.
There are two rules: he cannot finish inside of me, and he cannot
touch my green ribbon. He spends into the dirt, pat-pat-patting like
the beginning of rain. I go to touch myself, but my fingers, which
had been curling in the dirt beneath me, are filthy. I pull up my
underwear and stockings. He makes a sound and points, and I realize that beneath the nylon, my knees are also caked in dirt. I pull
my stockings down and brush, and then up again. I smooth my skirt
and repin my hair. A single lock has escaped his slicked-back curls in
his exertion, and I tuck it up with the others. We walk down to the
stream and I run my hands in the current until they are clean again.
We stroll back to the house, arms linked chastely. Inside, my
mother has made coffee, and we all sit around while my father asks
him about business.
(If you read this story out loud, the sounds of the clearing can be
best reproduced by taking a deep breath and holding it for a long moment. Then release the air all at once, permitting your chest to collapse like a block tower knocked to the ground. Do this again, and
again, shortening the time between the held breath and the release.)
.

.

.
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I have always been a teller of stories. When I was a young girl, my
mother carried me out of a grocery store as I screamed about toes
in the produce aisle. Concerned women turned and watched as I
kicked the air and pounded my mother’s slender back.
“Potatoes!” she corrected when we got back to the house. “Not
toes!” She told me to sit in my chair—a child-sized thing, built for
me—until my father returned. But no, I had seen the toes, pale and
bloody stumps, mixed in among those russet tubers. One of them,
the one that I had poked with the tip of my index finger, was cold as
ice, and yielded beneath my touch the way a blister did. When I repeated this detail to my mother, something behind the liquid of her
eyes shifted quick as a startled cat.
“You stay right there,” she said.
My father returned from work that evening, and listened to my
story, each detail.
“You’ve met Mr. Barns, have you not?” he asked me, referring to
the elderly man who ran this particular market.
I had met him once, and I said so. He had hair white as a sky
before snow, and a wife who drew the signs for the store windows.
“Why would Mr. Barns sell toes?” my father asked. “Where would
he get them?”
Being young, and having no understanding of graveyards or
mortuaries, I could not answer.
“And even if he got them somewhere,” my father continued, “what
would he have to gain by selling them amongst the potatoes?”
They had been there. I had seen them with my own eyes. But
beneath the sunbeam of my father’s logic, I felt my doubt unfurl.
“Most importantly,” my father said, arriving triumphantly at
his final piece of evidence, “why did no one notice the toes except
for you?”
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As a grown woman, I would have said to my father that there
are true things in this world observed only by a single set of eyes.
As a girl, I consented to his account of the story, and laughed when
he scooped me from the chair to kiss me and send me on my way.
It is not normal that a girl teaches her boy, but I am only showing
him what I want, what plays on the insides of my eyelids as I fall
asleep. He comes to know the flicker of my expression as a desire
passes through me, and I hold nothing back from him. When he tells
me that he wants my mouth, the length of my throat, I teach myself
not to gag and take all of him into me, moaning around the saltiness. When he asks me my worst secret, I tell him about the teacher
who hid me in the closet until the others were gone and made me
hold him there, and how afterward I went home and scrubbed my
hands with a steel wool pad until they bled, even though the memory
strikes such a chord of anger and shame that after I share this I have
nightmares for a month. And when he asks me to marry him, days
shy of my eighteenth birthday, I say yes, yes, please, and then on
that park bench I sit on his lap and fan my skirt around us so that a
passerby would not realize what was happening beneath it.
“I feel like I know so many parts of you,” he says to me, knuckle-
deep and trying not to pant. “And now, I will know all of them.”
There is a story they tell, about a girl dared by her peers to venture
to a local graveyard after dark. This was her folly: when they told
her that standing on someone’s grave at night would cause the inhabitant to reach up and pull her under, she scoffed. Scoffing is the
first mistake a woman can make.
“Life is too short to be afraid of nothing,” she said, “and I will
show you.”
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Pride is the second mistake.
She could do it, she insisted, because no such fate would befall
her. So they gave her a knife to stick into the frosty earth, as a way
of proving her presence and her theory.
She went to that graveyard. Some storytellers say that she picked
the grave at random. I believe she selected a very old one, her choice
tinged by self-doubt and the latent belief that if she were wrong, the
intact muscle and flesh of a newly dead corpse would be more dangerous than one centuries gone.
She knelt on the grave and plunged the blade deep. As she
stood to run—for there was no one to see her fear—she found she
couldn’t escape. Something was clutching at her clothes. She cried
out and fell to the ground.
When morning came, her friends arrived at the cemetery. They
found her dead on the grave, the blade pinning the sturdy wool of
her skirt to the earth. Dead of fright or exposure, would it matter
when the parents arrived? She was not wrong, but it didn’t matter
anymore. Afterward, everyone believed that she had wished to die,
even though she had died proving that she wanted to live.
As it turns out, being right was the third, and worst, mistake.
My parents are pleased about the marriage. My mother says that
even though girls nowadays are starting to marry late, she married
my father when she was nineteen, and was glad that she did.
When I select my wedding gown, I am reminded of the story of
the young woman who wished to go to a dance with her lover, but
could not afford a dress. She purchased a lovely white frock from
a secondhand shop, and then later fell ill and passed from this
earth. A doctor who examined her in her final days d iscovered
that she had died from exposure to embalming fluid. It turned out
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that an unscrupulous undertaker’s assistant had stolen the dress
from the corpse of a bride.
The moral of that story, I think, is that being poor will kill you. I
spend more on my dress than I intend, but it is very beautiful, and
better than being dead. When I fold it into my hope chest, I think
about the bride who played hide-and-go-seek on her wedding day
and hid in the attic, in an old trunk that snapped shut around
her and did not open. She was trapped there until she died. People
thought that she had run away until years later, when a maid found
her skeleton, in a white dress, folded inside that dark space. Brides
never fare well in stories. Stories can sense happiness and snuff it
out like a candle.
We marry in April, on an unseasonably cold afternoon. He sees
me before the wedding, in my dress, and insists on kissing me deeply
and reaching inside of my bodice. He becomes hard, and I tell him
that I want him to use my body as he sees fit. I rescind my first rule,
given the occasion. He pushes me against the wall and puts his hand
against the tile near my throat, to steady himself. His thumb brushes
my ribbon. He does not move his hand, and as he works himself in
me he says, “I love you, I love you, I love you.” I do not know if I am
the first woman to walk up the aisle of St. George’s with semen leaking down her leg, but I like to imagine that I am.
For our honeymoon, we go on a tour of Europe. We are not rich but
we make it work. Europe is a continent of stories, and in between
consummations, I learn them. We go from bustling, ancient metropolises to sleepy villages to Alpine retreats and back again, sipping spirits and pulling roasted meat from bones with our teeth,
eating spaetzle and olives and ravioli and a creamy grain I do not
recognize but come to crave each morning. We cannot afford a
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sleeper car on the train, but my husband bribes an attendant to permit us one hour in an empty room, and in that way we couple over
the Rhine, my husband pinning me to the rickety frame and howling like something more primordial than the mountains we cross. I
recognize that this is not the entire world, but it is the first part of
it that I am seeing. I feel electrified by possibility.
(If you are reading this story out loud, make the sound of the
bed under the tension of train travel and lovemaking by straining
a metal folding chair against its hinges. When you are exhausted
with that, sing the half-remembered lyrics of old songs to the person closest to you, thinking of lullabies for children.)
My cycle stops soon after we return from our trip. I tell my husband one night, after we are spent and sprawled across our bed. He
glows with real delight.
“A child,” he says. He lies back with his hands beneath his head.
“A child.” He is quiet for so long that I think that he’s fallen asleep,
but when I look over his eyes are open and fixed on the ceiling. He
rolls on his side and gazes at me.
“Will the child have a ribbon?”
I feel my jaw tighten, and my hand fondles my bow involuntarily. My mind skips between many answers, and I settle on the one
that brings me the least amount of anger.
“There is no saying, now,” I tell him finally.
He startles me, then, running his hand around my throat. I put
up my hands to stop him but he uses his strength, grabbing my
wrists with one hand as he touches the ribbon with the other. He
presses the silky length with his thumb. He touches the bow delicately, as if he is massaging my sex.
“Please,” I say. “Please don’t.”

