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About the book

In "Her Body and Other Parties," Carmen Maria Machado crafts a dazzling

tapestry of tales that delve into the human psyche, each story possessing a

surreal, haunting beauty that lingers long after the page is turned. With

unparalleled brilliance, Machado traverses the blurred boundaries between

our physical selves and emotional realities, drawing readers into a collection

that interrogates the intricacies of female identity, desire, and the relentless

demands placed upon women's bodies. Every narrative defies conventional

genres like fairy tales embodying hard truths, scathing satire laced with

gothic horror, and tender moments infused with the absurd. Her prose, both

vivid and lyrical, weaves an evocative experience that both mesmerizes and

challenges, compelling introspective meditation about the sinister

undertones woven into the fabric of everyday life. Immerse yourself into this

labyrinth of dark magic and uncanny realism, where each story pulses with

raw power, begging to be read, then read again.
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About the author

Carmen Maria Machado is an American writer renowned for her vivid prose

that seamlessly blends elements of horror, science fiction, and fantasy. Born

on July 3, 1986, in Allentown, Pennsylvania, Machado graduated from the

prestigious Iowa Writers' Workshop and has since become a distinctive voice

in contemporary literature. Her work often explores themes of identity,

sexuality, and societal norms, through narratives that challenge genre

conventions and delve into the complexities of human experiences.

Machado's writing has earned her numerous accolades, including the

Lambda Literary Award and the Shirley Jackson Award, establishing her as a

literary force to be reckoned with. Her debut short story collection, "Her

Body and Other Parties," was a finalist for the National Book Award,

introducing readers to her unique storytelling style and firmly placing her at

the forefront of modern feminist fiction.
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Chapter 1 Summary: The Husband Stitch

"The Husband Stitch" is a story that intertwines themes of desire, identity,

 and the mysteries that we choose to guard about ourselves. The narrative

focuses on a woman who navigates her life with a distinctive green ribbon

tied around her neck—a symbol of her autonomy and a barrier she maintains

even with those closest to her. The story examines societal expectations of

women, particularly in relation to marriage and motherhood, while also

weaving in elements of folklore and horror.

The protagonist and her husband, who she meets at a neighborhood party,

begin a passionate relationship founded on mutual desire and an

understanding of each other's needs, with a few explicit boundaries. Among

these is the injunction that he cannot untie the ribbon from her neck. This

ribbon becomes a recurring motif, representing the protagonist's secrets and

self-ownership. Despite their deep connection, the ribbon is a point of

contention between the protagonist and her husband; it's something he

cannot comprehend, yet is irresistibly drawn to.

As their life unfolds—marked by marriage, the birth of their son, and the ebb

and flow of intimacy—the ribbon remains a constant, silent witness and

safeguard to the protagonist's inner life. The husband, a strong, yearning

presence, respects her request initially but grows increasingly curious and

insistent over time, embodying the tension between love and the desire to
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possess fully.

The narrative ground is enriched with stories that serve as parallels or

cautionary tales, ranging from the legendary woman who birthed wolf cubs

to the urban legend of the hook-handed murderer. These tales reinforce the

central theme that some truths are best left untouched, for probing them

might unravel more than anticipated.

The protagonist's life is a blend of the mundane and the extraordinary, as she

raises her son, negotiates her identity outside that of a wife and mother, and

befriends intriguing women like the art class model with a red ribbon at her

ankle. The interactions with her husband highlight themes of possession,

love, and the quest for knowledge that is ultimately elusive.

As her son grows up and moves away to study, the protagonist faces the void

of his absence and the tensions in her marriage, which culminates in her

husband’s final plea—an insistence on untying the ribbon. Despite her

lifelong resolve, she acquiesces, leading to a devastating, surreal conclusion.

Her head separates from her body, a visceral embodiment of what it means

to give away one's deepest secret, leaving her alone as she faces the

consequences of revealing everything.

The story closes with the juxtaposition of the protagonist's love for her

husband and the consequential solitude of relinquishing her mystery, raising
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questions about intimacy, identity, and the boundaries we draw around our

own stories.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Respect for Boundaries and Autonomy

Critical Interpretation: Encountering the heroine of 'The Husband

Stitch,' you may recognize a profound lesson in the importance of

boundaries and the sacredness of personal autonomy. Her green ribbon

symbolizes core aspects of her identity she chooses to guard, even

from those deeply embedded in her life. As you navigate relationships,

remember the value in respecting and upholding the personal spaces

that allow your partner, friends, or loved ones to feel whole and

complete. When you honor such boundaries, you not only affirm their

autonomy but foster a deeper, more genuine connection built on

understanding and respect. Her story reminds you that, although

curiosity about the hidden corners of another's soul is natural, the real

strength lies in the gracious acceptance of what is—without

necessitating full possession. What unfolds if you were to honor the

intimate mysteries of those you care about? Perhaps, like her, you find

balance and respect driving your relationships, paving the way for

harmony and self-assured individuality.
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Chapter 2 Summary: Inventory

The chapter "INVENTORY" chronicles the personal journey of the narrator,

 recapping a series of intimate encounters and personal reflections set against

the backdrop of a growing global catastrophe. It is structured as a poignant

inventory of relationships and experiences, each contributing to the

narrator's evolving understanding of self and the world.

Early Connections: The narrative opens with childhood memories,

 marked by innocent explorations of identity and sexuality, such as

pretending to be parents while lying on the floor or experimenting with first

loves. These early experiences establish a foundation for the narrator's

complex relationship with intimacy and identity.

Experiments and Friendships: As the narrator grows, these encounters

 evolve into teenage experiments involving friends, alcohol, and fleeting

sexual tension. During a party with friends, the innocence gives way to more

exploratory encounters, punctuated by humorous yet intense experiences like

making out tentatively or watching others engage in intimacy.

Key Relationships and Episodes: In early adulthood, the narrator has a

 significant yet physically painful first sexual experience with a man

characterized by fleeting tenderness and a reluctant acknowledgment of

adulthood. Subsequent relationships continue to be shaped by varying
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degrees of connection, from passionate encounters on rooftops to the

delicate dynamics of mutual exploration with classmates and co-workers.

All the while, a background anxiety about a spreading virus begins to

emerge.

Virus Outbreak and Isolation: As the global pandemic becomes more

 pronounced, relationships become tinged with urgency and isolation. The

narrator's personal connections start to occur alongside rising panic about a

virus, leading to a sequence of failed connections and personal losses,

including a marriage that degenerates into arguments and a poignant

post-divorce liaison with a grieving man whose own life ends tragically.

Retreat and Reflection: With the virus spreading, the narrator retreats

 to a coastal cottage, finding temporary solace in relationships with a rotating

cast of partners—each bringing stories of survival and hope amidst the

chaos. These encounters shift from physical exploration to deeper emotional

connections, acts of kindness, and shared survival strategies, emphasizing

the importance of human contact despite the world's decline.

Solitude and Acceptance: The narrative edges into solitude as the

 narrator grapples with loss, the slow erasure of society, and ultimately the

solitary nature of existence. Her observations culminate on an island where

she observes the distant shore, reflecting on lists of past experiences and

loved ones as a means of preserving identity and history.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Ending at a Crossroads: As she approaches her thirtieth birthday

 amidst the looming pandemic, the narrator's detailed recounting of

relationships serves as a meditation on what it means to be human in an

indifferent universe. She acknowledges the enduring nature of the world,

musing that it will continue to turn even in the absence of people.

Through this inventory, the chapter illustrates how love, connection, and

memory persist against the inevitable march of time and circumstance. The

narrative unfolds as a testament to resilience and the fundamental human

need for connection, even in the face of an uncertain and diminishing future.

Section Description

Early
Connections

The narrator reflects on childhood memories, exploring identity and
sexuality through innocent role play and first loves.

Experiments
and
Friendships

Development into teenage experiments with friends, alcohol, and
fleeting sexual tensions, marking a transition from innocence to
exploration.

Key
Relationships
and Episodes

Early adulthood brings significant but complex relationships, shaped
by tender moments juxtaposed with emerging pandemic fears.

Virus
Outbreak and
Isolation

The pandemic escalates, infusing relationships with urgency and
culminating in personal losses and failed connections.

Retreat and
Reflection

The narrator finds solace in a coastal retreat, where encounters shift
towards emotional connections amidst ongoing global chaos.
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Section Description

Solitude and
Acceptance

As society erodes, the narrator faces solitude, reflecting on existence
and preserving identity through lists of past connections.

Ending at a
Crossroads

Approaching her thirtieth birthday, the narrator meditates on humanity,
love, and connection as she confronts an indifferent universe.
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Chapter 3 Summary: Mothers

In the chapter "MOTHERS," we open on a woman named Bad, who arrives

 at the protagonist’s porch with a genderless, quiet baby in her arms. Bad

declares the baby to be the protagonist's child and leaves abruptly, leaving

the protagonist with feelings of confusion and unease. The baby, who is later

named Mara, displays a surprising lack of fear toward the protagonist,

despite being a stranger. The protagonist grapples with the reality of

suddenly being a parent and the responsibilities it entails.

Through a series of memories, the narrative explores the protagonist’s past

relationship with Bad, characterized by a whirlwind romance filled with

intense emotions and shared dreams. They spent time exploring life together

with a sense of freedom driven by the impossibility of traditional parenthood

due to their same-sex relationship. Yet, their connection unexpectedly leads

to the birth of Mara.

The protagonist imagines a domestic future with Bad, envisioning a shared

life full of love, a home nestled in Indiana woods, and traditions that form a

unique, sacred family lifestyle. These dreams contrast starkly with the

current reality of being left alone to care for Mara, prompting an emotional

exploration of love, motherhood, and the dream of family versus the

harshness of reality.
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Despite the physical absence, Bad remains an emotional presence. The

protagonist reflects on their intense relationship, filled with both joyous

memories and moments of conflict, notably culminating in a tumultuous and

violent farewell. Subconscious fears surface, such as the fragility of Mara

and an overwhelming urge to protect her despite feelings of doubt about

their capability to mother her. 

The story unfolds through vivid imagery, internal monologues, and past

recollections, painting a portrait of a person thrust into unexpected

parenthood while disentangling emotions from a fractious but formative past

relationship. This chapter delves deeply into themes of love, identity,

responsibility, and the lasting impacts of past relationships, leaving readers

with a sense of unresolved tension between idealized family dreams and the

complexity of reality.

In the chapter titled "ESPECIALLY HEINOUS," the structure is presented

as a surreal retelling and reinterpretation of the TV show "Law & Order:

SVU." Each season and episode are presented as vignettes, pulling from

familiar themes of crime, justice, and the personal lives of the detectives.

However, the narratives take a deeply dark and surreal turn, exploring the

detectives' personal breakdowns, ghostly encounters, and the relentless

pursuit of justice in a world where the boundary between the supernatural

and reality blurs.
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Central characters, detectives Benson and Stabler, navigate through bizarre

and troubling circumstances. They encounter ghostly apparitions, face

personal and familial struggles, and uncover a city's undercurrent of horror,

all while maintaining the episodic case-solving format of the show. The

narratives frequently blur the line between the detectives' reality and their

internal psyche, distorting their experiences with haunting, existential

implications.

As the vignettes progress through the seasons, they reflect an escalating

descent into madness for the detectives. A recurring theme is a rhythmic,

ominous heartbeat that resonates throughout the city, symbolizing an

undercurrent of unseen malevolence affecting everyone’s lives. The

detectives’ cases become entangled with their personal disruptions, leading

to an exploration of inner demons and the distortion of justice into personal

consequence.

Benson's character arc is particularly poignant; she becomes haunted by the

spirits of murdered girls who invade her life, creating a narrative where

justice, guilt, and unresolved trauma collide. The haunting evolves into a

complex dialogue between Benson and the spirits, symbolizing the weight of

unresolved cases and the often invisible victims for whom balance is never

quite restored. 

The chapter melds elements of psychological horror, surrealism, societal
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critique, and existential dread into a reimagining of the procedural crime

drama, exploring themes of inner conflict, the burden of justice, and the

uncanny intersections of life, trauma, and the supernatural.
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Chapter 4: Real Women Have Bodies

"Real Women Have Bodies" is an intricate story that weaves together themes

 of beauty, identity, and uncertainty in a world where women are

mysteriously fading away. The story centers around an unnamed narrator

who works at Glam, a fashion store in a mall that feels like a black hole. The

store is overseen by Gizzy, a woman with an unlined face reminiscent of her

lost youth. The dark ambiance of Glam serves a purpose: to make the vibrant

dresses pop and to remind patrons of the fleeting nature of youth, as

explained by Gizzy.

Within this setting, we meet Petra, a confident and mysterious delivery

woman who brings dresses to the store, crafted by her seamstress mother.

Petra is tough and intimidating, yet the narrator is drawn to her. The narrator

overhears conversations hinting at a personal tragedy in Gizzy's life—the

disappearance of her daughter, similar to others in this world.

As the story unfolds, a disturbing phenomenon becomes clear: women are

literally fading away, becoming incorporeal. This occurrence is neither a

virus nor an environmental issue, adding a sense of unpredictability and fear.

Society grapples with the disappearance of women, raising questions and

fostering blame towards everything from millennials to the water supply.

However, a deeper secret ties it to the fashion industry unexpected to those

outside it.
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The plot thickens when Petra invites the narrator to her mother's motel.

There, the narrator witnesses women fading not into oblivion but into the

dresses themselves, sewn by Petra’s mother. These ghostly figures willingly

merge with the fabric, becoming one with the garments. Gizzy is aware of

this secret but views it as something the women freely choose, whether for

protection or transformation, she doesn't know.

Their relationship becomes more personal and intimate as the narrator and

Petra develop a romantic connection. Petra is strong, vibrant, yet,

paradoxically, begins to fade herself. As she struggles with this looming

transition, the narrator is torn between the desire to support her and the

existential dread of losing her.

Faced with her inevitable disappearance, Petra opts for a bold confrontation

with her situation, drawing the narrator into a fraught emotional landscape.

They spend their final days together clinging to each other, experiencing

moments of joy and despair. Petra and the narrator explore theories about the

faded women's motives, incorporating notions of resistance and protest.

In a desperate act of defiance, the narrator returns to Glam to free the women

sewn into dresses. As security intervenes, she tries to liberate the trapped

souls, reflecting a sense of hopelessness and inevitability. The story

concludes with a poignant recognition of shared destinies and the futility of
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resisting the all-consuming void that eventually waits for them all.

"Real Women Have Bodies" is a haunting exploration of existence, identity,

and the societal pressures that shape our understanding of what it means to

truly occupy space in the world. Through vivid imagery and an enigmatic

narrative, it invites readers to question the ephemeral nature of life and the

constructs that define reality.
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Chapter 5 Summary: Eight Bites

Chapter Summary: "Eight Bites"

This chapter delves into the internal struggles and societal pressures faced by

the protagonist, who seeks to transform her body and, by extension, her life

through bariatric surgery. The narrative begins with her under anesthesia,

dreaming of impossible feats like breathing on the moon or underwater,

reflecting her desire for transcendence and change.

The protagonist's journey unfolds in a small, winter-shrouded town

characterized by its isolation, where locals and transient tourists live distinct

lives. Here, she recalls her sisters, who have already undergone the

transformative procedure, emerging slim and seemingly content. Their

motivations are shared, yet unspoken—a family's shared quest for new

beginnings and freedom from hereditary burdens, encapsulated by their

mother's strict rule of "eight bites" being enough.

Her decision to pursue the surgery is fueled by a dissatisfaction with her life

post-pregnancy, where her body became a constant reminder of lost

self-control and her fraught relationship with her grown daughter, Cal. This

bitterness toward her own form and the desire for renewal lead her to Dr. U,

a bariatric surgeon, who promises transformation but also embodies the
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irony of human contradictions—someone who facilitates change yet remains

unchanged herself.

As the surgery looms, the protagonist wrestles with guilt and anticipation.

The chapter touches on themes of identity, motherhood, and the desire to fit

into societal norms. Her complex relationship with food and self-perception

is highlighted by a final meal ritual, echoing death row traditions, yet

symbolizing a rebirth rather than an end.

Post-surgery recovery is marked by the physical and emotional pain of

transformation, as well as a haunting presence within her home—an

embodiment of her discarded self, an unwelcome ghost of her past that

challenges her newfound identity. Conversations with her sisters and the

absent, judgmental Cal accentuate the loneliness and introspection that

accompany such life-altering choices.

The narrative closes with the protagonist's acknowledgment of her

transformed self. Despite fulfillment and external compliments on her

appearance, the specter of her past self lingers—a testament to her internal

conflict and unresolved emotions toward the changes she pursued.

Ultimately, the chapter poignantly explores themes of self-image, familial

bonds, and the relentless pursuit of happiness, culminating in an imagined

future where she finds reconciliation with her forsaken self, suggesting a
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complex and eternal cycle of transformation.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Internal struggle and self-acceptance

Critical Interpretation: In this chapter, you are inspired to embrace the

challenging journey of self-acceptance. The protagonist's quest for

transformation through bariatric surgery highlights an internal struggle

that many face in trying to conform to societal ideals of beauty and

control. However, it also conveys the profound message that your

value is not dictated by external appearances. You are compelled to

confront your own fears and doubts, to acknowledge and accept every

part of your existence—both past and present. Much like the

protagonist wrestles with her inner conflict, you are encouraged to

embrace the complexities of your own identity, recognizing that true

contentment stems from within rather than external validation. This

chapter serves as a reminder that self-love involves reconciling with

all aspects of who you are, fostering an authentic sense of self that

transcends superficial transformations.
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Chapter 6 Summary: The Resident

Summary of "The Resident"

The narrator, known simply as Ms. M——, embarks on a journey to Devil's

Throat, a residency for artists in the P—— Mountains, leaving her wife and

city life behind. As she drives towards her destination, memories of her Girl

Scout camp days in the same mountains resurface, intertwining with her

present journey. The narrator's acceptance into the residency is a significant

step towards her ambition of completing her novel and establishing herself

as a writer.

Upon arriving at the faded grandeur of the Devil's Throat, once a luxurious

resort now serving as a retreat for artists, she meets her fellow residents: the

bohemian Lydia, the amiable sculptor Benjamin, the talented photographer

Anele, and others, each immersed in their creative pursuits. Ms. M——

grapples with her introverted nature and the specters of her past, particularly

a haunting formative incident at the Girl Scout camp.

Her work on the novel progresses through the residency's creative solitude,

but an unexpected bout of illness adds to the surreal nature of her stay.

Feverish and disoriented, she experiences vivid memories and dreams that

blur lines between past and present, reality, and imagination. One of these
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recollections involves a traumatic episode in her Girl Scout days – an

awakening to humiliation and alienation at the hands of her peers.

Interactions with her fellow residents become colored with tension. Lydia

embodies an erratic, critical presence, highlighting Ms. M——'s insecurities

through veiled criticisms of her work. Anele, in contrast, represents a

complex figure of support and unwitting betrayal, capturing a photograph of

Ms. M—— that reveals a haunting void in her eyes.

As the residency progresses, so do themes of introspection and

self-confrontation. The idea of being a "resident" expands to symbolize

residence within one's own mind, a theme enriched by her reflections on

colonization – being both a resident colonist and a colonist of her own

thoughts.

The residency culminates in a breakdown and crucial self-realization. Ms.

M—— confronts the fragmented pieces of her identity and creative spirit

within the eerie confines of Devil's Throat, juxtaposed against the ghostly

echoes of her past. The narrative explores themes of identity, the burdens of

creative expectation, and the psychological landscapes navigated by those

pursuing creativity.

Ultimately, Ms. M——'s journey is not one of artistic triumph but of

personal awakening. The novel she intended to write is discarded in the lake:
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what remains is a deeper understanding of self-worth and the courage to face

the darkness within. Her departure from Devil's Throat leaves behind the

haunting allure of artistic solitude, transitioning to a confrontation with

reality and the hope of reconciling past traumas with future possibilities.

Ms. M—— closes her account with an appeal to potential readers of her

narrative, emphasizing the transformative power of self-awareness and the

rare gift of truly confronting oneself in the depths of one's consciousness.

She challenges the reader to consider their own encounters with the self,

suggesting that facing one's truths, however painful, is a profound and

necessary journey.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Difficult at Parties

Difficult at Parties

This narrative centers around a woman who is grappling with the aftermath

of a traumatic event, as evidenced by her recent hospitalization. Her partner,

Paul, is trying to be supportive, but he is struggling as well. They return

home, where the woman is haunted by memories and dreams of the incident,

particularly the notion of "Tuesday," suggesting a significant event

happened on that day.

Initially, the tension is palpable as they attempt to adjust to daily life. The

woman struggles with feelings of disassociation, trying to reclaim her sense

of self through small acts like bathing and dressing. Paul is a constant

presence, attempting to be helpful, yet there is a growing distance between

them. He proposes moving, which she resists, showing her attachment to

their shared space despite its associations with trauma.

Time passes with uneasy monotony, punctuated by interactions with police

and failed attempts to identify her assailant. The woman and Paul attempt to

reconnect, exploring intimacy by ordering an adult film touted as being for

"loving couples." However, the film unnerves her, not just for its explicit

content but because she perceives voices—a hidden commentary—that
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others cannot hear. These voices blend internal thoughts with on-screen

actions, echoing her own conflicted psyche.

As they attend a housewarming party thrown by their friends, Jane and Jill,

the woman navigates social anxiety and alienation. The party is a blur of

foggy interactions, compounded by alcohol, but offers no true sense of

belonging. The presence of a camcorder at the party, capturing moments as

if fixing them in time, symbolizes her struggle with reality and perception.

Amidst the party's chaos, she seeks refuge in a coat-filled bedroom,

witnessing an intimate moment between Jane and Jill, which further

amplifies her feelings of detachment.

Her exploration of adult films continues at home, where she discovers an

unsettling auditory layer—psychological voices under the surface of each

interaction. These voices reflect her inner turmoil, fears, and a longing for

reconnection and identity amidst the chaos. Paul's attempts to help are met

with resistance, as she fears being defined solely by her trauma.

The climax begins as she lashes out in confusion, embodying the conflict

between wanting security and fearing vulnerability. Paul remains steadfast

but recognizes the relationship strains. Ultimately, her journey points toward

a need for healing by confronting her inner voices, representing both the

literal sense in the films and metaphorically through her psychological

struggles.
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The narrative draws to a close as she observes a personal video recording,

confronting the dichotomy between her current fragmented identity and a

possibility for understanding herself. This introspective moment suggests a

path toward reconciliation with her trauma, allowing her the potential to

move forward.
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