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Praise for Suburban Death Project

… master of the uncanny …  

Harold Jaffe 

Fulbright and NEA Fellow

… just what brave new world of storytelling is this? Playful and 

effortlessly pleasurable … powerfully human.

Curtis White 

Essayist and experimental fiction writer

… scrapes the nerve and pierces the heart. Parkison detonates 

and mesmerizes. 

Meg Tuite 

Author of  Meet My Haze

… compelling and memorable fictions that will … reawaken you to  

the strangeness of the familiar world …

George Looney 

Author of The Worst May Be Over and  

Ode to the Earth in Translation

… tales that echo like prophecy as they underline, again and again,  

the inescapably beautiful now.

Sarah Blackman 

Author of Mother Box and Hex
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The twelve stories comprising Suburban Death Project sparkle 

with disturbing brilliance, revealing in full why Aimee Parkison 

is so widely celebrated for her innovative narratives and 

experimental fiction. Suburban Death Project breathes life 

into what is barely surviving: ill-fated families, frightening 

relationships, and dangerous loves. With a dark humor serving 

to make unimaginable traumas both tolerable and knowable, 

Parkison delves into marriage and mourning, lust and loss, and 

violence and its aftermath. She exposes the horrors of life in its 
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bodily form and relieves them with a passionate wonder burning 

so brightly it outshines age, death, and family secrets. In average 

American households, families haunt each other while still alive 

as they recompose into dragonflies, peach trees, squirrels, ducks, 

owls, shadows, tunnels, and zoos of endangered species. Pinned 

to boards for study, peered at by voyeurs, videoed by neighbors, 

or vivisected for the greater good, each body in these riveting 

stories undergoes an unflinching examination.
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  Aimee Parkison is widely published and 

the recipient of numerous awards and 

fellowships, including: the Catherine 

Doctorow Innovative Fiction Prize; the  

Kurt Vonnegut Prize from North American 

Review; the Starcherone Prize for

Innovative Fiction; a Christopher Isherwood Fellowship, a 

North Carolina Arts Council Fellowship, a Writers at Work 

Fellowship, a Puffin Foundation Fellowship, and a William 

Randolph Hearst Creative Artists Fellowship. She teaches in  

the MFA/PhD program at Oklahoma State University.    
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Sometimes at night, I venture into the yard to stand beside the decaying pontoon 

boat. That’s how I first saw the neighborhood ambassador owl and realized the owl 

was calling to me, letting itself be known as owls rarely do. I wanted to explain to 

the owl it was too late for me. I no longer went on trips to search for nests in caves, 

tree hollows, bridges, and buildings. Gone were my childhood visits to caves littered 

with droppings, pellets scattered amid golden-brown feathers. 



Praise for Suburban Death Project

The Gothic tales that constitute Aimee Parkison’s Suburban Death 

Project tend to occur in rural settings with woods and water, which 

contribute to the nightmarish afflictions that torment her characters. 

The afflictions’ unexpectedness, along with the subject matter 

and deceptive sangfroid of the prose, resemble that master of the 

uncanny, Patricia Highsmith. High praise. 

Harold Jaffe, Fulbright and NEA Fellow, and author of 28 books 

In Aimee Parkison’s Suburban Death Project, mysteries abound: 

insect actors, the DNA of extinct animals preserved in tattoos, a 

dildo in lapis lazuli, and, above it all, the mystery of just what brave 

new world of storytelling is this? Playful and effortlessly pleasurable, 

Parkison’s Project is also powerfully human. 

Curtis White, Essayist, experimental fiction writer, and 

author of 15 books

Who owns the body? Who owns the self? Who can measure the 

unfathomable future and can we trust them to tell their findings 

true? In Parkison’s superb new collection, women escape their 

childhoods by succumbing to their magic; or mourn their husbands by 

tasting the fruit that grows from their bodies; or claim their destiny 

by abandoning it to the world. These are stories of blood — almost 

written in it — but they are rarely stories of violence even when 

violent acts occur. Rather, Parkison’s wives and daughters, ghosts 

and surgeons, widows, witnesses, lovers of the night and the deep, 

dark waters imbue these tales with blood that pulses even as it spills. 

These are terrible tales that echo like prophecy as they underline,  

again and again, the inescapably beautiful now. Reader, beware, here 

the map ends.

Sarah Blackman, Author of of Mother Box and Hex
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15Theatrum Insectorum

Theatrum Insectorum

At night, Garner gazed through a magnifier at insects he considered 

actors. Adjusting tiny spotlights, he cherished the actors’ talents. He 

trembled, laughed, and sighed. The insects twitched, danced, and 

flourished before stilling. Under the scratched lens, the living met the 

dead, and Garner applauded them all. Slowly, he became sentimental 

about preservation. He wanted to keep the best actors near him for 

the rest of his life. 

Whenever he went into the woods to capture new recruits,  

he considered himself a casting agent. He took pride in his ability to 

discover raw talent, the hint of wings.

He left nothing to chance. While constructing stages, he 

cautiously selected props from the actors’ natural environments. He 

wanted the actors to enjoy the performances. The improvised insect 

plays were vividly expressive and often deadly. The chorography of 

instinct rendered exquisite catharsis. 

Garner was elderly but rarely tired as the constant catharsis 

offered daily renewal, energy, and wisdom. The plays continued for 

many decades. Ever since he was a young man, he never understood 

why anyone would want to watch films or television, as he considered 

insects to be better actors than people.

However, his delight was matched by his wife’s fear of his favorite 

stars. Joyce flinched at every performance. Garner protectively held 

her hand. He tried to explain. She wouldn’t listen. Mesmerizing talents 

became luminous on glass stages. The best actors were preserved in 

pillboxes in the theater of the dead. 

B B B
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Sometimes Joyce wept in Garner’s arms because she detested the 

theater and its intricate glass stages.

Even after thirty-seven years of marriage, Garner never 

understood why Joyce admired luna moths from afar but was terrified 

of any insect that flew near her. While courting her, he completed 

his degree in entomology. He wandered into the woods and caught 

harmless insects to cure her entomophobia. He chased dragonflies 

and butterflies with nets and brought them to Joyce while they were 

alive and scared — longing to die or be set free. He thought if she 

saw how helpless they were, how much they feared her, she would 

escape her phobia. Foolishly, he imagined that when she realized the 

swallowtails would risk suicide in the nets to avoid her fingers, she 

would understand their vulnerability.

“Here,” he used to say, “now you set them free.”

Joyce lost her breath and fell, paralyzed, her silent lips pressed to 

the ground. Later, he learned it wasn’t the stingers of the wasps or the 

needle beak of the mosquitoes she feared. She just never wanted the 

wings to touch her.

B B B

Some of Garner’s favorite actors were wasps, stick insects, bees, 

parasol ants, nymphs, beetles, butterflies, caterpillars, larvae, hoppers, 

moths, flies, damselflies, and dragonflies. 

He fed them nectar, leaves, flowers, rotten fruit, decaying wood, 

and other actors. 

They took on the parts of predator and prey, moving along props 
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and structured territories. 

Carefully, Garner designed sets and stages for camouflaged 

colonies, and the actors revived their most celebrated roles, dancing 

and flying into glass walls. 

B B B

Mindful of Joyce’s fears, Garner trapped the swallowtail in an empty 

mayonnaise jar as it fed off the honey on his finger.

In the small kitchen that smelled of bacon grease and cakes 

baking, Joyce stood at the sink with her back to Garner as she washed 

a green glass bowl.

Hiding the swallowtail jar, Garner felt trapped. 

“Now,” he said to Joyce, trying to keep his voice low so the 

grandchildren couldn’t hear, “you just forget what I said earlier about 

those widows at the club.”

“I never listen to your babbling,” she said, drying the bowl on a 

small towel.

B B B

The actors used their antennae for touching, picking up scents from 

the air. Garner admired their skill, yet he was skeptical about certain 

difficult personalities.

The actors led strange lives. 

Sometimes, Garner had to kill them with chloroform or cyanide 

to preserve their structural integrity. 
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At other times, he ended their performances with rubbing 

alcohol, cleaning fluid, or ammonia. 

B B B

In the living room, Garner’s grandson David examined the dead 

actors, newly deceased talents now only specimens with stiff, blue-

black legs clinging to rags soaked in alcohol. David picked up one jar 

after another and admired the specimens slowly.

“Thanks, Gramps,” David said. “This’ll make a nice collection. But 

I need an even bigger collection to make an A on my biology project. 

There are only thirty here. I need at least seventy more.”

“Well, okay,” Garner said.

“I’ll pick these up later,” David said as he pointed to the insects in 

their jars.

As the grandchildren left, Joyce began mixing cookie dough in a 

large glass bowl. Her hands shook as she grasped the wooden spoon.

B B B

On Sunday morning, the scent of cookies lured Garner into the 

kitchen. He picked up one golden-edged butter cookie from a canister 

on the table. For a moment, he held it to his lips. 

As he bit into the cookie, he tasted something strange — 

something he recognized but had never encountered in his wife’s 

baking. At first, he found the sensation elegant. Then he gagged and 

spat into the sink. 
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Examining the rest of the cookies, he discovered the black wing 

of a swallowtail inside. The empty jars of David’s insect collection  

lay scattered about the kitchen. Every insect had been baked into 

Joyce’s cookies.

Garner ate the cookies slowly, one by one, then put on a gray suit 

and a blue tie and left for church without Joyce. 

Why did I eat those cookies? he thought when he entered the 

church and shook hands with the choir director. Then he was afraid to 

wonder why. The organ player began her standard song, Jesus Saves, 

Jesus Saves. If the cookies were gone, really gone, consumed, they 

might have never existed. Joyce might have never done what Garner 

thought she had done. 

He sat with his grandchildren at the service.

“Where’s Grandma?” Kaylee asked.

Garner didn’t answer.

The preacher read from Proverbs: His malice may be concealed 

by deception, but his wickedness will be exposed in the assembly. 

Like a gold ring in a pig’s snout is a beautiful woman who shows 

no discretion. Your eyes will see strange sights and your mind 

imagine confusing things. Like one who takes away a garment on 

a cold day, or like vinegar poured on soda, is one who sings songs 

to a heavy heart. Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Death and 

Destruction are never satisfied, and neither are the eyes of man.

After the benediction, one of the widows, a woman named Carol 

Century, said, “Garner, we’ve got something for you.” 

She pulled photographs out of her billfold. They were black-and-

white images of six young women, naked but covered in the dark 
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flowers they held.

“These are after our debutante ball,” Betty O’Dell said, “1936. 

This one is me.”

“They gave us red flowers with orange pollen,” Beth Lessen said.

“It stuck to our noses,” Carol said with a sigh muffled in her 

handkerchief.

Little Kaylee tugged on Garner’s fingers. He looked back at the 

widows and tucked the photographs into his bible. He walked David 

and Kaylee out to his car. He felt the burden of the widow’s eyes upon 

him as he held his grandchildren’s hands. 

B B B

The young actors clung to leaves and tender stems. They flitted to 

honey. Gently, Garner shook the stages, dislodging the hesitant along 

with props of leaves and rotting branches, stone, and trash. 

He rearranged the sets. Everywhere were flowers. The white 

blossoms and red petals revived the intensity of older players. Roses 

seemed to provide inspiration to fresh recruits.

Living actors visited the newly dead rearranged in exquisite  

glass mausoleums.

B B B

“Isn’t this a picture of your and Grandma’s wedding?” David asked, 

pointing to a black-and-white photo that hung in the hallway. 

Garner couldn’t recognize the solemn face of the young man in 
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the frame or the intense gaze of his bride’s dark eyes.

Kaylee reached for the wedding photo. She was only four years 

old and couldn’t understand how cruel her questions were, or so 

Garner thought whenever her words disturbed him.

“Why weren’t you and Grandma smiling?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Garner said, shaking his head. “It was a long time ago.”

B B B

In his driveway, Garner looked up to the clouded sky. He felt guilty, 

knowing he shouldn’t have left Joyce. For more than three decades, 

they had been going to church together. But since she couldn’t get out 

of bed that morning and didn’t seem right, he decided to let her rest. 

That was why he went without her. 

Silently, he entered the house.

“Bring me some ice,” Joyce whispered.

He brought a pitcher of ice and handed her a single cube 

wrapped in a cloth. She rubbed it over her lips.

“My mouth is dry,” she said apologetically.

He walked to the other side of the bed and lay down beside her 

for the first time in over twenty years. She gave him a frightened 

look. He couldn’t blame her. All he remembered of their new marriage 

was clumsy touches in the dark, robes that hid her ankles, the closed 

yellow diary, the locked bathroom where the walls were doused with 

perfume and candle fumes rose, her back turned to him as she nursed 

their son, Howard, who became a medical supplies salesman. 

“Have you seen Howard?” Joyce asked.




