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About the Book


A zoo worker, cautiously washing down Marysue the elephant, considers the strange, grim fragments he’s heard of his co-workers’ lives. Giraffes demand better living conditions and stage a mock group suicide. A girl escapes her repressive finishing school to find freedom with the monkeys in the African jungle. Snake or dog, buffalo, cat or turkey, each animal in Hannah Tinti’s brilliant, darkly comic collection holds up a disturbing mirror to the human beings around it.

   



      


Hannah Tinti grew up in Salem, Massachusetts. Her debut collection of stories, Animal Crackers, was published internationally to wide acclaim. The Good Thief, her first novel, was a New York Times Notable Book and won the John Sargent Sr First Novel Prize. Hannah Tinti lives in New York.
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The following stories appeared in different form in the following publications:

      ‘Animal Crackers’ in Alaska Quarterly Review, ‘Home Sweet Home’ in Epoch and Best American Mystery Stories 2003, ‘Reasonable Terms’ in Story, ‘Slim’s Last Ride’ in Sonora Review, ‘Hit Man of the Year’ in Story, ‘How to Revitalize the Snake in Your Life’ in Another Magazine, ‘Gallus Gallus’ in Story Quarterly.
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      Animal Crackers

     
      
      It’s time to wash the elephant. Joseph has dragged out the hoses and I’m trying to prod Marysue out the door to the place
         we do it. Hup, I say, and poke her with a broom. I need to be careful – there is a part of me that steps into traffic – she
         eased her weight onto the last keeper’s foot and the bones were crushed to pieces. I imagine my ex-wife lifting that giant
         ear and whispering, Step there.
      

      
      When I started, the staff treated me to a beer and showed me their scars. They said it would happen sooner or later. They
         said watch out. Everyone who works with animals has a mark somewhere.
      

      
      Joseph says big animals are like big problems. He should know, he’s had his share – eighteen years old when the army shipped
         him to Cambodia. He came back okay, he says, only to get his arm chomped off by a Senegalese lion in a traveling circus. He’s got a little stump coming from the end of his elbow that bends up and down.
         Like me, Joseph used to have a wife who isn’t in the picture anymore. She left him for a soldier who’d also been in Cambodia.
         Joseph says it was his fault. He doesn’t blame the lion.
      

      
      It’s a warm day and I’m sweating in my coveralls. We scrub Marysue’s legs and Joseph tells me another story, this one about
         his friend Al he met in the service (not the one who drove off into the sunset with his wife). I listen to him describe the
         jungle and turn my hose on the ground to make some mud. Marysue likes to roll in it. She scoops some up, throws it across
         her back, and I take a long-handled brush and rub it in. She looks at me with her mouth open and I think she is saying thanks.
      

      
      Joseph’s friend Al was stationed near Phnom Penh and had a pet cockatoo he’d bought off the street for a buck. It would sit
         on his shoulder and squawk, feathers rippling, but mostly it just looked around and moved its feet back and forth. Al taught
         it to shit on command. He’d make it go on his friends as a joke, or on people he didn’t like, for a different kind of joke.
      

      
      One day they were at a bar with the cockatoo flying around and it suddenly landed on Al’s shoulder and let loose some of its
         sparkling white fruit. It had never done this before – Joseph laughed – but Al just sat and stared at it spackling down the camouflage green of his army jacket. He said, I’m going to die, and he did – somebody
         had booby-trapped his bike and it blew when he turned the ignition. Joseph said he saw the cockatoo flying around after that,
         looking for its master, and finally Joseph got so mad he knocked it out of a tree and broke its neck. He still had both his
         arms then.
      

      
      I watch Joseph to see how he’s feeling, but he doesn’t seem angry anymore. He slides a sponge across Marysue’s feet and says
         that manatees have the same kind of rounded nails on their flippers. He says they’re the closest thing elephants have to a
         relative. I try to imagine Marysue floating in the water, suddenly free of all that weight. Elephants can swim for miles,
         Joseph says. Somehow they know they’re not going to sink.
      

      
      Sandy runs the monkey house. She is an attractive woman if you look at her from the left. When she turns, you can see the
         puckered skin and the crooked white line across her cheek into her chin where a gorilla took a bite out. The scar just touches
         the corner of her mouth, so when she smiles, the skin stretches and it looks like something’s still holding on to her.
      

      
      She studied biology and zoology in college. After graduation she got hired by one of her professors as a research assistant
         and headed into the African jungle. She was thinking she had the touch, and it made her do things she shouldn’t, like get too close to a newborn gorilla and have the mother come charging out of the bushes and bury
         her teeth in Sandy’s face until the team they were traveling with shot her down. Sandy woke up in a hospital to doctors clicking
         their tongues as they sewed her skin back together over the bone.
      

      
      We went out on a date once. I took her to dinner and a movie and we got a drink afterward. She told me her old boyfriend used
         to make her keep her head turned when they made love, so he wouldn’t have to look at it. Hearing all this made me uneasy,
         the way people can tell you secrets about themselves too soon and make you feel responsible. I took her home after that and
         left as soon as I could.
      

      
      Mike takes care of the sea lions, George and Martha. He has a master’s degree in poetry and has worked here, scrubbing the
         tank, for seven years. Each day at noon he performs a show, throwing fish from a pail to George and Martha as they bob on
         the surface of the water. Afterward, if the boss isn’t around, he tries to sell copies of his chapbook to the crowd.
      

      
      One evening after we split a bottle of schnapps, our pants rolled up and our feet in the sea lion pool, Mike told me about
         how he went diving at night off the coast of Mexico with a few of his buddies. He said jumping into the ocean after dark is
         like stepping down into a graveyard, falling through the earth, bumping into coffins and bodies, and feeling all of the lost bits and pieces
         of souls that have seeped into the soil come looking for you. He said he’d never do it again.
      

      
      The men brought underwater lights to look at things. They attached glow sticks to their tanks, each a different color – green,
         yellow, purple. They held on to their masks and regulators and fell in backward.
      

      
      The group went down about eighty feet and let the current take them. Bugs swarmed their flashlights, and Mike could feel little
         insects wiggling against him as they got caught in his wet suit. He saw giant lobsters, jellyfish, skates, sharks, and other
         strange things he didn’t know the names for, creatures that only come out at night.
      

      
      Mike swept the light below. Just beyond the beam was an enormous, scaly movement that didn’t seem to end – part of a manta
         wing, or the curve of a tail. The animal churned steadily beneath him and there were things hanging – spines or leeches –
         bits of detritus in its wake. Mike willed himself not to panic. He turned off his light, as if caught spying on his neighbors,
         and paused in the stillness of the water. Then he swam as fast as he could.
      

      
      He stopped at thirty feet for safety, to keep from getting the bends. He clicked on the flashlight and looked behind him.
         There was a tiny eel. A school of fish. Mike watched the green glow of a light stick slowly moving toward him and felt a gathering of relief. Together he and
         his friend treaded water, back and forth, while they waited for their buddy to join them. They could see the purple color
         of him in the distance.
      

      
      When he didn’t come any closer, they got nervous and went after him. He wasn’t there. It was only his tanks settled on the
         ocean floor, the glow stick swaying like a weather vane in the direction of a bad wind. They went back to the boat, but he
         wasn’t there either and by then they were out of reserve. They radioed for help. Mike used a snorkel and his flashlight to
         keep looking, but he stayed close to the boat. They never found the body.
      

      
      Mike threw the empty schnapps bottle into the pool. We were both quiet for a while. I had my fingers wrapped around the railing
         and I thought about all the little kids who would be pressing their faces against the glass tomorrow. We had some more quiet
         between us and then he waded in to fish it out.
      

      
      You hear animal stories every day. How a bee stung little Johnny and he went into cardiac arrest. How a snake bit Cousin Tom
         and it shriveled up his toe. How a pack of dogs chased Aunt Shirley down the street until she climbed through an open car
         window, rolled it shut behind her, and watched the animals circling, pawing the doors, their wet noses leaving streaks on the chrome. These stories are supposed to give warning.
      

      
      Joseph scrapes away at the bottom of Marysue’s foot. He touches her below the knee and she lifts her leg automatically, as
         if his fingers are telling her something important. I know not to make any sudden movements now. She watches me as if I might
         attack, because this is when another animal would come, when she is not ready to protect herself. Her eyes seem too small
         for such a large body. She keeps her trunk on Joseph’s back, feeling around, making sure of what is happening to her.
      

      
      Joseph says that in the wild when elephants feel threatened, they put the young and the weak in the middle and form a circle
         around them. I wonder if Marysue has family somewhere. If they tried to save her from being tagged and shipped. I picture
         her searching for a tail to hold on to while the others paw the ground and get ready to charge.
      

      
      Ann runs the ticket booth. Her cat, Stinky, comes to work with her every day. Ann keeps a small basket by her feet where he
         sleeps. Stinky doesn’t have any fur. His skin hangs down between his legs like an old man wearing a diaper. Ann says Stinky
         saved her life.
      

      
      She tells me about one night in September when she woke up to a blazing light in her room. Her bed was vibrating and she thought it was an earthquake until she felt her
         body rise and start to move toward the window. The sash flew up and the screen was ripped off. Ann says what came next was
         like the sting you get before frostbite, followed by a numbness that crept from her fingers and toes and moved through her
         thighs, her shoulders, and on toward her heart. She tried to scream, but her throat was swollen tight.
      

      
      Stinky jumped onto the windowsill and started hissing. He had fur then, Ann says, orange and yellow swirled together, and
         it stood on end, prickling against the beam like needle points. Stinky bared his teeth and Ann says his eyes reflected the
         light so intensely it looked like lasers shooting out of him, and suddenly everything went dark and Ann dropped to the ground,
         hitting the back of her head on the bedside table. She clutched the rag rug on the floor around her and crawled underneath
         the mattress, where she lay stunned until morning. When daylight came and she had enough courage to come out, she found the
         window still open, shreds of the screen in the bushes outside and Stinky, bald and quivering, under a pile of dirty clothes
         in the closet.
      

      
      When she isn’t collecting tickets, Ann travels around the country going to abductee conventions with her cat, holding on to
         his hairless body as truth. She will not go anywhere without him. I watch Stinky through the glass while he is sleeping and I think about devotion. I
         know Ann worries what will happen when he dies, and why shouldn’t she – she knows what it’s like to live alone – and when
         he’s gone and the light comes back into her room, she’ll know as she’s being pulled through the window that this time she
         is being taken away because there is no one who loves her enough to stop it.
      

      
      I pick up a bunch of alfalfa and hold it in the air. Marysue reaches with her trunk and takes it out of my hand. As soon as
         the food is in, she’s back to see if I have any more. Her trunk searches my palm as if she is reading my lifeline.
      

      
      Joseph says that elephants can recognise dead relatives by feeling their bones. They spend hours turning over the remains,
         stroking the curves of the skull. Sometimes, they will take pieces away with them and carry them for miles before letting
         them go.
      

      
      Ike is the owner. I like him fine, as do most of the other people who work here. He’s got a story too, and he told it when
         he interviewed me. Ike asked if I had experience with animals and I told him that I could communicate with dogs. He had a
         miniature dachshund asleep at his heels and I said, Watch this, and started making groans in the back of my throat. The dog wouldn’t even raise his head to look at me. Ike said, You need the job that bad, or are you just plain crazy? I said
         I needed the job and he said, Okay then.
      

      
      Ike’s part Eskimo. He grew up near the Bering Sea, in Unalakleet, Alaska. Many of the men would work on the oil rigs and be
         gone for months at a time. This gave the village an abandoned feeling, even with all the women and children around, but it
         also gave Ike a lot of freedom. He liked to hang with boys who were older. The Iditarod sled dog race came through each year,
         and when this happened, the kids would go crazy, building ramshackle sleds and hitching up their dogs, who more often than
         not knocked them over and escaped, dragging pieces of sheet metal behind them for the rest of the day.
      

      
      To get around this problem, Ike’s friend George decided to strap his little brother onto the sled first before tying it to
         the family dog, a young husky with a habit of running away. The dog took off, dragging George’s little brother screaming into
         the distance, and the two boys had to track them down. They’d gone a mile out and were about to bridge a hill when they found
         a little blue hat, the kind that ties under your chin. Ike picked it up and they went over the top, and there was a polar
         bear ripping the guts out of George’s little brother. He’d already torn apart the dog – the snow was covered with blood, the
         sled overturned, the rope hanging loosely from the husky’s neck. George started screaming and the bear turned to look, its muzzle wet with red,
         and that was it – Ike ran.
      

      
      He got about ten feet away when George passed him. George was older and his legs were flying fast. Ike got this feeling down
         the back of his neck between his shoulder blades and he knew the bear was coming and it was almost as if he could see the
         arm reach out and knock him over. Ike’s feet fell out from underneath him. He landed on his face, his lips stinging in the
         snow. He didn’t move. He felt the lumbering body of the bear crunching next to him through the powder and he lost it; he pissed
         all over himself.
      

      
      Ike heard the nose. It started at his feet and snorted between his legs. It shnuffed and panted over his body and sounded
         like a person getting ready to tell a secret as it moved closer to his ear. He felt the warmth of the bear’s breath and closed
         his eyes. There was snow on his wrists between his mittens and his jacket, and he thought about the skin there, how it got
         red and itched by the fire while his mom cooked him oatmeal and when she wasn’t feeling lonely played the spoons, rattling
         the backs of the silverware against her knee, then down between her fingers, until she got a rhythm together and she could
         sing. The nose was at his crotch again. He listened to the bear walk away.
      

      
      He stayed there in the snow for a long time. When he raised his head, it was dusk. In the distance he saw a snowmobile coming, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. Ike tells me sometimes you have these experiences, and you spend
         the rest of your life thinking about them. Try to shut out what happened and it comes back stronger, a nagging unease, an
         unanswerable question, and you have to go through it all over again.
      

      
      Marysue likes it when I pet her tongue. It is a large and frightening muscle, and as I rub my hand across it I try not to
         think about her swallowing my arm. I use my left, thinking that I would not miss it as much as my right. I use the hose and
         start a final rinse down her side. The coarse black hairs growing out from between the wrinkles in her skin hang dripping
         with the weight of the water. I think of these hairs later that night when I am home safe and sound and stepping out of a
         hot shower, having washed all the animal smells off from the day. I run the towel underneath my arms, across my chest, and
         down each of my legs. When I reach my toes, I dry thoroughly between them and think about my ex-wife again. Step there.
      

      
      I met her in a bar in Las Vegas. She was in for a convention, a gathering of nurses who’d worked in mobile hospitals during
         Vietnam. I was pouring drinks. She told me a story about how she saved a guy’s life in a restaurant with a steak knife and
         a ballpoint pen, performing a tracheotomy between courses. I watched her throat as she drank her martini, the way the glands clutched and moved along her neck. Cutting him was instinctive, she
         said, and I leaned across the bar and kissed her.
      

      
      We had a drive-through wedding. Rented a convertible for the day and packed a picnic. She wore a white baseball cap with a
         veil stapled to the back. Afterward we drove over the Hoover Dam and she stood and hollered as we crossed, her dress flying
         up around her waist, her lipstick worn off. She’d been divorced already, once. I used to kid her about it on our long-distance
         phone calls when we first started dating, but when I convinced her to move in – to leave her job and start over – she made
         me promise not to mention it again. I don’t want to be reminded of anything, she said, and I told her that’s why people got
         married.
      

      
      Our daughter’s name is Leigh Ann. She was born with Down’s syndrome, and even though my wife didn’t say it, I could tell by
         the way she sniffed that she suspected my Midwestern genes. When she left me, she took Leigh Ann to her parents in New Mexico,
         where I would drive every weekend, spending awkward hours on their front porch with my baby in my lap. I put up in a motel
         nearby, and Monday morning I’d drive back to Las Vegas, the desert reaching out around me in every direction as if I were
         the center of something great. It used to make me feel like screaming, and sometimes I did, the windows down and the air rushing into my mouth.
      

      
      She called the bar to let me know she was moving in with her boyfriend and taking Leigh Ann with her. I had a law school student
         who worked with me, paying loans with tips, get on the phone and tell her she had to let me know where they were going. She
         gave him an address, which turned out to be bogus, and I got on the highway to her parents’ house. They wouldn’t tell me where
         she was. They said I didn’t deserve to know.
      

      
      The year after we were married, we had an apartment in Carson City. It was on the third floor, a railroad, one long hallway
         with a window at the end that opened onto a fire escape. Warm summer nights after I got off work, I would jump from the street
         to catch hold of the iron railing, pull myself up, and climb to our place. I thought it was romantic.
      

      
      One night I got to the bar and they’d scheduled two of us by mistake. Maggie, a girl from the Philippines who was into astronomy,
         was already pouring. She told me that Mars was supposed to be out that night and how to look for it. She told me it had a
         radius of 2,110 miles and that it took 687 days to go around the sun. Once I got home, I stood outside our building and found
         it, a tiny red flickering light in the sky. It made me wonder how many other stars and planets were out there just beyond
         that I couldn’t see, and how that didn’t make them any less real.
      

      
      I climbed the fire escape and found the window locked and the lights out in our apartment. I started banging on the frame,
         and just when I thought I was going to have to go back down, I saw the door at the end of the apartment open, and the light
         from the hall showed a man leaving.
      

      
      My wife came to the window in a bathrobe. Her smile was weak as she turned the lock. She opened the sash and said, Aren’t
         you going to come in, and I reached out and touched her cheek and then slammed her head into the windowsill, and that is the
         first time I hurt her that night. I pushed her back into the room and she fell on the floor and knocked over a table and a
         lamp and that was the second time I hurt her. The third time was when I grabbed her by the hair and dragged her down the hallway
         to the kitchen. The fourth happened when I kicked her. The fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth, and ninth came as I slapped her,
         my palm itching. I thought of a knife, but I took the blender sitting on the counter instead and I threw it, and that was
         the last time I hurt her. It knocked her out. Her nose was broken and there was blood seeping into the terry cloth. I leaned
         against the wall to catch my breath. Leigh Ann was crying in the bedroom.
      

      
      I sat down at our kitchen table – the table where we ate English muffins and spread jelly – looked at my trembling fingers, and realized that I was happy. Later, after the
         bruises were gone and she left me, I sat in the same place and touched my skin, my muscles aching as if my body had been pulled
         into pieces and hastily patched back together, but in that moment I knew that I had touched something raw and wonderful that
         resonated in my bones, and it wasn’t until I heard the cries of my daughter that I came back to that apartment, that room,
         and that life which was before me and I told myself, You have a child, you have to take care.
      

      
      I’ve heard stories about elephants that go crazy. I look at Marysue and wonder if she’s got it in her. I take the broom I
         use to guide her back to her cage and poke it hard under her ribs. She lets out a puff and then a groan and I know it hurt.
         She turns and gives me a look with her eye. I rub my hand up and down her back leg to make up and she lets loose a pile of
         shit, her tail lifting slightly to one side.
      

      
      Joseph starts picking up the hoses with his arm, coiling them around his shoulder and holding them in place with the stump
         he has left. He says I think too much. He says, Why don’t you work somewhere else. Then he looks sorry and says he’s not trying
         to get rid of me. I wonder then if he knows, but he goes home the same time as usual and leaves me to do the final cleanup. I muck out the stall and spread down fresh hay for the night.
      

      
      When I’m done I take off my shoes, lay my body on the floor of Marysue’s cage, touch her under the knee like Joseph, and put
         my head under her foot. She lets the bottom rest on my ear, the cement chilling my cheek, the smell like the damp fertility
         of dirt under rocks. She shifts her weight and my head rolls gently back and forth. I can hear her breathing. It echoes off
         the walls and sounds piped in, a recording of an elephant still living in the wild. I close my eyes, imagine banyan trees,
         and feel a heaviness lift.
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      Home Sweet Home

      Pat and Clyde were murdered on pot roast night. The doorbell rang just as Pat was setting the butter and margarine (Clyde
         was watching his cholesterol) on the table. She was thinking about James Dean. Pat had loved him desperately as a teenager,
         seen his movies dozens of times, written his name across her notebooks, carefully taped pictures of him to the inside of her
         locker so that she would have the pleasure of seeing his tortured, sullen face from East of Eden as she exchanged her French and English textbooks for science and math. When she graduated from high school, she took down
         the photos and pasted them to the inside cover of her yearbook, which she perused longingly several times over the summer
         and brought with her to the University of Massachusetts, where it sat, unopened, alongside her thesaurus and abridged collegiate dictionary until she met Clyde, received her MRS degree, and packed her things to move into their two-bedroom ranch
         house on Bridge Street.
      

      
      Before she put the meat in the oven that afternoon, Pat had made herself a cup of tea and turned on the television. Channel
         56 was showing Rebel without a Cause, and as the light slowly began to rise through the screen of their old Zenith, she saw James Dean on the steps of the planetarium,
         clutching at the mismatched socks of a dead Sal Mineo and crying. She put down her tea, slid her warm fingertips inside the
         V neck of her dress, and held her left breast. Her heart was suddenly pounding, her nipple hard and erect against the palm
         of her hand. It was like seeing an old lover, like remembering a piece of herself that no longer existed. She watched the
         credits roll and glanced outside to see her husband mowing their lawn. He had a worried expression on his face and his socks
         pulled up to his knees.
      

      
      That evening before dinner, as she arranged the butter and margarine side by side on the table – one yellow airy and light,
         the other hard and dark like the yolk of an egg – she wondered how she could have forgotten the way James Dean’s eyebrows
         curved. Isn’t memory a strange thing, she thought. I could forget all of this, how everything feels, what all of these things mean to me. She was suddenly seized with the desire to grab the sticks of butter and margarine in her hands and squeeze them until her fingers went right through, to somehow imprint their textures and colors on her brain like a stamp,
         to make them something that she would never lose. And then she heard the bell.
      

      
      When she opened the door, Pat noticed that it was still daylight. The sky was blue and bright and clear and she had a fleeting,
         guilty thought that she should not have spent so much time indoors. After that she crumpled backward into the hall as the
         bullet from a .38-caliber Saturday Night Special pierced her chest, exited below her shoulder blade, and jammed into the wood
         of the stairs, where it would later be dug out with a pen knife by Lieutenant Sales and dropped gingerly into a transparent
         plastic baggie.
      

      
      Pat’s husband, Clyde, was found in the kitchen by the back door, a knife in his hand (first considered a defense against his
         attacker and later determined to be the carver of the roast). He had been shot twice – once in the stomach and once in the
         head – and then covered with cereal, the boxes lined up on the counter beside him and the crispy golden contents of Cap’n
         Crunch, cornflakes, and Special K emptied out over what remained of his face.
      

      
      Nothing had been stolen.

      
      It was a warm spring evening full of summer promises. Pat and Clyde’s bodies lay silent and still while the orange sunset
         crossed the floors of their house and the streetlights clicked on. As darkness came and the skunks waddled through the backyard and the raccoons crawled down from the trees, they were still there, holding their
         places, suspended in a moment of quiet blue before the sun came up and a new day started and life went on without them.
      

      
      It was Clyde’s mother who called the police. She dialed her son’s number every Sunday morning from Rhode Island. These phone
         calls always somehow perfectly coincided with breakfast, or whenever Pat and Clyde were on the verge of making love.
      

      
      Thar she blows, Clyde would say, and take his hot coffee with him over to where the phone hung on the wall, or slide out of bed with an
         apologetic glance at his wife. The coffee and Pat would inevitably cool, and in this way his mother would ruin every Sunday.
         It had been years now since they had frolicked in the morning, but once, when they were first married and Pat was preparing
         breakfast, she had heard the phone, walked over to where her husband was reading the paper, dropped to her knees, pulled open
         his robe, and taken him in her mouth. Let it ring, she thought, and he had let it ring. Fifteen minutes later the police were on their front porch with smiles as Clyde, red-faced,
         bathrobe bulging, answered their questions at the door.
      

      
      In most areas of her life Clyde’s mother was a very nice person. She behaved in such a kind and decorous manner that people
         would often remark, having met her, What a lovely woman. But with Clyde she lost her head. She was suspicious, accusing, and tyrannical. After
         her husband died, she became even worse. Once she got through her grief, her son became her man. She pushed this sense of
         responsibility through him like fishhooks, plucking on the line, reeling him back in when she felt her hold slipping, so that
         the points became embedded in his flesh so deep that it would kill him to take them out.
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