
E L V I S  H A S  L E F T  T H E  B U I L D I N G

“You’re a good friend.”
“Oh, I know it. It’s one of the best things about me.”
          — carol anshaw

We enter for free because we are in uniform. We are late; the woman in the booth 

says there are no empty seats. But in the end she lets us in. 

Our friends have already arrived. They are seated in the balcony. They could 

pass for an elderly couple with season tickets, peacefully married though childless, 

a summer home in the south of France. 

We sit on the stairs, on opposite sides of the aisle. I feel homeless. My shirt 

untucked, my hair untied, greasy. Your pants torn, one leg escaped from your 

boot. We are terrible soldiers.

The music has already started. I am unprepared. I don’t even know what he 

is playing.

Tomorrow, on our lunch break, I will drive you to the psychiatrist’s office. 

In my white Fiat Tempra. The engine has been overheating, the needle is always 

on red. My air conditioner is broken and you cannot stand the heat. You compete 

with the car over who will die first before we get there. I stop constantly to fill the 

tank with water. 

I will drive you there in secret. When we return to the base, people will ask us 

where we were. We will say we went to get lunch in town. We know how to keep 

a secret. We all do, it is our job. 

I do not know what he is playing. Later I will learn that it was something by 

Schubert, but I will never remember what it was exactly. The concert hall is still, 

we are all trapped. The music wraps its fingers around my throat and squeezes. 

I wish I could look at you, because only you understand this. But you will 

refuse to look back. 
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Perahia. I believe that is his name. I bought his CD, where he plays the pieces 

you once played, with your bare lion’s back to me, your lion’s paws on the keys. 

Those pieces were nothing, you said, purely technical. You only studied them for 

your audition at the Academy. I pretended to agree. I did not tell you I listened to 

them, over and over again. 

The piece he plays now is not one of them, but you know it by heart. Your 

fingers move slightly, with his. You do not grip the arm of the seat next to you. 

Right now you are as you remember yourself, strong. You are not caught off 

guard, as I am. But there is relief in this, that there are still things strong enough 

to catch me. 

The Academy is long forgotten, though you were accepted. Because we have 

since realized that we cannot think of the future. Only when this life is over, can 

we plan for the next. 

I look up at our friends. He has his arm around her. I wish I could touch you, 

but today is one of those days where you do not want to be touched. I am an expert 

on when to touch you and when to keep my hands off. A surgeon’s touch when it 

comes to you. 

I am crying, and for once it is not because you are sick. It is just the music. 

It stops, there is silence. Suddenly, a thunderous clapping of hands. I join 

them, but my clapping is clumsy and out of place. I am here by chance, I am not 

part of the world of real people. 

When it is over, we meet our friends in the lobby. “Fantastic,” they say, 

“Superb performance.” I nod, afraid that if I speak, it will disappear. You, too, say 

nothing. You let me keep it a while longer. 



E V E RY  N I G H T  

    F O R  A  T H O U S A N D  Y E A R S

He thought, In the morning I will rise and leave this place. And then he 
thought, I will never leave this place.               — chris adrian

The tourists stand on the hostel balcony, shirtless, sun on their golden skin and 

hair, or maybe their skin is the sun. More are coming, walking down the street, 

laughing, singing in other languages, holding bottles of beer just purchased from 

the kiosk, coated in beach salt and sand, going to their rooms to change before they 

go back out again. 

The hostel is behind a bus stop on ha-Kovshim street in Tel Aviv, where I am 

waiting for the bus to go home, to my parents’ house. I am returning from the 

beach. It is a Friday and I have a day off. I have five shekels in my hand to pay the 

fare. I am a soldier and soldiers ride for free, but you have to wear your uniform, 

and who would do that, on a Friday.

The sidewalk where I am standing is separated from the hostel grounds by an 

aluminum fence topped with barbed wire, the type that gets set up temporarily to 

protect construction sites, but there is no construction. Over the years the fence 

has begun to sag so the wire touches sidewalk; I am not paying attention and it 

scratches my hand. 

The street name, ha-Kovshim, means “the conquerors,” a name that commemorates 

the members of the Irgun who conquered the Manshiyya neighborhood in Jaffa 

in 1948, leveling it, erasing all life there. A name that was selected when this was 

something we were proud of. The ruins pushed into the sea, a park built on top 

of them.
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I am terrified of buses, of all closed public spaces, but you cannot just stop living, 

so I continue to ride buses. If someone gets on the bus with a coat too big or bags 

too heavy or leaves his bag on a seat and walks away, you just duck below the seat 

or head for the door to escape the explosion, but you don’t say anything because 

it’s probably nothing and you’ll just embarrass yourself. 

The hostels in Tel Aviv are shutting down. I once read a magazine article that 

explained why this is happening: tourists who travel the world like to find jobs 

in the cities they visit, stay there a while and earn money for room and board. 

But in Tel Aviv, the magazine says, the cost of living is so high the tourists can’t 

earn enough to keep themselves in Heinekens, or Goldstars, rather. So they go 

elsewhere. 

But I know that is not the real reason. The tourists are leaving because the light is 

being sucked away from this city. The light that, right now, still shines down from 

them onto ha-Kovshim, touching my bare shoulders like a secret: Yes, it exists, this 

youth, this beauty, but not for you. 
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F L O W E R  C H I L D R E N

They aren’t sure where their own land stops and someone else’s 
begins, but it doesn’t matter, they’re told. It doesn’t matter! Go where  
you please!          — maxine swann

They’re the subjects of literary short fiction of a certain time period, at once 

so specific, yet somehow all alike. They live in nice neighborhoods, in houses 

described with multiple adjectives, pastel-pink ranch houses with east-west-facing 

windows, low-rise three-family apartment buildings surrounding landscaped 

courtyards. Their lives are full of weather, and seasons, seasons such as autumn, 

with its red leaves and crisp air, and winter, with its snowflakes marking the 

passage of time like seconds on a clock. 

They play games, games that are just a little bit too much, tag that is too 

fast, bikes that are too large, jump ropes that snarl the ankles of those who dare 

step in. They see the boy who stays outside when the day is over and everyone 

else has gone back to their houses and mothers and dinners, the boy who keeps 

circling the apartment complex on his ten-speed bike, which he let them ride once, 

and they crashed into the curb. Climbing the steps to his apartment to wash off 

the wound (because somehow they knew they must not tell their mothers), they 

peeked through the window below his and saw piles of trash bags, crawling with 

roaches. Surely these were not really roaches, they thought, but an optical illusion. 

Their mothers make them Shake ‘n Bake, Tuna Helper, Rice-A-Roni, 

wholesome yet easily prepared foods, indicative of the times in which they live. 

Secretly, the children yearn to live like the girl across the street, who gets to watch 

Webster during dinner, and whose mother is unfailingly generous with cans of Tab 

and Chef Boyardee. Their own mothers, their own lives, are boring; they don’t 

even have a television, and in this day and age, while not unheard of, such a thing 

is unusual. The children resent their mothers for this; only when it is all over will 

they realize how truly lucky they were to have mothers like theirs. 
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And meanwhile the world is changing, becoming less inviting. The economy 

is less stable, there is some kind of war going on, politicians are appearing on 

television saying disconcerting things. New tensions have awakened between the 

parents, which the children sense but do not understand. Their father, who is kind, 

upstanding yet emotionally distant, has begun to hide liquor in cabinets; their 

mother suddenly changes her appearance, she has cut her hair in accordance with 

the latest fashion, her lips are tight and her dresses tighter, oh, Mother, what has 

happened to you! And still they rush to her, looking for comfort, sinking their little 

faces in her now shrinking bosom, and she looks at them and drags on a cigarette, 

telling them everything will be all right.

All the while, festering in the background, there is a person who causes a 

creeping discomfort. The older boy with an odd speech impediment who lives 

next door, whose parents are never around. Or maybe it is an adult, a childless 

uncle or family friend or a local menial worker. He takes an unusual interest in the 

children’s lives, asks them about the books they are reading, offers cookies, usually 

dry and stale, which the children eat to be polite. 

And then, it happens. A boy wanders alone into the woods, a girl walks to 

school on her own because her older sister, always her protector, is home with 

the flu. One attends a pajama party at a friend’s house, another goes to the local 

swimming pool. That person they’ve had a bad feeling about all along—and why 

didn’t their parents do more to protect them!—that person is there, approaching 

their bodies. 

What happens next leaves much to the imagination, but the gist is clear. 

Starting now, these children are no longer children. They return to their 

homes, trudging through piles of rotting leaves or melting slush, to continue their 

lives in the shadow of this small but significant event. They are spoiled forever, but 

in a quiet way, not in a way anyone will notice, as everyone is getting older and it 

is about time they came of age anyway. 
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G L O RY  G O E S  A N D  G E T S  S O M E

There is that loneliness that other people can’t alleviate. And then 
there’s that loneliness that they can.             — emily carter

Hello Quora thanks for listening I have a few questions not too many, how are 

you? haha have you ever seen someone who looked completely dead inside? and 

when did you first realize that you don’t really know anyone and do pilots tell the 

passengers on a plane when they’re about to crash? does my therapist actually 

care about what I’m saying, or is it a charade what’s it like to live in Kansas City, 

MO and also what makes Elon Musk so good at email communication and which 

phone does Elon Musk have and what was Elon Musk’s GPA at UPenn and did 

the severe bullying that Elon Musk received in school contribute psychologically 

to his present entrepreneurial make-up and what should I do when I get tired  

of living? 
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T H E  H A L F - S K I N N E D  S T E E R

The girlfriend started a story, Yeah, there was this guy named Tin 
Head down around Dubois when my dad was a kid. Had a little 
ranch, some horses, cows, kids, a wife. But there was something funny  
about him.            — annie proulx

Sometimes the author will throw you a bone. Like a decoder ring. You’ll be reading 

something, and you’ll think, this is aesthetically pleasing and relatively easy and 

enjoyable for me to consume, but what the fuck is it supposed to be about? 

And then the author, helpfully, will just tell you. But in a somewhat subtle 

way. Often in the form of a story within a story. Often placed, strategically, smack 

in the middle of the larger work.   

In “The Half-Skinned Steer,” the author throws you a tongue. 

A tongue, cut out and left lying on the ground, is all that’s left of a half-

skinned steer, which, despite being dead, escapes the person who has begun to 

skin it. 

The steer doesn’t do much else, besides terrorize those who cross its path, 

leading them to the realization that death is imminent. 

The tongue, presumably, remains where it was dropped. 

Forgotten, or maybe eaten by the dog. 

 




