
        
            
                
            
        

    
War Paint

 

By Sarah Black

 

There’s an art to love.

Mural artist Ben has come from Tel Aviv to Atlanta to work on a commission. A successful artist, he’s still lonely and isolated after his family’s rejection. Ben is charmed and surprised when local soldier Eli mistakes him for homeless, and brings him a cup of coffee and a biscuit. This gesture opens the door. Eli is lost, trying to make sense of a future without the Army after a combat injury ends his career.

Art gives them a new language and a path forward. But lost men can reach out, desperate to hang on to anyone close. Is what they find together real, and the kind of love that will last?

 

States of Love: Stories of romance that span every corner of the United States.




Chapter One

 

 

Ben on the Bench

 

BEN SAT on a bench in Cabbagetown, an old Atlanta neighborhood that used to be a mill town for the nearby Fulton Cotton Mill. The mill had been converted into lofts, and the neighborhood was being reborn, with shotgun shacks selling for a fortune and haute cuisine from across the globe replacing the local diners. Not all of the diners were gone, though. The Blue Plate down the block was by far the friendliest, and ugliest, building on the street. Built of painted concrete block and steel-clad windows, the Blue Plate pumped out the scent of frying sausage and baking biscuits, and that scent drew customers from all over Atlanta.

Ben watched the old Buick dealership across the street being painted gunmetal gray. The building was three stories high, made of old brick with big plate-glass industrial windows. The previous layers of paint were heavy with lead, so there would be no blasting down to the soft old brick. It was sad, he thought, that the rosy clay would never again feel sunshine on its face. The bricks were in lockdown. His painted layer would be the last in a long line. It was also sad they were using gunmetal gray when he very specifically detailed it should be dove gray. Dove was several shades lighter, a gentle color with a hopefulness gunmetal was seriously lacking. Americans, he thought, were both obsessed with guns and unable to follow directions.

 

 

Eli in the Diner

 

ELI SAT in a booth near the front window of the Blue Plate. He had his tablet on the table in front of him, and he was staring at the screen. The title said Eli’s War Journal, or, How a Young Man from Georgia Left Home and Lost His Mind. He hit the Delete button.

This whole journaling bullshit was more than he could take. The counselor was one of those soft grandmotherly women who liked to hug and looked like she would rather be knitting baby booties than talking with screwed-up vets. She suggested it might be easier to write down what he was feeling if he didn’t want to talk. Which would have been okay, but then she lost him entirely by suggesting he write down the way he was feeling on a piece of paper, and they could fold it into the shape of a bird and light it on fire.

“The smoke from the meaning of the words will ascend to the heavens.” Her eyes bulged a bit with excitement when she described this plan. While she was talking, he was thinking about a pile of scrambled eggs and some homemade pork sausage at the Blue Plate.




Chapter Two

 

 

Ben on the Bench

 

BEN PULLED out his sketch pad and stared down at a blank page. The paper was so smooth and white, so empty and yearning. It tugged at his sleeve every three seconds, saying in a tiny paper voice, Don’t you have some ideas? Just give it a try, anything, make a mark, one little mark. Ben had a commission for a mural design for the big exterior wall of the Riviera building. Formerly a Buick dealership, the building was being refurbished into microlofts for the Cabbagetown crowd. Actually he liked the layout of the tiny lofts and thought 475 feet was more than enough for a downtown pad. He had his eye on one of the lofts when they were finished, if he could find another commission and extend his work visa. He could strip the interior bricks of their lead paint without danger to himself and David, and enjoy the warm color of the bare clay.

His commission was based on previous murals he had designed and painted all over the world, many of them in urban and industrial spaces. But the problem with being an artist, he thought, giving the blank paper his middle finger and closing the sketch pad, was there was no way to tell if your last idea was, really, your last idea. The owner suggested he incorporate a nod to the history of the building as a Buick dealership but said the design should appeal to the young and hip Cabbagetown demographic. He also was told a light gray with some pink and aqua might be nice. Pink and aqua, my God! Why didn’t he just screen print a gigantic image of James Dean with his pink hand up Marilyn’s flying skirts and call it a day? He could give Marilyn some aqua hair! Oh, wait, they could be driving away in a Buick. He was living in retro hell.

 

 

Eli in the Diner

 

THE WAITRESS, another soft woman in her fifties who wanted to fuss over him, refilled his coffee cup and took away the empty plate. Maybe he could be a busboy, he thought, watching her haul away armloads of dirty dishes. Now that his days as a soldier were over, he was having trouble thinking what to call himself. Busboy. The fact that the job title had the word “boy” in it suggested the esteem in which it was held. That was about right. No, that was perfect. Eli the busboy.

He looked at the tablet again. He couldn’t write the word I. Every time he wrote I, me, my, some craziness filled his head like a witch’s brew of resentment, frustration, pain, hopelessness, what-the-fuck-all. He was crazy and getting crazier by the minute. He had actually said “Jesus H. Christ” out loud and meant it. If he didn’t get his shit together, he was going to end up on the streets, mumbling to himself and drinking out of a paper bag to shut out the voices yammering in his head. That counselor, she was soft and grandmotherly, but she had something steely in her eyes. She suggested he write a journal, but the message was clearly Write the journal like I told you, or I will send your crazy ass to time-out.

“Eli is a busboy.” He liked that. One step away from I am a busboy, but that was a critical step. What did they call it? Third person. Maybe he needed to look at himself in the third person. A step in the right direction. He looked out the diner window at the homeless guy sitting on the bench across the street. He had a stuffed backpack next to him and a scruffy little dog on a leash sitting at his feet, and he was staring off into space. A step in the wrong direction, Eli thought, and he could end up sitting on a bench, staring at the diner instead of sitting inside, eating scrambled eggs. Just one small step. Okay, Eli is a busboy. What next?




Chapter Three

 

 

Ben on the Bench

 

BEN WAS sketching the fins on the back ends of old Buicks as actual sharks’ fins swimming in an aqua sea. Several Buick noses poked above the surface of the water like strange car-manatee hybrids. He’d seen manatees once in Florida and found them strangely disturbing. David moved over until his nose rested on Ben’s foot. The little dog would move up, body part by body part, until he was lying across Ben’s chest, nose pressed to the pulse, Ben’s beard moving with every dog sigh. That’s when Ben would know it was time to give it up for the day and retreat to his extended-stay hotel.

A young man came out of the diner and walked across the street, holding a coffee to-go cup and a small white paper bag. He came right to the bench, but at the last minute, his eyes seemed to skitter away, and he looked down at David instead. “Hello.”

David wagged his stub of a tail, and he looked at the white bag with interest. “The waitress, she brought me an extra biscuit. I thought you might like it. I have some coffee too. I used cream and sugar. I hope that’s okay.”

It took Ben a moment to realize this boy with his tired eyes and lined face was actually bringing him a biscuit and coffee. What was this? Maybe he was going to talk about being saved? “Well, thank you. I like biscuits.” It seemed lame, but Ben wasn’t really sure what was going on, and he didn’t want to seem too encouraging.

“All of us, we’re just one step away, you know? I totally get how it could have happened.”

One step away from what? He was young, maybe twenty-three or -four, but his face was lined like he was in pain. He looked like he’d been walking around Atlanta with broken ribs or had just gotten out of traction. Ben reached out and took the biscuit and coffee. “I’m Ben. This is David.” He gestured toward the little dog. David got a scratch between the ears.

“I’m Eli,” he said. Then Ben thought he heard the kid mumbling to himself, “Eli is a busboy, Eli is a busboy.”

“Eli, Ben, and David. If we formed a band, we could call ourselves the Old Testaments.”

Eli looked alarmed at this and took a step away, like he was getting ready to run for it. Ben thought he looked like a kid who was easily spooked. Maybe religious jokes weren’t appropriate around here? This deep into the Deep South, who knew. He could barely understand them when they talked. The local accent was so thick he thought people sounded like they were trying to talk around a mouthful of honey and peanut butter. This boy, though, his accent was charming, slow and green as a summer meadow.

Ben gestured to the sketchpad on his lap. “Have you ever seen a manatee? I always thought that they looked like an alien life-form. Like maybe when the aliens beamed people up, they left manatees in their place.”

Eli took another step away. “Actually I know this lady who looks a bit like a manatee. They seem real gentle and friendly, but something tells you not to screw with them.” He closed his eyes, reached up and rubbed his forehead, like he had a headache. “Well, see you.” David got another little pet.

“Thanks again for the biscuit and coffee,” Ben said, watching him head off down Tye. It wasn’t until he saw a dollar bill tucked under David’s collar that he clicked on the fact that the kid thought he was homeless. And he’d brought him coffee and a biscuit.

 

 

Eli on Tye

 

IT WOULD be hard, Eli thought, to decide which of them was weirder. A band called the Old Testaments? Alien manatees? But the homeless guy was not the one mumbling in the street and talking about his counselor. It must be hard with a little dog. Say you were just getting by and the dog was your only companion, maybe the only affection or love in a harsh world, and then the world got harsher, and it was like, send him to a shelter or keep him with you? A man who would share what food he could find with a little dog named David was okay. At least they could keep each other warm. Eli felt tears in his eyes at this, thinking about a man and a little dog curled around each other, trying to stay warm when the nights were getting cold.

Who would name their dog David? Maybe he came with that name, like from the rescue center. Or maybe there was some Doberman named Goliath who got his ass spanked in a fight. Yeah, that sounded about right.

The homeless guy, he looked kind of wild, with this curly dark hair sticking out in every direction and a beard that would have done a bison proud. He had an accent too, like he wasn’t originally from Georgia or anywhere in America. That must be even worse, to be a refugee and homeless. People were so intolerant these days. Eli opened the door to his room at the extended-stay hotel. It was a temporary place, just until the VA said he was good to go or whatever. He’d been looking around town. There was this building being rehabbed down on Tye, made into little apartments. Four hundred seventy-five square feet. Just about the right size for a busboy. Or whatever he was supposed to be next.




Chapter Four

 

 

Ben on the Bench

 

BEN WAS in a good mood after the biscuit guy left. Some kid brought him coffee and tucked a dollar bill under David’s collar! It was the sort of sweet and weirdly American thing to happen that made the place so lovable despite their guns and gunmetal-gray paint. It had occurred to him, as he watched the way the morning sun moved across the face of the building, that the sunlight would actually turn the gunmetal to dove, and through the afternoon, it would darken again. Could he use the changing light somehow in the design? Maybe he could play with shadow, light and dark. He really wanted to do something funny, or at least lighthearted, but he hadn’t had the nerve yet to bring it up to mural scale on any of his projects. He’d seen these little teacups painted like a traditional blue-and-white willow pattern, but if you looked closely at the design, disasters were happening everywhere. Tiny alien spaceships landing, gorillas scaling skyscrapers, monsters that looked a bit like manatees rising from the oceans. The little cups were funny, quirky, and surprising. But would the quirk and the humor work on the side of a three-story building?

He had an image then for his mural, a cityscape of tall buildings, and on the tallest, the stacks of the old Fulton Cotton Mill, a Sasquatch was scaling the building. In his hairy arms, he held a pink Buick Riviera. Below him on the streets, people were running pell-mell, and a pile of old Buicks were crushed into flaming ruins. He stood up, gathered David’s leash, and put the empty coffee cup inside the biscuit bag. He slung the camera bag over his shoulder and moved off toward the MARTA station. If he wasn’t mistaken, he could get some good views from one of the high-dollar condo developments downtown. He’d take some pictures of the skyline. The Sasquatch, he needed gorilla teeth, long and sharp and yellow.

 

 

Eli at the Extended-Stay Hotel

 

ELI THOUGHT about just going back to bed, but instead he pulled the laptop over and stared at the screen. Eli was a busboy. This needed to be an essay, he thought, remembering essays he’d written for high school civics class. You started an essay with a theme sentence or some shit like that, right? A theme, or an idea. What was the idea? He needed to figure out who he was now. Who he was going to be. He could be anything except a soldier, and he had never wanted or planned to be anything other than a soldier. Eli is a busboy. Eli is a train conductor. Eli is a dishwasher. Eli is a school teacher. Eli is a sanitation engineer. Eli is a barber. Why, he wondered, was an essay about who he was as a person now turning into a list of jobs he could have? When did who he was become what he did? Was his identity tied up in his work?

Shit, yeah, it was. He could write down that he was a man, a good person, a child of God, a child of nature, he, himself, and I—but he was an American from the Deep South, and who he was equaled what he did for a living. That might be a problem for the psychologists, but it was the truth, and his essay was about the truth. He had to write a journal for the Manatee, and he was going to start with a theme sentence that told the truth.
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