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The afternoon sun hung high over the old property, baking the yard beneath a cloudless summer sky. Heat shimmered above the driveway and rolled off the house's freshly painted walls in visible waves. The renovation had been dragging on for weeks, and every surface seemed covered in dust, sawdust, tools, drop cloths, or half-empty paint cans.

The place looked like a construction site that had lost a fight with a hardware store.

Jake had been working since early morning. By now he was exhausted, sweaty, and thoroughly filthy. His faded grey work shirt clung to his back with sweat, dark patches spreading beneath his arms and across his chest. Paint stains covered nearly every inch of the fabric from previous days of work, while fresh streaks of white, yellow, and red marked his sleeves and torso. His jeans were equally battered, coated in dust around the knees and splattered with enough paint to make it impossible to tell their original colour.

A radio somewhere on the porch crackled out classic rock between bursts of static.

The smell of fresh paint hung heavily in the hot air.

Jake stood on a ladder applying one of the final coats to a section of trim beneath the porch roof. Sweat dripped from his forehead and into his eyebrows. He wiped it away with the back of his wrist, accidentally leaving a streak of white paint across his face. "Perfect," he muttered.

The renovation was nearly finished.

One more weekend, maybe two if something went wrong, and he'd finally be done.

He climbed down from the ladder and stepped back to inspect his work. Not bad. For the first time all day he allowed himself a small moment of satisfaction. That was when he heard a familiar voice.

“Bloody hell, mate."

Jake sighed immediately. Only one person sounded that amused by someone else's suffering. He turned toward the yard.

Liam was strolling across the grass with the unmistakable swagger of a man who had absolutely no intention of helping with actual work. His own clothes already carried a few paint splatters from earlier jobs, and a grin was spreading across his face. In his hands was a massive bucket filled nearly to the brim with bright blue paint.

Jake narrowed his eyes.

The grin.

The bucket.

The fact that Liam looked far too pleased with himself.

None of that boded well.

“Whatever you're thinking," Jake called out, "the answer's no."

Liam looked down at the bucket. Then back at Jake. His grin widened. "Oh, I think the answer's definitely yes."

Jake immediately began backing away. "Liam."

"Oi, Jake," Liam called loudly. "You look like a damn rainbow exploded on you."

Jake glanced down at his paint-covered clothes. "I've been painting all day."

"You look like the wall fought back and won."

"Bugger off."

Liam chuckled and tilted the bucket slightly, letting the paint slosh dangerously close to the rim. "I reckon you need a proper cool-down."

Jake's eyes locked onto the bucket.

And suddenly he had a very bad feeling about where this afternoon was headed.
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Jake's eyes locked onto the bucket. And suddenly he had a very bad feeling about where this afternoon was headed. "Liam."

"Jake."

"Don't."

“Don't what?"

Jake pointed at the bucket. "Whatever's in your head right now."

Liam looked down into the paint. Then back at Jake. "Oh, this?"

"Yes, that."

Liam shrugged innocently. "This is just paint."

Jake barked a laugh. "You're carrying ten litres of blue paint and grinning like a psychopath."

"That's hurtful."

"It's accurate."

Liam slowly continued walking forward.

Jake continued backing away.

The movement looked ridiculous enough that both men noticed it at the same time.

"You are backing away."

"You are advancing."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Liam."

"Jake."

The bucket tilted slightly.

Jake immediately raised both hands. "Don't you dare."

Liam snorted. "You act like I'm gonna dump it on you."

"You absolutely are."

"I haven't done anything."

"You've got the face."

"What face?"

"The face you get before you do something stupid."

Liam pretended to think about it. "Oh. That face."

"Yes, that face."

Unfortunately, Jake made the mistake of looking away for half a second. That was all Liam needed.

The bucket tipped.

A tidal wave of bright blue paint surged through the air.

Jake's eyes widened. "Oh, for fu—" WHOOOOSH. The paint hit him square in the face.

The impact staggered him backward. Cold, thick paint engulfed his head and shoulders before cascading down the rest of his body. Blue flooded his hair. Ran into his ears. Covered his face. Poured down his neck. His shirt darkened instantly beneath the deluge, the fabric plastering itself against his chest and stomach as paint soaked through every layer. The sleeves hung heavily from his arms. Blue streams ran down his jeans. Paint dripped from his fingertips. His boots squelched.

Silence.

A blob slid from his eyebrow. Another dripped off his nose. Jake stood completely still.

Liam doubled over laughing. The sound echoed across the yard. "Oh my God."

Jake slowly turned his head.

"Oh my God."

"Liam."

Liam pointed. "You look incredible."

Jake blinked. Blue paint ran down his cheek. "I look murdered."

"You look like somebody dropped a Smurf into a cement mixer."

Jake wiped at his face. The gesture only spread the paint further. Now there were hand-shaped smears across his forehead and cheeks.

Liam made a strangled noise. "Mate, stop. You're making it worse."

Jake looked down at himself. His grey shirt had vanished beneath a thick blue coating. Not a patch of original fabric remained visible. Paint dripped steadily from the hem. His jeans looked like they'd been submerged in a barrel. Even his boots were turning blue. Slowly, Jake smiled.

That smile worried Liam. A lot. "Oh no."

Jake looked up. "Oh yes." Before Liam could react, Jake snatched up the nearby hose. The nozzle was already attached. Water exploded from the end.

Liam barely had time to yelp before the stream hit him directly in the chest. "AAAH!" The force nearly knocked him backward. Water soaked through his shirt instantly. Paint already splattered across the fabric began running in colourful streams.

Jake advanced.

Liam retreated. "Jake." The hose followed him. "Jake, mate." The hose continued following him. "We can discuss this."

Jake increased the pressure. "We can negotiate!"

A blast of water hit Liam directly in the face. He spluttered and staggered backward. Unfortunately, he stepped into a puddle of paint. His feet disappeared out from under him. WHUMP. He landed hard on his backside.

Paint exploded everywhere.

For a moment neither man moved.

Then Jake started laughing. Hard.

Liam looked down. Blue paint coated one side of his shirt. Red paint covered a knee. Yellow streaks somehow ran across his stomach. "What happened?"

Jake pointed helplessly. "You look like a failed art experiment."

Liam glanced at his clothes. The once-white shirt was rapidly becoming a disaster. Blue streaks crossed the front. Yellow splashes covered the sleeves. Mud and paint coated the lower half. The fabric clung to him like wet paper. Liam looked up. "Oh, we're doing this?"

Jake grinned. "We're doing this."

Liam immediately grabbed a nearby paint tray.

Jake's grin vanished. "Liam."

The tray contained bright red paint.

"Liam."

Liam smiled. "Art attack."

The paint flew.

Jake tried to dodge. He failed spectacularly. The red splashed across his chest and shoulder. Now red and blue mixed together across his shirt in dripping marbled patterns. Jake stared.

Liam laughed.

Jake picked up another tray.

Liam stopped laughing.

Paint began flying in every direction. Blue. Red. Yellow. White. The yard became a war zone.

Every few seconds another splash struck one of them. Every miss struck something else. The wheelbarrow. The porch steps. The lawn mower. A ladder somehow acquired red footprints halfway up one side.

Neither knew how.

Neither cared.

The more paint that landed on them, the harder they laughed.

Jake's shirt became a dripping mosaic of colours. Paint soaked through every inch of fabric until it hung heavily from his frame. His jeans were streaked from waist to boots. White paint coated one knee. Blue dominated the other. Yellow dripped from a pocket.

Meanwhile Liam looked even worse. His shirt had become a riot of colour. Blue handprints marked the chest. Red streaks crossed the shoulders. Yellow splatters covered both sleeves. His shorts looked tie-dyed by a lunatic. His hair resembled a mop somebody had used to clean paintbrushes.

At one point Jake grabbed Liam by the shoulders. When he let go, two perfect blue handprints remained on the front of Liam's shirt.

Both men noticed.

Jake immediately lost control laughing.

Liam looked down. "Oh, come on."

"It looks like you've been arrested by Smurfs."

Liam laughed despite himself. Then he tackled Jake. Both men crashed into the grass. An abandoned tray of white paint flipped over beside them. The contents poured directly onto both of them. Neither even bothered protesting anymore.

The afternoon had long since descended into complete and glorious chaos.
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