STEVE PERRY

JUST ASK

Sam padded down the hall into the kitchen, rubbing at his face, half asleep
He

was still in his pajams, which at this tinme of year consisted of a pair of

so-ol d-they-were-gray jockey shorts with the wai stband stretched out. It was
ni ne o' clock, but hey, he was on vacation, wasn't he?

The kitchen snelled wonderful. Carly was naking biscuits. \Wole wheat,
sonet hi ng

nobody el se he knew got fight and something Carly had been doing perfectly for
twenty years. No | ead bread here

"Morning, hon," she said brightly. "Sleep okay?"

"Yeah, fine."

He waited, but she didn't say anything. He had to know, so he asked.

"You, uh, been out this norning?"

"I brought in the paper.”

“"And . . . ?"

"They' re tal king about raising taxes again down in Salem"

He glared at her while he poured a cup of coffee fromthe thernos. "Thank you,
Conni e Chung. Wat about the house?"

She shrugged. "The house? Ah. Well. You know "
"“Shit!"
He started toward the door, cup in hand.

"You better put some clothes on. What will the neighbors think?" "Ask me if |
care what the neighbors think."

He didn't really I ook at the house until he was alnpost to the end of the
driveway. Then he turned and got an eyeful

It was yel |l ow agai n.

He took a big sip of coffee, then shook his head. Well, shit.

Yel | ow.

Agai n.

kay, fine, it wasn't yellow, if your idea of yellow was Tweety Bird or

nust ard,

it was nore of a sand color, nmaybe a little darker than a manila folder, but
as

far as he was concerned, that was yell ow enough and that stinking hue ran al
the way to its rotten heart.



And, given that he had spent nost of yesterday and the day before painting the
front of the house with Sears' best Watherbeater(TM latex in a nice warm

bl ue

-- some gray init -- it was really beginning to piss himoff.

Hat hor ne cane out next door and cast a bal eful gaze at Samin his underwear.
Hat horne was sixty-three, retired early fromthe state. He anmbled over to
wher e

Sam stood and | ooked at the front of the house.

"I saw you out here yesterday with the sprayer and all. | thought you were

goi ng
to paint it blue," he said.

Hat horne was on the board of the nei ghborhood association and thus privy to

t he

architectural committee's necessary pre-approval of all painting or

renovati ons

in the subdivision. You couldn't cut down a dead bush wi thout getting
per m ssi on

fromthose yahoos. They were all a bunch of Nazis, as far as Sam was

concer ned.

Not counting Sam and Carly and Tabitha and that one black fam |y down the
street, the whole of Beaverton was white Republicans as far as the eye could
see

and they liked "earth tones" here in the lovely Four Seasons devel oprent.
Newconers from SoCal quickly recogni zed Beaverton as Orange County north and
that it was held up by pillars of ticky-tacky conformty. You could shoot the
new adventures of Leave it to Beaver here, if you wanted. He still wasn't sure
how t hey' d wound up living here. Something to do with the school district
Carly

want ed for Tabby. Carly usually got what she wanted.

"I did paint it blue. Somebody nust have Shuck over here in the middle of the
ni ght and repainted it yell ow again."

"I wouldn't call that yellow " Hathorne said, |ooking at the house. "Mre of a
sand color. Manila, maybe --"

"What ever! Anyway, this is the second tine it happened."

"How odd. "

Sam si pped at his coffee again. "Yeah, well, it may be odd, but it isn't
funny. "

"Well. I've got to go. You gonna paint it again?"

"Damed right | am

"M ght put on some clothes. Otherw se you night give old Ms. Jackson across
t he
street another heart attack."

When he finished the front, late in the afternoon, Sam went inside to wash up
It was warmout, a nice spring day, and the paint was already drying in

pl aces.

It had been an uneventful afternoon, except for the usual run of the Beaverton
Fire Rescue truck to old Ms. Jackson's house for her nonthly case of the



vapors. O d Ms. Jackson was eighty-eight. He expected she would outlive
everybody in the subdivision, her "heart attacks" notw thstanding. He'd seen
t hose young delivery nmen going into her house and not coming out for hours at
a

time. He had his suspicions that she had something going with one of the fire
department medi cs, too. Maybe he should get stock in J&'s KY factory -- the
old

| ady nust buy the stuff by the barrel

"How is it going?" Carly asked. She was fixing supper: nashed potatoes, pork
chops, broccoli. The snmell was exquisite. Carly mght just be the best cook on
t he pl anet.

"Just fine. Where are the sleeping bags?"

"I'n the hall closet. Why?"

"Because | amgoing to canp out front tonight and watch for whoever thinks
23 iilariously funny. And |I'mtaking the shotgun with ne."

She rai sed an eyebrow

TC}egon | aw says you can shoot anybody who sneaks over and paints your house
1ﬂe m ddl e of the night."

The eyebrow went hi gher

"Well, if it doesn't, it should."

"Why don't you just forget it and enjoy the rest of your week off? | like the
old color just fine. And it isn't in bad shape."

"Puke yell ow. Baby crap yellow Pus yellow "

"It isn't yellow, it's nore of a sand color. Maybe manila. And I like it."
Their

fifteen-year-ol d daughter Tabitha wandered into the kitchen, a scruffy vision
in

bl ack, her long hair pulled back in a pony tail. A beautiful child and the

i mage

of her nother, save for the fatty cl ot hes.

"You just get up?" Sam asked.

"Nah, | been up for a while. Half an hour, at |east."

"Jesus."

"Spring vacation, Dad. | get to sleep late. So, when's supper gonna be ready,
Mo

"Thirty mnutes.”
"Great. How d the painting go, Dad? Was it yell ow agai n?"
"It was. And | bet it was one of your friends who did it."

"Come on, Dad, just because they rolled the place one tine with toilet paper



"\What about the | oad of OCA political signs?"
"My friends didn't do that."

" Hah! "

"Anyway, nobody | know woul d waste that much energy for a joke." That was
probably true, Tabby and nost of her friends nade garden slugs |ook like track
stars on steroids. But he said, "Maybe. W'Ill|l see."” He mi m cked jacking a
shel |

into the action of a punmp shotgun, pointed the inaginary weapon and said,

"Bl am "

Tabby flicked a quick gaze at the ceiling. "Really, Dad." She headed for the
t el evi si on.

"Gve ny love to Oprah,” he yelled after her
"Real |y, Dad, Oprah has been over for hours. It's Geraldo."

At about m dnight, hunched under the small oak tree in the sleeping bag

wi t hout

-- at Carly's insistence -- the shotgun, Sam dozed off. Not nmore than five
m nut es, he checked his watch when he jerked awake suddenly. Five m nutes
t ops.

Ckay, six mnutes.

The house was yel | ow agai n.

He stared at it. No way. No way coul d sonebody paint the whole front of an
entire house in six mnutes. Maybe if they had a sprayer the size of a Mck
truck and the Flash was running it, but it would have to nake a | ot of noise
even so, and no way could they drive up, paint the house and leave in five --

okay, six -- goddammed m nutes. Not wi thout waking himup. No way, no how, no
ma' am

vell . . . dam.

Carly was still awake readi ng when he went inside. Another of those

get -your-shit-toget her books. The path to sonewhere or the other. The joy of
br eat hi ng.

"How s it going out there, M. Bond?" She humed a bit of the thene from
Col df i nger .

"It's yell ow again."

" AR

"' Ah?" Al you can say is 'Ah?""

She | ooked back at her book. "Well. What are you going to do now?"

"Do? Do? Nothing right this mnute. In the norning, however, | amgoing to
Sears, that's what 1'mgoing to do. W'IlIl just see about this."

The sal esnan at Sears, a barely post-pinple boy of maybe twenty, had never
heard



of anything like it before. Nor had he heard much of anything about anything
bef ore, Sam reasoned.

"Uh, maybe | should, like, you know, let you, like, uh, talk to ny manager?"

Never had a shotgun when you needed one. "Uh, yeah, why, like, don't you, uh
do
t hat ?"

Ameri ca was doormed. Wien this kid' s generation took over, they'd probably feed
all the old folks to the lions. If Generation-Z lived that | ong, Sam woul d
probably be glad to hurl hinmself into the cage with the big cats. Not, "You
want

fries with that?" but, "Fries? What are fries?" Even pictures on the buttons
woul dn't be enough. Dooned.

The manager, a wonman of sixty with hair dyed the color of a palomino horse's
mane and thirty pounds too much weight, all of it bel ow her wai st, shook her
head. She'd never heard anything like it, either. "Wat exactly is it you want
us to do, M. -- ah -- ?"

"Sewal | . Sam Sewal I . The paint is guaranteed for fifteen years, isn't it?"
"Well, yes . . ."
"Then if it evaporates off in five mnutes, something is wong with it. | want

it replaced.”

"Repl aced. "

"Right. 1'Il swap you ny twelve gallons of unopened paint for twelve new
gallons."

She shrugged. "All right. | guess we can do that."

"Some freak chem cal thing?" Hathorne said.

"Yep," Sam sai d.

"Must be pretty rare.”

Samrefilled the airless sprayer with another thick dollop of the heavy | atex
paint, screwed the Iid back on. Got paint all over his hands. "Nah, it happens
all the tinme, people at Sears said. Mstly with earth tones."

Hat horne glared at him "I didn't nmake the board policy, Sewall."

"Yeah, but you help enforce it. The Board doesn't even have a col or wheel we
can

choose from It's all inside your mnds, you should pardon the expression."

"We know what's right. You want a purple house with pink spots, go live in
Eugene with all the other old hippies."

Sam didn't speak to that. He flexed his right index finger. It was getting
sore,
having to hold the sprayer's trigger down all this tine.

Good morning!" Sam said as he strolled into the kitchen. He felt so good he
had



al ready showered and shaved and gotten dressed in his paint-spattered
overal | s.

He should be able to finish the sides and nost of the back of the house today,
i f he hustl ed.

Carly was testing a drop of pancake batter on the cast iron grill. The netal
was

ni cely seasoned: the batter sizzled. Geat snell. "H . You want to eat first
or

start repainting first?"

Sam blinked. It took a second for what she'd said to sink in.

"Did you say, 'Start repainting? As in, paint over a part | already painted?"
"Ch, dear."

He stormed out front.

Son-of -a-bitch

Back inside, Carly said, "You want Karo or maple syrup on your pancakes?"
"The house is yellow again! Yellow, vyellow vyellow"

"You're upset."

"Upset?! Why woul d | be upset? Just because |'ve got the only house on the
fucki ng planet that can't be painted? Maybe | shoul d go on Donahue -- Men
Whose

Houses Change Colors in the Mddle of the Fucking N ght!"

"I think they already did that show |'msorry, did you say Karo or maple
syrup?"

"Karo."

Jesus.

"What cha doon, Dad?"

"A scientific experinent. I'"mpainting this piece of plywood here blue and |I'm
going to paint a swatch on the front of the house blue and see what happens in
t he norning."

" Cool . "

Yep. Civilization was dooned. Dooned. Mght as well start witing his wll
NOW.

In the norning, the plywood was still a nice warm blue, some gray init.

The house, of course, was spotlessly, disgustingly, putridly yellow

"Now what cha doon, Dad?"

"I"'msetting up the video canera to tape the front of the house. |I'll conme out

and change the tape in the mddle of the night. I amgoing to see exactly how
t he dammed house does it."



"Cool. You aren't worried sonebody might steal the canera?"

"No. It's wired to explode if anybody but nme touches it. Better tell all your
thieving friends. One finger on it and . . . kaboom"

"Real |y, Dad."

Samran the tape on fast forward. Three hours of the blue patch on his house.
ébuple of noths flew by; once, Carly's coal black cat padded past, taking no
apparent notice of either the fresh paint or the canmera. She called the cat
"Djavul ;" when she wasn't around, Sam called the nasty old tom "Feces."

Al of a sudden the blue spot vanished.

He rewound the tape and played it at normal speed. The bl ue patch di sappeared
?gst he mssed it. He rewound the tape again, ran it on sl ow

M ssed it again.

The third time he rewound the tape, he advanced it one frame at a tine.

The bl ue spot vani shed between two franes. Like a Iight blinking out, that
fast.

One frane it was there, by the next frane it was gone. Poof. Unless it really
was the Flash doing it, it wasn't possible. And even the Flash would have to
hurry.

Jesus H Christ on a pogo stick

Sam cal |l ed his college roonmate WIIl Stoughton at the Dow Research Lab in
Hi I | sboro.

"WIl, did you get a chance to | ook at those sanples | sent you?"

"Yup."

“"And . . .?"

"Well, Sam old son, | can give you the technical breakdown, if you want --

bi nders and pignents and adhesives and all like that -- but what you have here

is two different colors of exterior house paint."
"I know that. |s there anything unusual about then®"

"Nope, not that | can tell. The fresh blue is standard | atex. Sears
Weat her beater (TM woul d be my guess.”

"What about the dried yell ow chips?"
"You mean the sand-colored stuff? Actually, it's nore of a manila --"
"Spare ne the shade conparisons. |Is there anything wong with it?"

"Nope. Plain ole paint, just like the other."

"If I were to slap sone of the blue on ny house over the yellow, how |ong
woul d



it belikely to stay there?"

"Assum ng nobody scraped it off, and given the Oregon weather, twelve, naybe
fifteen years."

"Well, shit."

"A probl en"

"Yeah. 1've put this paint on the front of my house six tines and each tinme it
di sappeared by the next nmorning. Just . . . went away."

"Hm That's odd."

"I's that your considered Ph.D.-in-chem stry opinion, Dr. Stoughton? Gdd, you
say? (dd? What coul d cause that?"

"Damed if | know. | suppose you could cone up with something like vani shing
i nk. You know that stuff we used to squirt on each other as kids, bought it
S?tthe back of conics? Loses its col or when exposed to the air?"

"Yeah?"

"Thing is, this isn't it. This is just plain old paint. No way."

"\What about radon or sormet hi ng?"

"Sammy, boy, if you had enough radioactivity in your house to bl each the paint

off the wall overnight you and your famly would all [ook |ike burnt pork
chops. "
"Well . . . shit."

"Interesting, though. Keep nme posted on it, would you? | gotta go now. Oprah
is

com ng on. They're doing 'Wnen Wo Pretend to Be Men and Then Sleep Wth

O her

VWnen. " "

"And you supposedly an intelligent human bei ng. Goodbye, WII."

Sam brooded in his study for nmost of the afternoon, thinking about the

pr obl em
Unl ess sonet hing drastic happened, the house was going to stay that baby trap
yellow. He'd run out of ideas.Wy? still |oomed unanswered. Ooviously he'd

pi ssed off sone bored god with nothing better to do than sit around zapping
hi s

pai nt j ob.

Finally, around supper tinme, he figured it out. The only thing that nmade any
sense, all things considered. He didn't know why he hadn't seen it before.

Carly
was in the kitchen, cooking fried chicken

"Hi, honey. Feeling better?"
"Yeah. | think I figured it out."

She turned and gave himthe rai sed eyebrow



"It's you, isn't it? You're a witch, aren't you?"

Carly turned back to the bubbling chicken. She began to carefully turn the

pi eces. They were all a nice, golden brown on the bottom She was a great

cook.

She never burned anything. Never. That was a major clue. He really should have
seen it before. It wasn't natural not to ever burn anything you cooked. And

whol e wheat -- anybody who coul d make whol e wheat biscuits that tasted good,
wel |, that wasn't natural, either. Ipso facto.
"Well, actually, yes. | ama witch."

He knew it! "Jesus, Carly! W' ve been married for twenty years! You would

t hi nk

that if a man's wife was a witch she would at least et himknowit, wouldn't
you?"

"You never asked."

"I never asked? Jesus, | never asked if you could turn into a fire-breathing
dragon, either!"

"Are you asking ne if | can?"

He stared at her. "No. | don't want to know. Conme on, Carly, you could have
sai d

somet hi ng! "

She shrugged. "It never cane up."

He turned away, shaking his head. "So it is you who's been naking the paint
vani sh every night. | been out there busting nmy butt and you're wiggling your
nose or whatever it is witches do and di sappearing it!"

"I like the color the house is," she said. "I told you."

"But -- but --"

"You didn't ask me if | wanted to change it. You announced that you were going
to paint the house, then you went to Sears and picked the color out, also

wi t hout asking ne."

He turned back around, surprised. "Did I?"

"You did. It didn't occur to you that | night have an opini on?"

"I thought you'd like the blue."

"Well, | do like it, actually. But you should have asked."

He thought about it for a minute. Well. She had himthere. That was true. "Ch.
Oh. I"'msorry. | don't know what | was thinking. | should have asked.
apol ogi ze. "

Carly stirred the chicken around a little, "Really?"

"Really. I"'msorry. What can | say? |'mno Al an Alda."

She smled, but it was a little one.



"Al'l right. \Where is ny sword?"

She | ooked at him " Sword?"

"Yeah, so | can fall on it. Mea culpa. | will kiss your feet and then | wll
do
the honorable thing. Me 'n'" Brutus 'n' Cassius, we're honorable nmen, you

know. "
She | aughed and he knew he was off the hook.
"So, can you do anything el se? Magic, | nean?"

She | aughed again. "You don't really think that being able to make | ove five
times in one night is natural at your age, do you?"

"Hey, I'monly forty-six." He put his arms around her. "Were is Tabby? Didn't

she go to the novies? I'lIl show you natural."
"The chicken will burn."”
"Let it."

They didn't make it to the bedroomuntil the third time. And, of course, the
chicken didn't burn, either.

And when Sam woke up the next norning, the outside of the house was a nice,
war m
blue -- with a little gray init.

All he'd had to do was ask.



