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      BRIGHT YELLOW LIGHT bled into the side alley to Hempy’s Happy Times, a fast-food restaurant with a long and distinguished history in the town of North Bruxley. A man-boy: the frame and muscular build of a man in his early-twenties, but the cherubic face of a youthful adolescent, stumbled out into the alley, turning his ankle in a pothole as he fell, catching his head on a brick sticking out at a malicious angle from the wall.

      A stern and heavy voice, surely belonging to a stocky man in his forties or fifties, followed the boy out. “That’s the last dish you smash in my kitchen, you bleeding dishwaster.”

      The door slammed shut, extinguishing any light in the side alley.

      The boy sat on the ground, rubbing his head where it had come into contact with the wall.

      There was a girlish titter in the darkness.

      The boy flinched then glanced round. “Who’s there?”

      Another titter.

      “What’s so funny?”

      A match scraped against an unseen matchbox and flared up, sending a flaming glow round the alley—showing up the various wheelie bins, the broken glass sparkling in little circles of chaos and the bones chewed up by stray dogs. All the smells seemed to join soon after. The sweet smell of rubbish juice and rotting meat.

      The flame steadied and girl brought the match up to her face, illuminating her features. She had dark brown—no, black—eyes and china doll features, as if were someone to tweak her nose it might break, if they were to touch her rouge lips they might crumble into dust. Her black hair was in a pixie-like cut and it shimmered with every one of her movements.

      The boy straightened and then rose. He looked back to the door which he had been recently hurled out of. He swore under his breath.

      “What’s the matter?” the girl said.

      He looked back at her. “What’re you doing here, lurking about?”

      The girl shrugged. “Just bored, I reckon.”

      “Yeah? So thought you’d pop down here, look out for any pot washers getting sacked? Thought it might be worth a chuckle?”

      “Your boss said it was a dish.”

      The boy wiped his nose with the back of his sleeve. “I do dishes, too.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “You really are a jack-of-all-trades.”

      “Why don’t you go pick on someone else, eh?”

      Her grin widened and she stepped closer. The match burnt down to her fingers and then snuffed out, leaving them in fresh darkness.

      The moon draped its half-light down on the side alley. After a matter of moments the boy’s eyes grew accustomed to the change and he could make out the form of the girl.

      “Have you got a girlfriend?” the girl said.

      The boy scowled. “What kind of a question is that?”

      The girl shrugged. “Dunno, just curious.”

      The boy sighed. “Look, you turn up here just after I’ve lost my third job in as many months, first you laugh at me getting thrown out on my arse then you start probing into my private life. Are you some kind of self-esteem murderer?”

      The girl tittered again. “All right, dishwaster, don’t get your knickers in a twist.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Why not?” she said. “It’s funny.”

      “That’s my career you’re making fun of.”

      She flicked her fringe out of her eyes. “Then maybe you should consider another one.”

      Dishwaster shook his head and snorted. “Yeah? Great advice, I should really take that on board. Only problem is there’s something standing in my way, namely qualifications.”

      “What’s that?”

      Dishwaster screwed up his eyes. He made his way along the alley, wanting to pass the girl. “Get out of my, way, please. I want to go home. There’s some lichen cultivating on the seal of my fridge that might be missing me.”

      The girl shoved her hand against Dishwaster’s solar plexus. “Come on, you haven’t listened to what I’ve got to say yet. Stay and natter, just a little while.”

      He waited a moment and then knocked her hand away, making for the main road, heading back to the bus stop to catch the Ebberly Express back home. As he trudged his way along the pavement, he noticed the pitter-patter of footsteps behind him. When he turned his head, sure enough, there was the girl, following.

      He came to a halt, leaning up against a convenient lamppost, plastered with dishevelled posters advertising gigs, flats for rent and lost dogs. Since his t-shirt was caked in baking fat and grease he really didn’t care about the extra layer of dirt he was adding to the fabric. “All right,” Dishwaster said. “That’s enough of this. Stop following me, all right?”

      The girl trod up to him. She smiled. “No.”

      Dishwaster looked round, as if he might be able to spot a passing policeman, bring the law to bear on this. “You know, what you’re doing is tantamount to stalking.”

      “‘Tantamount?’” she said. “That’s an awfully big word for a dishwaster.”

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      Ignoring him, she closed one eye and looked him up and down. “I think there’s more to you than meets the eye, you know. I reckon you’re doing yourself down.”

      He patted the pocket of his jeans and withdrew a battered packet of cigarettes. Inside one cigarette remained. It was bent in the middle so he straightened it out before slipping it between his lips. “Great, so now you’re feeling bad about making me feel bad.”

      “Smoking will kill you.”

      “Yeah? Thanks for the lecture, Grandma, now give me a light, won’t you?”

      The girl’s inane smile dialled up a couple of notches. “I don’t have a light.”

      “Look, don’t get all high and mighty with me, okay? I saw that match you struck back there in the alley, now hand one over.”

      “That was the last one,” she said.

      “You really want to enrage a nicotine addict?”

      “I’m telling the truth.”

      Dishwaster gazed into her eyes, those dual pits of oil and murk, and he decided that she was telling the truth, or at least she was a passable liar. Apart from that, though, he had to admit she was attractive, that he was attracted to her. It made him all the more frustrated when the pretty girls were nice to him—like dangling something he could never have before his eyes.

      He spat out his cigarette and smushed it with the heel of one of his raggedy trainers. He marched back off in the direction of the bus stop.

      “Where’re you going in such a hurry?” the girl said.

      “None of your business.”

      Dishwaster kept up his pace, hoping the girl would get bored and wander off. She was one of those kooky types who either completely understood their sexiness and used it to mock innocent boys or she was genuinely unaware of how good-looking she was, and was some kind of mental.

      He reached the bus stop and took a seat on the wooden bench. The planks creaked beneath his bottom, threatening to crack right open. It would be just his luck for that to happen.

      Still not having taken the hint, the girl walked into his vision once more. A smile continued to part her lips, adding a glow to her cheeks.

      “What do you want?” Dishwaster said, a growl bubbling in his throat.

      The girl stood before him, looking down, the same pert features and oblivious expression. “I don’t have anywhere to go.”

      Dishwaster stared at a particularly interesting puddle of crap in the road, hoping the girl would get the idea and scarper. But she remained there, still not getting the hint. Finally, he sighed and looked up at her. “Do you want me to suggest some places you can go or what?”

      “Okay,” she said, with the same carefree tone of voice.

      Dishwaster pressed his hand to his clammy forehead, still smelling the stench of the third-rate detergent his boss demanded he use on the job. Although he had been wearing rubber gloves the scent had still got through somehow.

      He brought his hand back down and counted off on his fingers. “You can go: to Atlantis, El Dorado or Hell, take your pick.”

      She scowled at him. “I’ve already been to those places. I don’t think there’s much point in me going back.” She brightened. “But I could take you there with me if you like.”

      Great, a joker, thought Dishwaster and leant forward in his seat to look round the girl, to check that the bus wasn’t sneaking up on them silently. Unfortunately it wasn’t. He pressed his shoulder blades back against the hard wooden planks and stared up at the cloudy sky.

      “Can I come home with you?” she said.

      The question caught Dishwaster on the chin, like a left-hook in a darkened club, just after three in the morning, after several bouts of mixed drinks, and maybe some recreational drugs too. He got out just about the appropriate response to reflect that sentiment. “Wha?”

      She jiggled her shoulders, as if a chill had crept up on her, then said, “I want to come to your house, can I?”

      The bus appeared at the top of the street, its green neon lettering piercing the gloom: Ebberly Express.

      Dishwaster stepped out onto the curb, waved his arm at the bus. He glanced back at her. “You got your own transport card?” he said.

      Seemingly out of nowhere, she produced the distinctive yellow card and waggled it in front of his eyes.

      He looked up and down the street, wondering whether this might be some kind of setup. But, then again, who would bother to set him up? He was such a champion loser that some random stranger had taken it upon herself to christen him Dishwaster.

      The bus creaked to a halt, a cacophony of hydraulics accompanied by a guff of exhaust.

      “Come on, then,” he said, as he stepped onto the bus and flashed his transport card at the scanner.

      The scanner beeped them both on board.
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      DISHWASTER’S FLAT was pretty much as he left it. There was a half-eaten pizza on the crooked, circular kitchen table, still wallowing in its own greasy cardboard box. A little further along, the single bed remained unmade, its duvet scrunched up on the floor. The bathroom at the other end of the flat smelled much the same as before.

      He glanced over to check out the girl’s reaction to the scene.

      It seemed that she was an especially good liar because she kept up her inane smile as she walked through the deeply-set filth and decay. When she reached the fridge she opened the door and inspected the grey seal around the edge. “Hello there, lichen.”

      Now he was sure she was a nutter, and he regretted bringing her here, back to his place. How would he manage to get her out the door without that weighing on his conscience? He felt responsible for whatever might happen to someone as vulnerable as her.

      She slapped the fridge door closed and turned on him. “I take it you don’t have a girlfriend, then?”

      “You have terrific skills of deduction.”

      “Thanks,” she said, with a little leap in her step.

      And a faulty sarcasm detector, he thought.

      As he watched on, the girl helped herself to a tour of his flat. The way that she peered at things, reached out to touch them, even smelled a couple, reminded him of a dog inspecting an unfamiliar home, working out where it fit in.

      Once she ducked back out of the bathroom, apparently finished with her solitary tour, she looked over at him. “I never told you my name, did I?”

      “No,” Dishwaster said, already anticipating that he was going to regret hearing it—what was it they said about pets being much more difficult to get rid of once you named them?

      “It’s Pixibob.”

      That just about figures, he thought.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me about it?”

      Whatever attraction he’d felt toward her before seemed to dissipate with his exhaustion. He really had no patience for any more kookiness. He wasn’t one of those guys who slaved after girls, a while ago he had resolved that he was perfectly happy alone, wallowing in his miserable flat, doing his miserable job. Generally being miserable.

      He stretched his arms so that his fingertips brushed the lumpy ceiling. When he yawned, his mouth seemed to latch open wide enough to eat a small baby. “To be honest,” he said, “I’m completely knackered. I’ve just put in an eight-hour shift scrubbing pans, I’m ready to go to bed.”

      “That’s all right,” she said. “We can sleep.”

      At this remark his ears perked up some more. His tongue felt thick and unwieldy in his mouth. Was his imagination playing tricks on him or was she indeed throwing herself at him? What else could that mean? He had to get things straight. “There’s only one bed,” he said.

      “I know,” Pixibob said. “We’ll fit, won’t we? I’m only little.”

      He couldn’t argue with that.

      He thought about her, surely an extremely vulnerable person, and he hated to think what might’ve happened to her if she had come across some other, more oafish, pot washer. To tell the truth, he might’ve been more oafish if he’d had a modicum of energy.

      “Uh,” he said, scratching the back of his neck.

      Pixibob launched herself forward and leapt onto the bed, the springs creaking a couple of times as she landed. She rested her head back on the pillow, shut her eyes and immediately started to snore.

      Dishwaster watched on, puzzled. He had never seen anyone go to sleep that fast, it was like she could do it on demand or something. However, his eyes drooping in their sockets, he got in beside her, pulled the duvet over both of them and clicked off the light.

      In the morning there was no sign of Pixibob, and Dishwaster considered whether it had all been a dream. He drew the duvet down to his chest, seeing that he was still fully-clothed. Perhaps it had all just been a dream—one weird, warped dream.

      Once he’d had a bowl of cereal and knocked back half a mug of cold coffee, which he’d found on the kitchen counter from the day before, he ventured out of his flat, glancing up the corridor before stepping out as if Pixibob might be waiting to pounce at a moment’s notice.

      Seeing the coast was clear, he slunk out along the corridor then out of the building. There was only way to see if yesterday had all really been a dream. He would have to go back to Hempy’s Happy Times and see if he had been sacked. That would shine a light on all this.

      When he arrived his boss was strutting his way behind the counter, dishing out orders to the servers as they saw to the morning line of customers, four or five long. It was enough for Dishwaster to make eye contact with his boss to cause a kerfuffle.

      His boss’s eyes bulged from their sockets and his complexion darkened. “What in hell’s name are you doing here, layabout?”

      “Uh, uh,” Dishwaster got out, backing up toward the doors, seeing his opportunity to rush for freedom.

      The boss rounded the counter, his belly jiggling over the waistband of his trousers. “Out, go on, get out of my restaurant.”

      Some of the customers turned their heads in Dishwaster’s direction, but before he could cause any further commotion he was out, into the car park, jogging away from Hempy’s. About a hundred metres later he was out of breath, sweat dampening just about every part of his body. He doubled over, resting his hands on his kneecaps, and took a moment to catch his breath. When he snapped back upright, Pixibob was staring right back at him.
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