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      The wet season rain has stopped but I’m sweaty already walking out the door and it’s only 7AM. My night porter shift, over. I don’t want to go home but there’s nothing else to do. Nowhere to drink. I start walking down towards Doctor’s Gully, where I live at the YMCA. The Y has a bad reputation. Darwin, January 2001. Trouble always comes.

      I unlock and open the sliding door and the flywire door to my little room. A wardrobe on the left as I walk in. The steel bed with a single mattress pushed against the wall. A TV opposite the bed, next to the bar fridge. A desk and black plastic chair. I take off all my clothes and close the curtain, leave the sliding door open two feet, close the flywire door. Grab a big plastic water bottle from the fridge. Pop my medication from its pack and throw down 1000mg of Seroquel with water. 400 slow release; 600 normal. Turn the fan on full-bore. Crash down hard onto the bed. Reach underneath the bed and slide out my dinner plate, which has on it: a bag of grass; a cigarette; some Tally-Ho rollie papers. I mix and roll and strike a match to the joint and inhale so deeply it makes my head spin. I start to zone out, to forget, and everything is alright for a few moments. I take a few more hits on the fat joint and the fan is making the ash fly around the yellowish walls at a million miles an hour. I look up at the ceiling and feel nothing, nothing at all.

      I wake up a few hours later to the monsoon rain pummelling down outside. I’m sweating full on. I feel my damp stomach with my left hand, reach down and rub my cock and balls with my right hand. Think about it and yawn loudly, but get up, put on a loose pair of shorts and open the curtain. I lay back down. I love to watch the rain pummel down and I don’t love too much, lately.

      I roll a joint, just a small one paper joint, smoke it slowly, like a cigarette. Get up slowly. Fill a bowl with that Nutrigrain cereal. Great for the munchies because it is all sugar and you can really crunch into it hard. I grab a towel and walk to the communal bathroom via the long balcony, for a shit and shower. There’s a pretty good view of Darwin Harbour through the trees and it’s not the first time I have thought that this place would be worth millions to a developer. In the shower, I think about how I haven’t had many bad schizo days lately, the meds are doing their job but who knows what’s around the corner.

      A bit later I walk up Mitchell Street to the Transit Centre, where I buy the NT News from this little newsagent/bookstore in a little laneway that also has a tiny Thai restaurant and some other small shops. It has some character this little laneway, that runs from where the buses depart to Mitchell Street. I've bought some paperbacks to read here before and eaten quite often at that little Thai place, sweating out chilli while eating a Thai Red Curry. Hmm. Yum. Most always I operate or function on my own but I'm good friends with a Thai girl, she's a prostitute. I never know what to call her in my head. Hooker? Prostitute? It all sounds so disrespectful. She is my friend. Her name is Angel and she's soooo funny. When I hang out with her, I'm happy.

      But now I’m doing the form guide with a pen I borrowed from the waitress, an unsmiling English girl, her cheeks flushed red, clearly flustered by the heat and the busyness of the café. The rain has stopped. The sun has burnt out from behind the bruised purple of the clouds and it practically makes the shimmering asphalt road melt. But enough about that.

      I’ve picked a few horses out. Always the longshots with me. I finish my coffee and get up and walk quickly along the footpath past Chilli’s backpackers and hotels and other cafés and the Salvation Army Hostel and turn into the Blue Heelers Tavern at 11.00AM and order a beer. They’re racing already in New Zealand so I slap a few bets on and lean against a ledge on the far wall and quickly down my beer and get another one. The barman on duty has seen me do this for a while now. I usually come in here every second or third day at the same time or even earlier. He doesn’t like me, that’s obvious but fuck him.

      On my fifth beer, I barrack home a winner. I put $20 to win on it at 25-1. Yeeha! I choose half-a-dozen more longshot horses and put $20 on each of them to win, at racetracks all-round Australia. I walk out with my winnings and hail a cab right out the front of the Tavern and tell the driver,

      “Shark Motel, please.” He drives me there unsmiling but thankfully with the aircon on full blast. I hope Angel doesn’t have a client and that she’s awake. There are about five or six girls working out of the motel but the girl who shares the twin room with Angel has gone to Brisbane for a week. I give the driver $10 and tell him to keep the change. I walk up the stairs to the first-floor room. The curtains are closed and I knock fairly hard on the door and wait. Nothing. I get my little Motorola phone out and phone her number and knock again. My phone call goes to voicemail and I start getting pissed off and then she opens the door. She looks up at me, the chain on the hook, smiles and laughs softly and says,

      “Jake, my lover, Jake.”

      She takes the chain off and I walk in, a little drunk, cos drinking early in the morning does that to me. She’s wearing these tiny, cute little white undies with flowers on them and nothing else. I’m looking at her bare back and her bum looks ripe and I feel that urge and she turns and I look straight at her breasts and she says,

      “Feeling hot, Jake?”

      “A little bit, yeah.”

      “Where have you been, Jake?”

      “Blue Heelers.”

      “You won?”

      “A little bit.”

      “You take your pills?”

      “Of course.”

      I grab her around the waist and kiss her on the lips and she kisses me back hard and I say,

      “Do you want to…”

      “No, not now, Jake.”

      “You’re in charge, Angel,” I say and pull her close to me and we kiss and she says,

      "I'm tired, Jake. You're beautiful but I'm tired and still work to do."

      We lie down on the bed together and smoke a small joint. She barely smokes any of it, a little puff designed not to get her stoned. Like she said, she has a whole day and night of work to come. I get a little angry thinking about it.

      We say nothing for a while and then she jumps up and puts some music on. Thai pop music, which is like sugar with saccharine on top but I’ve actually started to like it. Not loud, low enough so we can talk. I pray she doesn’t get a client cos she never refuses a job. She sends money back to her mother and daughter in Bangkok, so the young girl can go to school, live somewhere semi-decent. Angel calls Bangkok, Krung Thep.

      “Anything happening?” I ask her

      “I sent the photo we took to my daughter.” I laugh out loud and say,

      “Oh great, that is so great.”

      We got this idea, the two of us, to dress Angel up in some conservative looking clothes and to come into my work late at night and take a photo of her behind the reception desk serving a customer (me). I got the receptionist who finished at 11pm to take the photo. I start laughing again. I got such a kick out of doing it because you know, the Buddha will forgive Angel for selling her body because she is helping her daughter but her daughter now thinks her mum works as a receptionist. This will make my week.

      I look at her when I stop laughing and say,

      “Can you put a t-shirt or singlet on?”

      “Funny boy can’t control himself.”

      I squirm a bit in embarrassment but it’s true. She’s so delicious. But she does pull open the small chest-of-drawers next to her bed and grab a t-shirt. It’s of a crocodile dancing on water. Darwin. Shit. The whole tourism industry would disappear in a fraction of a second if there were no more crocodiles, cos there would be no more crocodile attacks on people and then no tourists. Oh yeah, Kakadu drags them in for the cultural experience but it has crocs too.

      “Don’t you want a girlfriend, Jake?” she asks me.

      “I have you.”

      “Yeah, but I can’t be your girlfriend. I have to work.”

      “I didn’t ask you to be.”

      “Don’t you want a little boy or girl and a wife.”

      “Love’s been a disappointment to me.”

      “Ah, crazy, lost Jake, grow up. You could teach English in Thailand. I can tell you the best place where to do the course and after you finish, where to teach. I’ll go home to Thailand in maybe five years from now. We could meet up. Then I could be with you always. We call a teacher, khru, a respected job for you Jake.”

      “I could spend the rest of my life in this motel room with you.”

      She shakes her head as if to say, what am I going to do with you. Her mobile phone rings and she takes the phone call and I cross my fingers as she tells the guy what she does and then confirms the time, which is right away. She gets two more calls in two minutes and I get up and put my light blue, short sleeve shirt on and slip into my shorts and put my sandals on, pissed off, my time with her cut short. She keeps talking and then puts her hand up like a kid in a classroom,

      “Jake, come back later, we can eat together, at the little place in the transit centre. I know how much you like it.” I’m never embarrassed to be with her. How could I be.

      “Okay, bye,” I say and she smiles and waves like a little kid and I leave. I don’t want to know who rang her or what they do or anything like that.
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      I walk home to the Y. There is a ten-metre pool and I swim countless laps while other tenants who live above the pool look at me like I'm crazy. These people never use the pool. I mean it is over thirty-degrees every day and the humidity is one-hundred per cent. They're mad, insane. The world is mad.  But I'm the one with schizophrenia. I go back to my room and smoke a big fat joint but this time I feel something. Love. Shit. I think I'm in love with Angel. Then I start to feel a little, how to explain it, like the whole world tilts on its axis, a pounding beat in my chest, an anxiety attack and paranoia both at once. Boom. Boom. Boom. It goes on and I breathe in and out, trying to suck in air, get up, rush to the bathroom, turn the shower on, put my head under, feel the beating in my chest and then more paranoia, someone, the cops, someone, coming for me. I have to stop smoking dope. Fuck. It goes on for an hour and I put my head on my pillow. Any movement makes it worse. So, disturbing. I slowly, slowly come to the surface and I can breathe easy again. And, of course, five minutes later I feel great again and any thought of not smoking dope anymore vanishes. What doesn’t send you mad will make you stronger.

      I’ve been reading a lot of crime fiction lately so I made a conscious decision to read something other than crime. Yesterday, I bought Breath by Tim Winton. I get a lot of reading time at work, maybe two-and-a-half-hours a night if I want it and I often make full use of it. It’s a job I like. Even the hours are sort of okay because I don’t have a supervisor or manager watching over me. But I do get tired and a bit run down as it is hard to sleep in the daytime heat and humidity of Darwin. I have my set duties to get done. Basic stuff like general cleaning but I also have to keep a bit of watch on party people. Making sure they don’t annoy the regular tourists, families and stuff. There is a pool which pissed people are drawn to.

      I played football in Alice Springs and before that in Melbourne until the drugs took over, so I'm fairly fit. It was AFL football a few rungs down from the full-time guys. Up here I haven't done much apart from swimming. I'm taller than average built like a middleweight boxer, or so I hopefully tell myself. I left Alice Springs in a bad way though. A shitty relationship break-up. She…ah, I don't know what she wanted that was the problem. After the first three months of being with her, she started taking speed daily and I couldn't hack it. A few other things happened. I was dealing some weed and this guy owed me money but this guy was a local and I'd only been there twelve months. He was connected to some bad people. I don't get scared easily but these people scared me. Links to outlaw bikies and I'm basically an ex-private schoolboy. I took the bus up to Darwin. Running away again. At 6pm Angel rings me and says,

      “Come now, Jake. I’ll take two hours off for you.”

      I ring a minibus to pick me up. Darwin has these minibuses that kind of run like taxis except there are set prices not metered and you end up sharing with a bunch of people you don’t know. From the YMCA to the transit centre is only $3. I tell the driver to swing by the Shark Motel. He gives me a little smile to let me know he knows why I’m going by there. That the Thai girls work out of there is common knowledge. I ignore him. He picks up a couple of girls at Barramundi Lodge and then drops me at The Shark. I thought Angel might be outside and we could go straight away but I wave the minibus away and walk up to her room.

      I knock on the door and she answers after a few beats, smiles and says,

      "Nearly ready, Jake." I shrug. Women, they love nothing better than keeping you waiting. She says, "Did you comb your hair, Jake?" I have just over collar length hair, it's light brown and kind of thick and wavy but I never comb it, it just happens, falls where it may and I know she's stirring me, gently. I say nothing and she says while brushing her own jet black, straight hair, "Talk to me, Jake."

      “What are you going to eat?”

      “My favourite. Call a taxi, Jake, not those awful buses, a taxi.”

      “That’s why you weren’t waiting.” She laughs,

      “Of course. Use the hotel phone.”

      I pick up the phone and dial a taxi and sit down in the wicker chair next to the desk. There’s a small kitchen in the room too, more like an expanded bench. It has a microwave, a hot plate and a big sink with a full-size fridge and there’s a rice cooker on the bench. Angel cooks a lot.

      “Are you hungry, Jake? Did you swim your laps?”

      “Yeah, yeah, come on, we should wait out the front.”

      “I’ll just turn the air con down.” She reaches up and switches it down a couple of notches. She’s wearing white shorts and a black singlet with her red bra straps showing. She’s tiny and slim and sexy as hell. She has some old acne scars on her right cheek and it is the only blemish on her whole body and I’ve studied her body and it is a work of art.

      The taxi arrives just as we hit the pavement and she says,

      “Perfect,” and opens the back door and slides in and I follow her and feel the icy air conditioning and suddenly feel great, like everything is okay, that I have no problems, at least for the next two hours. The driver is in a hurry and takes off quickly from the curb and hurtles around the corner and up onto the Stuart Highway where he sits on the speed limit and Angel takes my hand and puts her head on my shoulder and says,

      “Busy day, Jake. I switched my phone off.”

      “We can relax.”

      "Yes. My lover, Jake," she says and laughs that quiet gentle laugh again and the taxi pulls up outside the Value Inn on the opposite side of the road to the Transit Centre. There are only two small plastic tables at the Thai Restaurant in the laneway, most people get takeaway and Angel smiles when she sees one table free. We sit and I ask for two bottles of water straight away and get the menu and place it in front of Angel who says,

      “Thank you, sir.” She already knows what she wants and she knows I know but she pretends to study the menu, occasionally pushing her hair behind her left ear.

      “You ready Jake?”

      “Sum Tom soup and red curry for me.”

      “I’ll order,” she says and gets up and leans on the little counter and orders the food in her native Thai and she shares a laugh with the chef and chatters away for a few minutes, says,

      “Gaeng Daeng for me, too.”

      “Red curry.”

      “Of course.”

      She smiles and says,

      “Isn’t it great here, our special little table.” I nod and smile and a girl comes out from behind the counter and places my Sum Tom soup down in front of me and Angel giggles and says,

      “Jake’s happy.”

      Later on, I ask her,

      “Can you take time off on Thursday? We can go together to the Markets at Mindil Beach.”

      “Oh, Jake. I…”

      "Come on, say yes, take another two hours off. We can walk around and eat, listen to music, watch that burnt orange sunset that is like no other place on earth, please.”

      “Oh shit, Jake. You’re a poet now. Alright, alright.”

      After eating we sit on tall stools facing Mitchell Street at the Possum Tree Café and drink coffee which might be Nescafe instant, there’s certainly no-one who would identify as a barista anywhere in sight.

      Angel’s looking a little sad and I ask her what’s up and she says,

      “I want to go home and be with my little girl, stop working.”

      “Can’t you hook a big fish? A sugar daddy?”

      “Don’t joke about it, Jake. I have only half-an-hour left with you tonight.”

      “I’m sorry. Saturday night. You’ll be working late too.”

      “Call me a few times tonight, Jake. I think I’m going to need it to get through. It’s lucky you work nights too.”

      “You never told me when you first arrived in Darwin.”

      “Not long before you. I’ve been here one year now.  I came with Sangwan. You know she’s in Brisbane now. We came with Kanda, a Thai man, he was my boyfriend.”

      “You didn’t tell me that before. Where is he?”

      “We had a big fight, he left, went to Sydney. He was a bad person Jake. He took a big cut of my money. The other girls too. Like a pimp. We all fought with him.”

      “You knew what you’d be doing here. Working I mean.”

      “I did the same thing in Thailand, Jake. I told you that. I make more money here; much, much more.” I stare straight ahead and a Style Council song comes on, You’re the Best Thing, and I feel a bit sad. Sad and in love with Angel. The life she has had. A guy walks past and puts his hand over his mouth and says in a kind of muffled shout, hooker! I nearly explode with anger and get straight up off the stool ready to…but Angel puts a firm hand on my forearm and says,

      “No Jake.” It stops me. It’s not the first time it has happened and it does my head in. Angel just shrugs and says,

      “Don’t be mad, Jake. Life’s so short. Don’t waste your energy. Karma takes care of it.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Will you do something for me, Jake?”

      “Anything you want.”

      “You mean it, anything?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kiss me.” I lean over and kiss her softly on the mouth and she grabs my hand tightly and for a moment I’m so sorry she does what she does but…

      “I have to go,” she says, “let’s get a taxi, we’ll drop you off first.”
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