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“London is burning again,” Shelly sighed. 

Sitting at the window, she put her hand to her temples to try and stop the spinning. Although capable of spending whole days chain smoking, the smell of burning rubber outside had put her off her cigarette. She crushed it on the windowsill and tossed it down to the street, slamming the window closed. 

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, her voice even more gravelly than usual. “That cigarette butt is hardly going to make any difference. The city’s already being torn apart, you know.” 

“Well good I say,” Alex replied from the shaky card table, his hands pressed into his forehead. “Finally, something interesting going on.”

“Surprised you even noticed,” Shelly said, flopping down onto the newspapers on the beanbag, making a crunching sound. “What with the big decision and all. Have you made up your mind yet?”

Annoyed by her use of air quotes he simply shook his head. 

He wasn’t sure, but he doubted that he was ready for another change. It didn’t matter to him that London was tearing itself apart. He still felt like he was a part of it, whatever it now was. 

Alex did however, have some misgivings about his instincts. They’d sharpened over the years, even if they’d never proved much help when it came to dealing with the fallout heeding them brought. But for now, they were telling him to stay when they usually told him to run, just as they had two years ago.  

Those two years had taken him a world away from his former self. From the kid who was always looking for a sign and who excelled at study, not because he was particularly gifted, but because he saw learning as a potential way out. 

Back then, the old Alex considered Melbourne something of a ghost town. He knew there was nothing wrong with having values or a community spirit. It’s just that he was never able to buy into many of the ideals his fellow Melbournians seemed to prize or obsess about. He spent much of his time there trying to suppress the nagging urge to get out and to play with danger. Back then, Alex felt surrounded by people looking for a calmer life, a fate he considered worse than death. Even his parents seemed to want an easier ride, constantly talking about the ways they avoided confrontation during their long working days. And though inheriting their work ethic had proved helpful at times, he loathed how their value system also crept into his thinking.

The last few months in London had been patchy. He’d experienced a few highs, but they’d been more than drowned out by the lows. Licking his wounds, the only comfort he took was in knowing that he wouldn’t wind up anything like his siblings. He couldn’t bear the idea of being like them, kitted out, as they were, in the drag and mannerisms of people twice their age. He felt they’d given up too easily, buying into the idea that life was a series of rites that they needed to work their way through: Graduation. Employment. Marriage. A first home. Children. 

Alex had no doubt that they were making strides on life’s big ladder while he was still stuck out on some weird tangent. But amidst all the chaos in London, he nonetheless felt like something was finally changing. People on the streets complained that nothing good could come from the rage sweeping through the city, but he disagreed. Even in the darkest times, he was sure he’d managed to catch glimpses of hope. 

But now that he was being offered another out, he was having trouble finding the will. He’d had no trouble finding it the first time, even if he’d been short sighted about it all, having dismissed that first opportunity as a temporary distraction; a “trial escape” from life in his glorified country town.

That first out had literally landed in his lap while on a first year scholarship at university. The scholarship had already given him some freedom; on receiving the initial stipend, the first thing he did was move into a shared house in the inner city, which proved far more tolerable than life in the outskirts where he’d grown up. 

That year he did whatever he could to exorcise his younger self, experimenting in all kinds of ways, determined to shed ‘both of his virginities’. He dispensed with one with a girl at a campus party and the other with Angus. While nothing eventuated from the one–night stand at the party, something clicked between he and Angus, despite all the obstacles they faced in spending time together. It may have been the seventies, but Melbourne was no Utopia. And though Angus was married, the problem didn’t rest with his wife, Maureen. Maureen knew about their arrangement and even fussed over Alex when he visited. The problem partly stemmed from not being able to be seen in public together. As a university lecturer, Angus had a reputation to protect. So regardless of what Angus and Alex felt for each other, there were social norms that needed to be respected and they had to conduct their relationship on the downlow.

Angus had made short work of seducing Alex. He’d noticed Alex and his broad build early in the academic year. Angus had enjoyed how the boy seemed to look at him, Alex’s caramel eyes lingering at the lectern longer than necessary. On multiple occasions, Angus also noted how Alex was slower to pack up his things than the other students. How Alex always had a question or a comment he wanted to make once the lecture was over.

It had been easy enough to convince Alex to volunteer for him and have Alex come to his office every week to help with the filing or to run errands around campus. And it had proven just as simple, one Friday afternoon, to corner the lad next to the unwieldly philodendron in Angus’ tiny office. To get Alex onto his knees while Angus unbuttoned his slacks and watched the boy work with gusto as Angus added a very intimate chore to Alex’s list of things to do. 

Alex for his part, ignored his classmates when they gossiped about Angus. He didn’t care for their innuendos about the professor, even if it stung to know that he wasn’t the first guy Angus had taken under his wing.

Still, exploring sex with Angus was mostly turning out to be exhilarating. Angus might have been unflappable at uni; relaxed, easy going, even approachable, but he was different in the bedroom. He seemed more intense, routinely barking instructions and saying unspeakable, horrid things in the heat of the moment, before he’d climax noisily and then revert to his calmer, more collected self, who would then lavish Alex with praise. 

There were times where Angus’ sexual requests seemed outlandish to Alex, but he didn’t want to disappoint. Alex couldn’t have Angus thinking he was a prude, so he gave himself over completely, doing everything that was asked of him. It was only on his way home afterwards, lost in his own thoughts, that Alex would begin the downward spiral, wondering whether he’d gone too far and if Angus’ other acolytes had been as prepared to please the professor as he was. It was a doubt that constantly plagued him.

Considered a disadvantaged student at the country’s most prestigious university, Alex knew that he had to work harder than everyone else to prove his worth. While many of his classmates spent their semester breaks vacationing, Alex spent his doing volunteer stints in the copy room at a local newspaper and taking nightshifts bussing tables at a recently opened eatery.

On a rainy Sunday morning after a particularly gruelling shift, he woke to the sound of his irritated housemate.

“It’s for you,” the housemate groaned from the door.

“What?” Alex asked, groggily sitting up in his bed.

“The phone. Someone for you.”

It was unlike Angus to call on a Sunday and they hadn’t spoken in a fortnight. Angus apologised profusely for having been away at conferences in Canberra and Newcastle before asking Alex to make the trek over to his house in one of Melbourne’s leafier suburbs.

After being ushered in, Alex left his waterlogged boots at the entrance and followed Angus down the airy hallway.

“Here,” Angus said, handing Alex a pair of slippers. “Put these on and I’ll make you a cup of tea. Go and have a hot shower and I’ll bring it in to you.”

Once he’d showered, Alex wondered whether he should wait in the bedroom or not. His clothes were still wet, so he put on a t–shirt he found hanging on the back of the bathroom door and hung his own clothes to dry near the radiator.

“Maureen’s in Sydney. She’s at a conference,” Angus said, waltzing into the bedroom and handing Alex a steaming hot mug.

Alex sat up in the bed, pulling the covers up before sipping his tea.

“Is she well?” Alex asked, steadying his grasp of the mug as Angus briskly undressed on the bed and dived under the covers.

“She’s fine,” Angus said dismissively. “Alex, what’s your view on ashrams?”

“I think we’ve spoken about them before, haven’t we?”

“Have we? Well, will you humour me on this shitty, rainy day?”

“Well, they only exist to make wealthy people feel better about themselves, don’t they? To make them feel like they’re in on some secret.” 

Angus chuckled. “Tell me more,” he said, running his hand through Alex’s damp, peroxided hair.

“Well, it’s the stuff of hoary old rich people and hippies, right? People who have time to kill. You don’t hear the average Joe bragging about how they spent a week folded up like a pretzel, do you?”

Angus chuckled again. “Just as Maureen predicted. You know she thinks I’ve got a thing for cynics.”

“Is it true?” Alex asked, setting the mug down.

“Could well be,” Angus smiled. “Speaking of Maureen, she agreed to my proposal. That you come with us,” he said, stretching his arm around Alex’s shoulders.

“Come with you? Where?” Alex asked, detecting a hint of musk radiating from Angus’ armpit. 

“To India. We’ve booked a month on a retreat there. I want you to come with us. We want you to come.”

“Not to an ashram I hope,” Alex said.

“It could be good for you,” Angus said, pulling Alex closer, the hum of Angus’ deep voice reverberating through Alex’s body. “And if it’s not your thing, there’s a whole country to roam. An entire subcontinent. It could be just the thing to inspire you for all those design projects you’re always telling me about.”

Alex looked at him suspiciously.

“I couldn’t afford it. Even if I did want to come, which I don’t.”

“Maureen also said you’d say something like that. And she wanted me to tell you that as our guest, we’ll pay for your trip.”

Alex felt something uncomfortable stirring in his gut, but Angus’ enthusiasm was endearing. 

“We’ve got a bunch of friends we meet there every year and they’ll be there, but I really want you to come along. Partly to say thanks for everything you do for me at work, but also because I think we’ll have a ball there.” 

“Won’t it be weird for you? Or for Maureen? Having me there like that?”

“Not at all. You’re important to us. She loved the idea of inviting you along,” Angus said, his fingers exploring the undercarriage of Alex’s privates. 

“Besides, one of her special friends is flying in for the month too. Promise me you’ll at least think about it.”

That evening, over a family dinner in the suburbs, Alex announced that he’d been invited to travel abroad.

“For a yoga retreat. Meditation, excursions into an old Raj town... that kind of thing,” he explained, clumping the cannelloni onto his fork.

He expected someone to be excited for him. To congratulate him. But instead, his family looked at him like he was mad. Only Domenic, Alex’s brother, seemed prepared to actually verbalise what he was thinking.

“You better not do anything to jeopardise your scholarship, Alex. Mum and dad have made so many sacrifices for you. You’re the only one of us that’s been given the chance to go to uni.”

The idea of throwing everything away hadn’t even occurred to Alex. He’d never disguised the fact that he was looking for a ticket out of Melbourne, but obviously one to a global capital, not an abandoned Maharaja villa somewhere in the Indian countryside.

The Sunday dinner quickly descended into its usual mix of accusations and insults. Perhaps his family knew something about him that he didn’t, that they knew him better than he was prepared to admit. He’d only told them because he wanted to brag a little, but their contempt for the idea suddenly made accepting Angus’ invitation a no brainer.
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He’d never been on a plane before, let alone one to another country. And though friends warned him to expect some unfamiliarity and disorientation on arriving in India, Alex didn’t think he’d still feel so depleted days into his trip. 

Initially he attributed his wooziness to jetlag and to the embarrassment of feeling out of his element, what with all the new company he was keeping. Though Angus had told him they would be meeting friends, it transpired that the ashram was simply full of return visitors, only some of whom Angus and Maureen were actually friendly with.

True to Angus’ word, Maureen had disappeared off the radar with her German friend and the ashram proved just as beautiful as Angus had said it would be. The parched, terracotta coloured landscape struck Alex as did the retreat’s main building, adorned as it was with domes and turrets. Alex spent most of his days sketching, only occasionally participating in the yoga workshops, which he was horrified to discover, he actually enjoyed.

But it was hard to maintain his energy levels in the stifling heat of the day. His breathing would only return to normal once the cooler air of the evenings arrived. It was only then that he could finally relax, briefly able to enjoy the retreat’s cocktail hour before descending into his nightly wooziness. Though he could still function and interact, he felt his perception of what he saw or did in the evenings was being altered by a thick veil. The sensation would only lift in the mornings when he’d wake bleary eyed as the bright sun bounced around the walls of his room, emptying the tiny bungalow of what little air circulated inside it.

His disorientation was only compounded when he woke up in other people’s rooms. Sometimes he’d find himself in Angus’ expansive cottage style lodgings, but occasionally, Alex would also awaken in Angus’ Welsh friend’s bungalow, which was much like his own, only bigger.

Wherever he came to, Alex would begin the same daily ritual of splashing water onto his face and spending his morning trying to remember details from the night before.

The ashram was clearly a place where things worked differently. But after more than ten days of constantly being in a stupor, Alex began to worry. Those around him dismissed what he was feeling, attributing his body’s sluggishness to low blood pressure or acclimatisation. The sheer frustration he had with their dismissals led Alex’s street smarts to finally kick in. 

Despite routinely turning down Angus’ offers of various illicit substances, Alex began to suspect someone was slipping something into his food or drink. He had no proof, but from comments he heard from Angus and the Welshman, he gleaned the threat of being drugged was something of a running joke between them. When confronted, both flatly denied any wrongdoing, but Alex was sure there was more to his constant grogginess than jetlag alone. Yet even Alex initially had trouble convincing himself that the men were drugging him. At least until he began waking up to the uncomfortable sensation of feeling soiled. 

The first time that happened, he feared that he was simply rundown or that he might have succumbed to Delhi belly. But after yet another long, hot day of being ignored by the men, who were increasingly annoyed by Alex’s indirect accusations, Alex was determined to get to the bottom of things when they set their sights on him again in the evening. 

Although unsteady, that night he remembered Angus and the Welshman helping him into Angus’ suite. He’d felt a vivid rush when he realised he was soon kneeling on the bed with Angus, who was slowly kissing and undressing him as the Welshman watched from an armchair. Alex felt his awareness come and go, it only sharpening again at the sensation of the Welshman’s wet breath on the back of his neck. From then on, the nightly veil fluttered like a curtain in the wind, permitting him only the briefest of glimpses into what they were doing. And then, it was as if all the lights went out. 

When a draught of cold air surged through Angus’ suite shortly after 2am, Alex awoke, his eyes quickly making an inventory of the three dim lamps that were still on in the room. Looking down, he found himself lying between the men. Angus’ naked body and long legs commandeered much of the mattress, while the Welshman’s seemed to hover at its edge. 

Trying to sit up, Alex felt acute pain and discomfort all over. Looking down, he noticed his arms and chest were littered with red blotches.  He detected an unpleasant smell, and, instinctively, sniffed his chest, immediately repulsed by the stench it gave off. 

As he sat up carefully, the mattress and sheet beneath him felt damp and soft even if he felt stiff and achy. He looked at the men flanking him, and concentrated, trying to see beyond their doughy forms and greying body hair to remember what had happened before he’d lost track of events. 

Beyond the din of their snoring, he remembered something. He remembered how intoxicating it had felt when Angus had joined him on the bed, kissing him so passionately. How Angus had then whispered something into his ear, the words all moist.

“Trust me,” he’d said, Angus’ deep voice sending another charge through Alex which repeated itself when he playfully bit Alex’s earlobe. 

Alex looked at Angus and his pale, freckly torso and then turned his attention to the Welshman who he’d instinctively disliked from day one. Staring at the Welshman’s back, Alex was dragged back into his memory, with an abrupt flashback to the hard slaps made to his arse and to the back of his head, and of the orders being barked at him. 

“Turn around!” the deep voice had bellowed. 

He recalled obeying. Remembered taking both men into his mouth like he’d been ordered to. Remembered struggling to breathe, and how, when he did try to come up for air, he’d been admonished with two quick blows to the face. How that had sent a surge of panic through him that made him want to jump off the bed, which in turn made them restrain him, resulting in him being pinned down by the flabby Welshman. Angus’ friend didn’t care that Alex’s head was throbbing as the blood rushed to it, it hanging uncomfortably over the edge of the mattress, hovering above the tile floor. 

And when Angus hurriedly jammed it in, Alex wasn’t sure they heard him yelp. He could only hear the Welshman goading Angus not to let go too soon. As the weight of Angus’ body lifted off Alex, it was replaced by the Welshman’s who announced his arrival with another hard blow to Alex’s temple. Before Alex could even think of fighting back the Welshman had rolled him over, spreading Alex’s legs and entering him in one foul swoop, instantly ploughing away.

Alex could see the ceiling fan but couldn’t focus on it because there were other things competing for his attention. Like the horrible, dry burning sensation where the Welshman was pounding at him and the awkward feeling of warm liquid trickling down from Angus, which was pooling at Alex’s clavicle and on the mattress below. And it was then that Alex remembered he’d closed his eyes to think about the terracotta red and the cool air before everything went black. 

Now that he was awake again and lucid, his mouth was burning and his lips felt crusted at their edges. He didn’t want to open his mouth lest he scream and wake them. Wanted to. Wanted to do unspeakable things to them or to maim them with whatever he could find in the room. But he told himself to focus on getting out of there. 

He rose from the bed and limped over to the armchair and the desk. Keeping an eye on the bed, his anger authorised him to rifle through their belongings. From the wallets in the trouser pocket and the bedside drawer he took nearly all the cash they had, confident the amount was warranted by what he’d endured. 

He put on his shorts, silently chastising himself for being so stupid for not having seen things sooner. He turned to check on them again and crept out of Angus’ bungalow, making a dash in the darkness to his own where he quickly threw his belongings into his suitcase. Securing it with its leather toggles, he tiptoed to his door to check that there was no activity coming from Angus’ bungalow. Satisfied there wasn’t, he strapped on his backpack and picked up his suitcase, bundling it to his chest and ran into the silence.

He ran in parallel to the long gravel pathway that connected the villa to the main road. He figured it would be less noisy, even if he was terrified of ending up face down in a ditch. Once he reached the road he took a few breaths, trying to remember which direction he needed to head in. Deciding to go left, he sprinted in the almost complete darkness, relieved when he finally saw the beacon offered up by a tiny roadside stall in the distance. As he got closer, he almost let out a cheer when he saw a small group of rickshaw drivers loitering outside the store. He ignored their initial jeers and beseeched them to take him away; to the ‘station’: the place he’d alighted from less than a fortnight before. It seemed like none of them wanted the crazy, dishevelled white guy’s fare. Not at that hour. But when Alex made eye contact with the youngest guy in the group, he reluctantly nodded in agreement to Alex’s pleas. Alex divided his attention between the road that he’d run down and the kid who couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old, desperate for the teen to finish his snack and let him climb aboard. 

At the station Alex spoke with the lone attendant in the ticket booth, gleaning that the first train was due in less than two hours. He bought himself a ticket to the last stop and was cautiously leaving the ticket office when his own reflection in the window stopped him in his tracks. 

In desperation, he trawled the station grounds, and in the darkness behind a kiosk, found what he was looking for. He fumbled through his backpack for his bar of soap and crouched under the trickling faucet. He did his best to lather wherever he could reach, ignoring the cold air and the icy water as he contorted his body under the tap for as long as it took to feel sufficiently clean. Drying off, the urge to burn his small towel came over him, but instead he discarded it in the bushes and quickly got dressed. 

Limping across the station grounds, he found a tiny nook on one of the platforms between a vendor and a grimy wall, content that he could see the station’s comings and goings from there. 

The vendor didn’t seem to appreciate the company, growling something at him, but moments later he handed Alex a fried pastry and a soft drink, neither of which Alex recognised. As his body responded to the first hit of sugar and the energy it had been wringed of, Alex gratefully sought out a note from his loot. Unable to decipher the rupees in the low light, he settled instead on a $20 note which he folded into the vendor’s fist, grateful tears coming to his own eyes when he saw the vendor break into a toothy smile. 

As his mind counted down to the train’s arrival, still over an hour away, he wondered whether it had all been a huge mistake on his part coming to India, getting caught up in a game beyond his abilities and then abruptly leaving the room like that. Was he simply overreacting to a night that had gotten out of hand? Perhaps the problem was his. Perhaps he wasn’t as progressive and daring as he thought he was. Maybe he’d been naïve not to understand what the invitation had meant in the first place. 

And what would he do if Angus and the Welshman turned up at the station before his train arrived? What if they made a scene and demanded all their money back? He had none of his own and a return ticket that was still nearly two weeks away from being useable. 

But it hurt to think, let alone to sit, so he leaned his head against the wall and propped his bottom up so that it wasn’t bearing any of his weight. And from that uncomfortable position, almost more yogic than his entire time at the ashram had been, he kept an eye on both the station clock and the iron entry gate.

As he waited nervously, he realised he hadn’t really been at an ashram. Perhaps it was one in name, but really, it was just another place where privilege and hierarchies thrived, their dubious natures camouflaged by all the bright designer active wear. 

As his anger subsided slightly, humiliation took its place. Looking around the station, the dusty setting only made him feel lonelier. He wanted to sleep and to forget about everything, but he knew he had to keep his wits about him. And after struggling to wade through another post–Angus downward spiral, it was with immense relief that he watched the rusty, noisy train finally pull into the station.

On the train people were transfixed by him. They marvelled at his (bleached) blond hair, his luminescent skin and the contradictions of his Eurasian face. 

After an hour or so of traveling in relative darkness, it occurred to him that people were staring simply because he was something different to look at. No doubt they’d been cooped up in their compartments for hours. The news that a foreigner was on board also brought out visitors from the other carriages, some of whom tugged at his hair and dared to caress his skin. 

In one of the lulls in interest, a Sikh sitting opposite Alex explained that vendors would soon enough be climbing aboard with chai and that people’s attentions would turn elsewhere.

“Do you want some water? You look thirsty,” the Sikh noted.

Alex wasn’t sure he should accept. Maybe it was better to steer clear of other people’s drinks, even if he was dying of thirst. But when the Sikh insisted, Alex thanked him. 

“Where are you from?” the Sikh asked, pouring water into an aluminium cup.

“Australia,” Alex said, knowing the answer was as out of place as he was.

“Australia? What are you doing here?”

“I’m on holiday,” Alex whispered.

“Are you enjoying it?” the Sikh asked, spinning the flask cap closed.

Alex thought about how the only thing he’d seen in the country in the last fortnight had been every square inch of those middle–aged bodies.

“India is beautiful,” Alex replied, looking out the window, thankful for the slither of light now streaming into the carriage. A light so soft, it almost made the train not seem like a cage on rails.
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Within a week Alex was teaching English at an orphanage in a hill station. Days after getting off the train, he’d been approached by someone on the street who had offered him the job. Absurd as it seemed, Alex felt it would be a good way of regrouping before deciding whether or not to fly home on the same flight as Angus and Maureen. 

The governor of the orphanage arranged for Alex to move in with a British born Indian named Anesh, the only other foreigner in town. With a room to call his own, time slowly restarted for Alex. 

At home and in the orphanage, Anesh and he quietly got to know one another, whittling away their nights reading or with Anesh teaching Alex how to play the acoustic guitar. 

From the outset, Alex sensed Anesh’s loneliness. Anesh never complained about it, but it was written all over his face. Alex learned he’d been in town for two years now, and that the kids occupied much of his time and thoughts. 

Though he found Anesh sweet, Alex rebuffed his clumsy advances, careful however, not to hurt his feelings. But after a couple of months of their shared solitude, Alex began to relent, no longer putting up resistance when Anesh asked for a hug. Eventually he even let Anesh sleep beside him some nights, the two occasionally engaging in some light petting. But Alex drew the line anytime it seemed things were about to go any further.

Although theirs was a relationship built around friendship and some harmless flirting, the familiarity and the pointlessness of their arrangement began to get to Alex after a couple of months. The charm of the tiny, fragrant hill town, which had served as such a wonderful refuge, also wore off, suddenly unbearably small and claustrophobic. Alex knew it had been bound to happen, but the suddenness with which the experiential use by date arrived surprised even him, as did the fact that Anesh seemed genuinely relieved when Alex announced he was leaving. And despite the remorse Alex felt for his group of children, he promptly left town one night without saying goodbye to them, because, he reasoned, the last thing they needed was someone else kissing them off. 

His restlessness and the Indian train system transported him from the lush, high altitudes to New Delhi, where, before looking for lodgings, Alex sought out a hairdresser to cut and dye his two–toned hair. He settled for a plucky hairdresser near the main station who rendered his hair a shade of plum red, promising a circumspect Alex that it was the most popular colour among his clientele.

After a few weeks exploring the city and collecting random Hindi pop records, he still had a wad of ashram compensation cash, and with some of it, bought himself a one way train ticket to Bombay.

Careful to conserve what money he had left, Alex hit the pavement in search of work, quickly landing a job at a somewhat infamous expat bar. He spent long days bussing tables and bartending, regularly fending off the innuendos of the group of gay expats who made some shifts a living hell, even if they were generous tippers. Weeks into the gig, and seated at one of the outdoor tables on his break, Alex was sure he was being watched by one of them. So when a man walked over and complimented Alex on his unusual appearance, asking if he could join him, Alex gave him a polite, but firm ‘no’. But when the man made it clear why his interest in Alex wasn’t romantic, Alex’s expression changed and he invited the Chinese American to sit down.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” the man said, seeing Alex’s face light up at the word modelling. “I may be a legitimate talent scout, but this is India after all. People who work with us only do it for pocket money.” he said.

The scout gave Alex his card and the directions to his hotel, where they arranged to meet after Alex’s shift. In the swank hotel room, effortlessly more stylish than Alex’s lodgings at a guest house, the scout photographed Alex against a wall, showing him the photos before scribbling something over them in kanji. Though Alex was excited by the entire process, the scout seemed quite matter of fact about things and even briefly ignored Alex to attend to some paperwork. 

“You can go now,” he said from his desk. “I’ve got what I need. Just make sure you’re downstairs in the foyer at eight thirty tomorrow morning.” 

The next morning, Alex crossed town as instructed. Arriving early, his knees almost gave way when he saw two extraordinarily beautiful giants loitering near the talent scout. 

Alex nervously introduced himself to them when the Svengali failed to, doing his best to calm his nerves with small talk in the minivan on the way to their gig. The small talk revealed little more than the guys’ names (Yevron and Adi) and their nationalities (Israeli and German). Neither of the giants seemed to know where they were all headed, both only having become ‘models’ in the last forty–eight hours, each discovered by the scout while walking Bombay’s busy streets.

At ten a.m. they were ushered into a warehouse and made to strip down to their underwear as a steady succession of staff arrived with outfits for them to try on. None of the boys knew much about fashion, yet it was clear to them that they wouldn’t be working with high end clothing. 

But their likenesses as captured that day, wound up on the awnings of tailor shops across the subcontinent. The kinds that lure travellers in with the promise of a quick, cheap tailormade outfit. Even today, a walk through the marketplaces of some Indian cities still offers a glimpse of the boys’ toothy grins and amateur poses.

But this
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