The Magical Mountain
I am near the extreme northern border of India. Siachen is not too far away. But the limitations imposed by the Ladakh commissioner’s permit prompt me away from the large steel bridge, which leads to Siachen. I have access to the Nubra valley villages of Deskit and Hunder. I’m planning to stop for the night in Hunder. 
The valley of Nubra, with its grassy meadows and its varieties of fruit and other trees, is one of the few fertile green places here, almost flaunting its beauty to a generally arid Ladakh. A river meanders in a shallow delta over sands of the most vibrant shades. Emerald greens merge with sunflower yellow only to turn subtle pink. 

Is there no end to the magic of the Master Weaver?
*********
I’ve been riding long enough and the motorcycle feels like an extension of my body. The mind is free to wander. Spread out over a few hectares on my right I pass large breast-shaped sand dunes. On my left are jagged pinnacles of snow-crowned rock and the dunes appear incongruous partners in this high Himalayan locale. My thoughts are stuck on Radio Woman FM. ‘Hey, old man, where have all your lovers gone?’ Helen’s smiling countenance mocks me from behind one of the dunes and then disappears. A bout of melancholy catches hold of me. Often in the past, when such moods have struck, I’ve tried pretending they didn’t exist and indulged in cover-up operations. Such procedures have never worked for me so now the evolved strategy is to just let it be. Enjoy it, even! 

‘Doctor, I feel quite fatigued these days,’ says a middle-aged man to his physician who advises him to cut his sex life in half. ‘Which half Doc,’ questions the patient, ‘thinking about it or talking about it?’

I’m playing mind games now, trying to distract my depression away but I know it is going to take its time leaving and I have to allow it that time. It cannot be rushed out of the psyche with any hint of force. That would only feed it with a kinetic kind of energy, which would replenish its power and delay its departure. Have to flow unresisting in this current and let it take me where it will. 
I think I’m going crazy.
I am travelling back in time on a magic raft, flowing past a Californian forest where it is early morning and the blue tent I set up the evening before, has a translucent sheen to it, with the rising sun as its backdrop. It half-hides Diane from my view, but I know she’s sleeping inside. Soon, the light brightens and I can see her silhouette shift position. 
‘Hi Jay,’ her sleepy soft voice calls me by my other name. I savour these remembered delights and try to hold them in my mind’s eye for a while longer. The memories take on a nostalgic delight. Almost as if I were a voyeur, peeping in on someone else. That was a different me then.
I have reached the northernmost point of my journey and as I enter the picturesque village of Hunder, my mileage-meter tells me that I am 3,500 kilometres from home. All around in Hunder, I see green. There are small orchards thick with vegetation. There are irrigation canals, which bring clear, icy water from the glaciers nearby. I roam through its narrow cobbled alleys for over two hours looking for accommodation but without success. The few places, which take in travellers, are all booked. A couple of women are carrying hay back to their farm and as I stop to ask them for help in finding a place to stay overnight in their exquisite village, they smile, revealing darkened dentitions. What must they chew here? Their teeth are a cosmetic dentist’s delight! And they, in turn, look at me as if I had dropped in on Hunder in a flying saucer. I must look a sight too. I ask them about a hotel again and this time the stacks of hay they’re carrying on their heads move left and right as they nod me a twin negative and walk away. 
Eventually, I spot a farmer standing near the rickety gate of his farm, almost as if he was waiting for me. I ask him if he can put me up for one night. He nods yes without a moment’s delay and then escorts me up a stairway to the room I was to occupy. By mountain standards, it was a large room. The wooden floor was thickly carpeted and the walls adorned with colourful tapestries of Buddhist images. I like this room. It feels warm and welcoming. Tsering Motup is the farmer’s name and he looks older than his 40 years. The extreme cold and the brilliant sunlight have burnt his skin dark brown, and a hood of thickened skin protects his eyes like an awning. His Hindi is good enough for an exchange of basic introductions. But he is surprisingly non-inquisitive about me. Perhaps he thinks I’m some kind of army spy? Or even an enemy agent? I remind myself that this is, after all, the State of Jammu and Kashmir. He doesn’t ask me where I’m from or anything else but I have many questions for him. 
Tsering tells me his family is away attending the celebrations in Hemis, which is why he could let me use this room. 

And how does he make his living? 
For a few months every year, Tsering finds work, carting loads up the Siachen glacier to keep the soldiers supplied with the necessities of survival. He walks in a group of five men who carry loads of up to 80 kilograms each, over altitudes above 6,000 metres. He makes enough money on these trips to last him the entire year. His farm provides the vegetables his family needs. He got his own land when his father divided his land between his sons. The adjacent properties belong to his brother. He smiles and says he has good land. 
He doesn’t need to tell me he also has a cow. I can smell her, parked, as she is, right under the window! A horde of flies buzzes around me. 
It’s the first day of July and the early moon is a large ball of gold, which hangs limpidly over the tranquil valley. Night falls quickly in Hunder. Even though it is cold, I prefer to sit out under the canopy of the lit sky. I have to cover myself in layers of warm clothes.
Two soldiers climb up the staircase towards where I sit. One has a bottle of rum in his hands. They’re talking with each other in Marathi. ‘Vikaaychi ahe ka?’ (Want to sell it?), I ask them in the same language and both instantly have a surprised grin on their faces. ‘Marathi bolta?’ (You speak Marathi?). I tell them I’m from Pune, They’re both from Latur in Maharashtra. They tell me they are thrilled to hear me speaking Marathi. They give me the bottle of rum but refuse to take any money for it. They call me ‘apla Marathi manoos’ (our Marathi man), wish me a safe journey. The sound of their heavy boots on the shaky wooden stairs brings Tsering out. He goes down with them and sees them to the gate. 
Tonight, I shall filter the gold of the full moon through the amber of my glass. My gloved hands raise a toast to this golden eye in the night sky. Later, Tsering brings out the dinner he has cooked and we eat together. He’s no great conversationalist and I’m in no mood to ask any more prying questions for tonight.
Yawn! How does one say ‘good night’ in Hunder? I am too weary to ask but two suppressed smiles are exchanged and Tsering goes into his room while I go to my bed.

The moonlight comes in through the thin curtains and highlights a face. At least one of the gods on the wall is watching as I slip into the half-sleep of the physically and emotionally fatigued.
