The Thwarted Pigs of Arambol
At Pernem, I detour off towards my stop for the night… Arambol beach. The narrow winding road takes me through border villages, which have a mixed-culture ambience. A mixture of Maharashtrian and Goan. Arambol is a hippie-type village – what Anjuna used to be 20 years ago. Almost the entire tourist population in Arambol is European, Korean or Australian. I was the only Indian there! I saw ageing hippies and young hippies-in-the-making! I have long held a fantasy of riding my Enfield on the firm wet sand of a beach and to this end I make the first mistake of the trip. I ride on to the sand and immediately get stuck. The loaded Enfield is too heavy for this kind of thing. I had spoiled my clutch plates once, when I was similarly stuck on a sandy patch on a Himalayan road; but now that I’m a bit wiser, I cool off the accelerator and look for help with a plea on my face. Soon enough, the Nepali food shack manager who has been staring at me comes over and lifts the rear of the bike as I ease my weight off it to help it cross this mini Sahara!
I look for a place to stay. I ask my rescuer for suggestions and he directs me to a house nearby, which is really a few small thatched rooms fused together with no particular symmetry or pattern in mind. I ride down the slight depression in the road and park the bike under a large jackfruit tree, which stands in the corner of the open patch of land in front of the house. Across, in another corner of the open space, an elderly woman is tearing up pieces of dry chapattis and tossing them to the two mongrels that frisk excitedly around her. A man, probably her husband, slinks his malnourished body into a darker corner of the covered porch. 
She is a small-statured woman with the thin wiry body typical of those for whom physical labour is a way of life. A worn-out, faded, brown, cotton sari, is wrapped in the Konkani manner, with a part of the sari passing between her thighs and tucked at the base of her spine, just above her stringy buttocks. Her well-oiled hair, flashing in the sunlight, is tied behind in a skull-tight bun. Red and green glass bangles tinkle as she washes her hands and then comes over to where I am standing. Her mouth spreads in a taut smile when I tell her I’m looking for accommodation for one night. 
She asks me if I am on my own, then leads me to the right side of the house, along a fence of an untended bush of duranta. There are two rooms of unplastered brick, sharing a wall, each with three cemented steps leading up to an unshaded door. There is a stack of rotting branches heaped nearby. Mosquitoes hum me a welcome as she clicks open the lock on the door, struggles with the rusted iron latch and then stands aside for me to look into the room. It has no toilet of its own she says, but there is a pig-toilet at the back and when I look out of the open window, I see an open place crowded with banana, coconut and betel nut trees, and two families of pigs clothed in dried muck, roaming happily all around. 

‘Shambhar rupayee,’ she says without me asking. 

Only a hundred rupees, but it’s not to save money that I say yes to the lady of the house. There are two reasons. One being that I believe we should periodically put ourselves through some physical discomfort (even disgust) to better appreciate the good things we take for granted in our everyday privileged lives. The other reason was the face of the lady. She was a poor woman and the hundred rupees would mean a lot to her. I could read that in the expectancy on her face.
I didn’t like the small rectangular room, which had a single window and dank walls. A naked light bulb stuck out from one of the walls. When I looked up at an old discoloured fan, which hung from a wooden rafter in the roof, she smiled and said ‘Chaalat nahi’ (Doesn’t work). Cobwebs adorned one corner of the ceiling and empty carcasses of a few unfortunate insects were testimony to the prowess of the plump spider that sat in the midst of his stringy secretions. The room had a metal bed, painted an appalling green with a stiff mattress, which smelt like it hadn’t been aired for quite a while. The silence was punctuated with grunts and squeals from the boisterous pigs. The smells around weren’t exactly pleasing. It was the toilets across the window that revolted me. 

This ‘hotel’ sure was different from the Taj Intercontinental!

*********
The lady was sensitive to my facial expressions and must have realized I needed to be reassured. Inclining her head, she turned her eyeballs towards the backyard and gestured that I should follow her. She said she’d show me how these toilets function.  

The pig-toilet is a Goan institution fast fading into oblivion. Essentially just an elevated brick platform over a hole in the ground, with a woven coconut frond curtain around it to provide some kind of privacy. This system of waste disposal is ingenious to the extreme. Using natural porcine tendencies to its advantage and cutting out the need for any other more complicated method, the pig-toilet also precludes the need to feed the pigs anything else. And if the smug, happy faces of the pigs are any indication, one could say that this is a system that works, give or take a mishap or two.
Every toilet comes equipped with a standard accessory – a thick four-foot-long wooden stick which one holds on to, not for support but as a weapon of defence. The lady picks up the stick and unabashedly shows me the technique for its use, much like an airhostess going through her pre-flight safety demonstration. I look on in horrified amazement. One delivers, she says, a sharp hit on the flat snout of the pig as soon as it gets too close to the flanks. Timing is everything. With almost motherly pride, she tells me her pigs are smart and they are quick! So I’ll just have to be quicker. Won’t I? It is almost as if a challenge is being thrown. Who will win? The pig or the tourist? 
Either outcome appears to be the same to her, although I suspect she is marginally partial to her pigs. Then, as if embarrassed by her bias, and letting her voice adopt an insider’s tone, she tells me not to get taken in by their delighted grunts. They can be quite dangerous. One German, an animal rights activist, in his kindness, had hesitated to hit them, and had consequently to be rushed to the government hospital in Mapusa with a portion of his rear taken from him. ‘My pigs are not polite like perhaps German pigs.’ She laughs at her own joke. I admire her for that. A sense of humour even! Nevertheless, I decide to take a rain check on using her rustic restroom! 
At the shack, where the Nepali manager had helped me with my bike earlier in the evening, I have a light supper of vegetable noodles. I want to avoid going into the challenging toilet, but an hour later I find I am back at the shack to eat some Goan fish curry and drink some of the local brew. The ride has made me hungrier than I had thought. The spicy curry-rice and the intoxicating cashew feni have somehow made me brave. I start to believe I can handle the pigs tomorrow. Even teach them a lesson to keep their noses out of my business.
I need to stretch my legs and go out for a walk up Arambol beach. I see village youngsters playing cricket; then a little along the way, a group of Koreans practicing Tai-chi, looking very graceful and powerful and spiritual. I fall into conversation with a fortyish looking villager and when he learns that I’ve come on a motorcycle, he says, ‘Hya vayaat?’ (At this age?), almost disapprovingly. Must be the white hair that camouflages this young heart, but yes, I do look ancient. The body is 54 years old but the soul is ageless. Isn’t that what the Vedas say? He himself has never ever strayed more than 30 kilometres from his village. He says this with a tinge of self-righteous pride. As if he’s been more loyal. I then ask him his name, and I lose a bet with myself when I learn it isn’t Mr Frog Wellwala.
Back in my room, I have little difficulty in falling into deep sleep. Somewhere on the fringes of my dreams, I see an overly large porcine face waiting with an expectant gleam in its eye. When morning comes, I try to put a mental plug on my own digestive system, praying it will hold until I reach a more manageable toilet. It does. As I leave my adventurous accommodation, the nice lady waves me goodbye, while her thwarted pigs look cheated.

*********
I reach Candolim Beach and find a room, which has a balcao facing the sea. More important, it has a modern toilet. Two days go by. I am toasted to a darker brown by the sun and the salty waters. I extend my stay for another day but it too fades into night and I ready myself for the return ride.
Saying goodbye to the beach is never easy. This proximity to the sea has been such a joyous aspect of these last four days: the glittering waters dancing to the fantastic batons of the sun’s rays; the fishing boats coming in with their hauls; the tiny crabs scampering over the wet shore. The breeze… the invigorating breeze has been my masseuse. But now it’s time and I have to be on my way.
….
