Day 1 – Sunday

Many a time when we've gone on holiday, the actual holiday and itinerary itself has meant that we've felt like we need another holiday afterwards. Case in point – short city breaks. Typically, you have a few days, usually over a weekend and the flight times may not be brilliant either, so you end up trying to maximise your time in the location, with trips here there and everywhere. Well, that is certainly the case with us, especially during recent times. We do like traipsing around the old cities and admiring the architecture; if there's a bridge, we'll cross it, and if there's a tall tower (usually without a lift), we'll climb each and every step to get the view from the top. But it can be tiring. This time around, then, we've deliberately gone for a beachy type holiday. Sure, we'll explore a bit while we're here but the plan is to chill out. After the last week alone, I know I'll need it (having been back and forth to South Devon, Birmingham, London, and Kent). And now we were heading to Portugal. Get me to a sun lounger!

The flight was OK, a bit cramped as we were sat right at the back (I really wanted to stretch my legs!) – just as well that it was only a two and a half hour flight. Upon arrival in Portugal, there were a couple of confusing moments, first when a whole raft of us walked in the completely wrong direction when leaving the plane. We were all blindly following the crowd, assuming that they knew where they were going, until someone at the front realised the error of their ways and we did an about-turn, looking up and seeing that the baggage reclaim signs were pointing in another direction. The second confusing moment came when we were directed on to our transfer buses – we were told bus 3, but the driver directed us to another bus. We put our faith in the driver, repeating to him the name of our accommodation and the location, then sat ourselves on the bus and watched as numerous others walked past and had similar confusions with the bus numbers they'd been told. Moments later, our driver was swapping the number on the back of his bus.

On one of the drop-offs, we got our first glimpse of the Portuguese motorists. As the bus we were in was about to pull in to a complex, the bus driver motioned for a pick-up who was waiting at the junction to come on out (as the bus could not turn into the road with him there). Seconds later, there was a screech of tyres followed by a loud thump as a white Fiat that had decided to overtake the waiting bus slammed into the rear quarter of the emerging pick-up. Note to self: when driving rental car on this holiday, expect the unexpected. Oh, and get insurance with the car!

After the various drop-offs were made to other hotels (including the Valesia hotel which, with the Thompson Holiday rep's Scottish accent sounded more like 'Fellatio Hotel' – and he said it several times), we pulled in to 'The Strip' in Albufeira's new part of town, known as Montechoro. Immediately I noticed a 'Missing' poster, stuck on the inside of a car window parked at the top of The Strip. It was a poster for missing Madeleine McCann, who disappeared 10 days previously in another holiday spot on The Algarve, Praia de Luz. It was a big story before we left – many people we told about our imminent trip to Portugal have made some comment or other about 'keeping our eyes peeled' – and it was obviously big news here. More than ever, I was aware of the number of families on holiday with small children and thinking about what must be going through their heads. Was it my imagination or were they all holding on to their kids more than they might otherwise? Of course, I have no way of knowing.

We had read up on the complex we were staying at and found out that Block 4 should be avoided as it is right on The Strip. We had a plan – as soon as the coach stops, I would head straight for reception and beat the crowd, while Manda would mind the luggage. I wanted to make sure that we were not in Block 4 to which the guy in reception said "No, you have one of the villas," in a way that suggested I was bit silly for not knowing where I was staying. We really had no idea where we would be placed, but once we stepped inside the villa we were very happy with what we saw – it was a split level villa, with the bedroom on a mezzanine floor accessed by a very steep wooden staircase. And, to our surprise, there was air conditioning! This was not mentioned in any of the Thompson details, nor the customer feedback we had read. Maybe they'd only just been installed? We unpacked a little then headed straight back out for food – our first Portuguese speciality, piri piri chicken. We sat on the balcony of the Ancora Steak House with the sun setting and started the process of unwinding.

Day 2 – Chilling

We had no great plans for today – yesterday's various travels and transfers and the busy previous week were enough to justify a day of chilling out. We spent the day familiarising ourselves with the immediate area, and by immediate I mean that we didn't venture out of our part of town at all (not even to the old town just down the road). Instead, we stuck to wandering up and down The Strip, finding out what the local tourist shops were selling. Invariably in places like these you tend to see the same stuff over and over again, and while there was an element of that, I was pleasantly surprised at the quality of the tourist tat on offer. I was also on a mission to compare and contrast the numerous car hire company deals.

Where The Strip ends, the steeper hill down to the beach begins. We had heard that it was known as Cardiac Hill on account of the hard climb back up but it didn't look too bad to us. Perhaps we were not on Cardiac Hill after all? The beach at the foot of the hill is Praia de Oura. We stopped for a moment for photos then made our way back up again. And as for that road name? Crikey, I've walked up broken escalators that were more physically exhausting!

Day 3 – The old town

We started getting a bit adventurous today. Adventurous in the sense that we ventured beyond the street outside our complex of villas. At ten o'clock we were making our way down the hill towards Albufeira's old town, sitting in the carriage of the local tourist train. Well, I say train, it's more of a tractor engine or child's toy – or could it be a milk float dressed up in some other guise? – that's supposedly powered by BMW. That must be a joke, as this thing travels at around 15mph tops! On the plus side, it does give you the opportunity to take drive-by photos that have a fighting chance of being 'keepers'.

The little train deposited us in a fairly anonymous looking square of some kind. This didn't appear to be a bustling part of town but I sensed that more interesting parts of town were not far away. We looked around and hazarded a guess about where to head next (as, somewhat ingeniously, we had left our free map of the old town back in the villa), settling on an alleyway that appeared to have a few shop owners getting displays ready for the day, suggesting this would be a tourist thoroughfare. It actually lead us right down on to the main beach, Fisherman's Beach (or Praia de Pescadores to use its local name), which was a lucky guess. To be honest, though, you really can't go too wrong as long as you know which direction the sea is.

We made our way along the beach towards one of the rocky outcrops that stands on the beach (like many of the beaches in the Algarve). It was roped off, presumably because it's a little unstable, as was a walkway nearby, so we made our way up and off the beach another way, stopping briefly for a snack and a cool drink. We then made our way back in to the old town, through the narrow cobbled streets that seem to be a feature here (that is based on our very unscientific and hugely unreliable sampling of two locations – assuming you count the old and new parts of town as separate locations!). We had read and also been told that these cobbles, while attractive to look at, are highly impractical in the event of rain. Heck, they look polished enough in the dry weather, so the thought of struggling up a steep alleyway in the wet is not a good one. That said, there doesn’t look to be even a hint of rain for the time being – it's been clear blue skies and hot days up til now.

We carried on wandering through the streets without any particular bearing or intention, then quite by accident found ourselves back at the main town square. The sun was very high now and in the open square it felt like it was radiating back off the smooth grey slabs that formed the centrepiece of the square. The palm trees did little to keep the rays off, so we took refuge in any shady spot as we investigated what there was around the periphery of the square. 

Lunchtime soon came around and we found a table under a sun shade that cast us both in an orange hue. I was a bit disappointed with the meal here. Normally I find that eateries in locations like this charge more for the privilege of your being able to sit and watch the world go by, but the food is usually pretty good with it too. I ordered a pizza, but rather than a stone baked juicy meal what I got was a bit insipid – it looked like a microwaved Tesco Value brand pizza. The restaurant was called Oasis, and you know how oases can only disappoint, ultimately. 

We spent the rest of the afternoon much as we did the morning, just strolling around the little shops, occasionally snapping away with the camera at something or other, until we'd seen most of the old town and headed back on the little train up to the new town and The Strip. There was just one other stop along the way that the train makes, and that was at a shopping centre called Modelo, so we hopped off there for a quick scoot around the aisles. It was much as you'd expect a supermarket to be but there was one thing that I'd not seen before which struck me as kinda cool – the shopping baskets could be carried in the normal fashion on your arm but with a quick adjustment you could drag them along with an extendable handle behind you on their wheels, a bit like you can with some luggage. It helps to take the strain, a useful thing when you discover that a 6-pack of local beer costs just €2. I made a mental note to buy some on the next visit here once we'd hired a car – and that would be our first task for tomorrow (i.e. hire a car, not buy more beer!) 

Day 4

After a couple of days of taking it easy, today we would aim to change that by getting out and about and seeing beyond Albufeira. I headed down to the local Budget rent-a-car who informed me that I could get hold of the vehicle at 11am. That gave me a couple of hours to kill (killed by generally being lazy and doing an impression of a sloth), but soon enough I had the keys in my hand to a little silver 1.2 litre VW Polo. It had a couple of scuffs on it and hubcap missing, all of it noted on the pre-rental check-over note, although I wasn't expecting to add to that. Having said that, I opted for the extra insurance to cover me for any accidental damage – after all, I did witness that accident when we first arrived, and it seemed only prudent.

Our first journey was to the Bone Chapel in the Algarve capital Faro. I had brought my Satnav from home, loaded with Portugal maps, and it did a grand job of getting us right there, albeit lacking some details on the way (there were lots of roundabouts not shown on the Satnav maps, but nothing too troublesome). The parking around the church was choc-a-bloc and the cobbled streets were even more narrow and winding than those we'd seen in Albufeira. Or at least it seemed that way sat in the car. I couldn't see any spaces and so looped around again and found what looked like a space the second time. There was just 15 minutes until the Bone Chapel was due to close for the daily siesta shut-down but once we got into the church that houses the chapel, we realised that at the front of the church were a group of people who were either paying their respects or waiting for a service to start. There was a funeral note on the door of the church which suggested the man who had died was a fireman, possibly the local fire chief (there were a couple of vintage fire tenders parked out front, presumably in his honour). The problem was that the entrance to the chapel was right at the front, next to where these people were sitting, next to what looked to be an open casket. I really didn't feel it was appropriate to walk past them in my tourist get-up of shorts, t-shirts and randomly dangled camera/camcorder. So we headed back to the car. The plan was to grab something to eat nearby, walk around some shops and try to make that last the two hours until the Bone Chapel opened again (and with some hope when the funeral would have taken place). That was the plan, at least.

So I'm standing there in the narrow street as a woman speaks incomprehensibly (to me, at least) into my phone while a queue of traffic is forming behind and a mini bus driver is sounding his horn; people are coming out of their shops to see what all the commotion is, and I'm responsible for it. 

Rewind a few minutes to this scene: I'm driving down the narrow street in which numerous cars are parked, half mounted on the kerbs and with wing mirrors tucked in. Having only been in the car for a total of perhaps 40 minutes, I hadn't quite got my position on the (opposite side of the) road sorted and hadn't allowed enough room. There was a loud thwack as I clipped another car's wing mirror. I looked over to see the nearside mirror on the car now pushed in, cracked and apparently quite damaged; in the rear view mirror I could see the people whose car I hit waving at me. Here we go, I thought. Time for paperwork fun and games. I knew that I would need to call the police to report it as they'd made that clear to me at the rental place. However, the people whose car I hit were not bothered about the damage – they had got just a small black scratch on their wing mirror and wanted to be on their way. Our hire car had borne the brunt of it. I called the office and said that the other people wanted to go, so did I still need to report it and was told that yes I did, but I could let them leave as long as I make a note of their registration plate.

I then called the police and tried to explain where the accident happened. The number I called was a national emergency number so I was having difficulty explaining that it was not really an emergency, no-one was injured and that the other car was gone. The man on the other end of the line could not understand my description of the location, so I pounced on a woman passing by and asked her if she could explain to the police on my behalf what had happened. I then repeated it all again go her as she relayed/translated. Then a mini bus arrived and was trying to squeeze through the gap between our car and the other side of the street. There was nothing in it and I suspected that the car was about to sustain even more damage! The mini bus gave up and then started honking his horn. Meanwhile the woman was still on the phone and I had to get in the car to move it as I was causing a blockage. But I couldn't get in the car 'cos the bus was blocking the driver's side door. And I couldn't drive off with the stranger holding my phone. With more cars beeping and everyone's stress levels rising, I signalled to Manda to wait with the woman for the call to finish while I hopped into the passenger side and clambered across. The manoeuvre was going to be tricky – I had little room to move, but just then a shopkeeper came out and moved his car in front of me, so I was able to pull out and get further down the road to an area that was a little safer. 

I never got to thank the woman for her help personally, nor had I verified that the police were on their way. So I waited at the junction for a police car to roll by while I sent Manda off to the shops to stay cool in the shade. Expecting it to take at least an hour, I was surprised to have a visit from the transport police within 10 minutes. With the formalities of reporting the damage done, we headed back out of Faro. I just wanted to get out of those streets and back onto an open road. Getting into a scrape so soon had knocked my confidence and the thought of driving the 260km or so to Lisbon one day seemed fanciful. So we decided to keep heading west and check out some of the beach scenery that the Algarve is famed for.

Our first stop along this route was at Sao Rafael. Not much to say here other than it's your typical Algarve picture postcard view – clean beaches (with not many people on) and interesting-looking sandstone rocky stacks offering a little bit of shade from the midday sun. It looked like an idyllic spot for a swim, but we'd not come prepared for that. We continued on to Lagos, a pretty town near the south-west tip of Portugal (Sagres is the most south westerly point of Portugal – and indeed Europe – but we were not planning to go that far). The next beach along from Lagos is Praia de Luz, a place that has become very well known in the last couple of weeks on account of Madeleine McCann's mysterious disappearance. With Lagos being the nearest reasonably big town to the location she went missing, it was not a surprise to see many posters up in the shop windows – almost every shop had one variant or another of her missing poster, including ones that were obviously put up the night after her disappearance. No 'sponsored by News of the World or some other local paper' type advert, these were simple A4 sheets with a colour photo of Maddy and a hand-written note saying "Missing in Luz, 10pm last night, please call ...". You could really sense the panic from those notes.

We had a little wander around the centre of Lagos which was also cobbled and full of narrow streets, many too small for cars, before settling on somewhere for an evening meal. We did also have a drive around the town, an experience that I can only describe as being something like a driving aptitude test – lots of narrow streets, tight turns, hill starts and navigation/orientation tests (there are a lot of one-way streets on account of the narrow roads). Satnav is helpful in some respects – you can get general directions but many smaller roads are not shown at all and those that are do not take into account the one-way systems.  On a plus point, I was getting some of my confidence back with driving on the other side of the road. No additional scrapes yet!

After Lagos we headed over to some more beach/rock combos, one of the most impressive coastal rocky formations that Algarve has to offer, called Ponta de Piedade. The sun was getting low at this point, casting much of it in shadow, but it was still a really amazing sight.

Finally, we made our way to Praia da Rocha, heading back in the direction towards our 'home' in Albufeira. It was a race against time to see the rocks at Rocha before sun-down (we'd read that it was the best time), but we were just a little too late to see them cast in that lovely orangey glow we'd hoped for. Nonetheless, it was worth stopping there to take in the sights before the light completely vanished. We drove back in the pitch black, pleased that we'd got the car for a few days – freedom to explore at our leisure.

Day 5 – inland!

Yesterday we'd used the car to see us around the coastal areas, so today we plotted a path through some more inland areas. The itinerary was to visit Silves, Monchique, Foia and Alte. But before all that we took a quick look at something nearer to home – Albufeira Marina.

The Marina is not a million miles away from the old town in terms of distance (it's a kilometre by the road) but it is in terms of style. With its multicoloured pastel styling like the art deco buildings in Miami, it's a complete contrast to the whitewashed walls of the old town. It looked like the kind of place that only the most well-off residents could possibly afford to live in, but then that's probably the same for any marina. It was one of those 'park up, take a few photos then go' type affairs. And the place we went to next was Silves.

Silves may have lots of interesting things to see and do, but the main reason for coming here is plainly obvious as you draw closer to it, sat as it is right there at the top of the hill. I'm referring to the very prominent castle. Despite the high location, we were able to drive up almost to the front gate of the castle (I usually expect to only get a certain distance and then have to trek the remainder on foot). The sun was unrelenting here and being further away from the coast, there was no respite in the form of a coastal breeze. Oh, and of course castles aren't well known for their roofs! We walked around most of the castle wall's perimeter taking photos of the turreted defences and the countryside beyond then went back to the car and made our way to our next stop on the itinerary.

We arrived at Monchique but almost drove straight through. It's not like many towns we'd seen so far – there was not an 'outskirts' or an obvious central area, as Monchique is nestled in very heavily wooded hills. Twisty rounds and tight turns were the order of the day, once more. I managed to find a place to park, but it seemed that I was on one of the town's exit roads – I'd managed to drive through most of it. Assuming that it would be difficult, if not impossible to loop back round later (because of its position in the hills), I decided to walk back up and check it out, camera at the ready. Somehow, it didn't really grab me and so we decided to keep on moving. Foia didn't register at all on the satnav, so we let it direct us out of this hilly region and on to Alte instead. Or at least, as near to Alte as possible.

The way I use satnav may not be the same as others use it. I make use of the pre-programmed 'Attractions' lists, but if the place we're looking for is not listed, my next plan is to tap in the name of the town and then look for the nearest fuel stop (on the basis that most towns have one, and they are mostly in the centre). None were showing up nearby, but then this was a rural area. So I tried looking at restaurants near to Alte. The closest was showing as 4 miles from Alte. "That'll do," I thought. We can stop for a bite to eat and ask for directions from there.

It turned out that the route to the restaurant would take us through some really attractive parts of the countryside, including many winding routes through orange and lemon groves. We really felt like we were in the middle of nowhere, then as we emerged from the groves we crossed a bridge over a major motorway and arrived at the destination, a restaurant called Mato a Vista. It looked like the perfect stop-off, and I imagined it was a popular stop for tourist coaches. We had a great meal in beautiful surroundings, complete with a scoop of ice cream for desert for the first time in this holiday, then made our way to Alte based on directions provided by our waiter. Or rather that was the plan – when his simple directions didn't appear to match the roads ahead, I made a snap decision and then partly followed my nose (cue "It's big enough" joke) and partly satnav, which knew nothing of the dusty roads I was on at all. Eventually, though, it all came good as we emerged on the main road that I knew would take us up to Alte (because of our waiter friend). We could easily see it up ahead, glowing white against the green hills. I can only assume the town name has something to do with 'height', and if that's the case it lives up to its name. One of our guide books described it as 'a pretty hill village, built around a series of gushing springs'. It was certainly an attractive little spot, but I saw no evidence of these springs (either I wasn't looking in the right place or they were 'turned off'). Aside from a little café in the centre, there did not appear to be much to do in Alte, other than the usual wrestling of steering wheel as you navigate through the tiny little cobbled roads. It was another sleepy location for taking a few snaps in and then driving on to the next destination, except this time we had no next destination. Instead we headed back to the villa at Albufeira for a chilled evening. Heck, we even cooked something for ourselves (this may be self-catering here, but we've let others take the strain so far). Tomorrow would be an early start as we would be driving up to Lisbon. We didn't want to go on the Saturday, assuming that it would be busier with weekend break tourists, so it left Friday as the only opportunity.

Day 6 – Lisbon

So, this is the day when we really start to make the most of our unlimited mileage clause on the car hire! Lisbon is a good 260km away from Albufeira, but most of it's on motorways or main roads, so we were looking at a two and half hour drive, possibly three. With that in mind, and to make most of our day trip, we were out of the house and on our way by 8am, a couple of Red Bulls at the ready just in case. 

To begin with, the drive was very easy. I had gotten used to driving on the right, and changing gear with my right hand was now fairly intuitive. The problems only really started once we got nearer to Lisbon. The roads started to clog up as we got near the city, eventually turning into three-lane jams, but that didn't stop the drivers impulsively changing lanes to get a tiny advantage. While I may be used to driving on this side, making impulsive decisions is more difficult for me, so I often found myself stuck in a slow-moving lane, not feeling brave enough to pull out. It took two and a half hours to get to the outside of Lisbon, then another hour to fight our way into and through the centre then beyond to Sintra, our first destination today.

We didn't know too much about Sintra, other than it had a very Disney style castle on top of the hill, and the whole of Sintra itself sits high above the rest of Lisbon. I dropped Manda off by what seemed to be the centre of activity (in the old town) and found a convenient parking space before walking up to join her. We spent a little bit of time walking around trying to work out what we were looking at, what we should be looking at, and as I looked at a tourist book in one of the kiosks I realised there was no way that the castle we'd seen in pictures was here – it had to be higher up. So, with that we tried to seek out a route up the hill. The problem was that the route was not clearly marked and there was a distinct lack of other people making the same trek up – not a very encouraging sign. Very soon we made a judgement call that we were doing the wrong thing trying to walk up, as we saw a procession of cars making their way up one of the roads. The clincher was when I looked up through one of the few gaps in the trees and got a glimpse of what appeared to be a castle wall – and it was very far up! There had to be an easier way to do this, so I traipsed back down the hill to the car and came back up, picking Manda up on the way, then continued up the twisty roads to the top.

But where exactly is the top? We found that every now and then we'd see parking spots and wonder "is this where we stop?" You'd think that you'd know when you've reached the top, but with the abundance of trees, you really couldn't tell if there were 20 feet or 200 feet further up to climb. This happened several times until we reached the main gate, but the parking there was full, so we continued on a little, as others had found spaces further down the road. It became clear that we'd have to get a space here or face the prospect of either a) a really long walk back up the hill or b) a drive around the circuit all over again. Given that the petrol was low (warning light on), I didn't want the latter, but I didn't want the former either. Thankfully, we found a spot just a little further on down the one-way road giving us a 5-minute walk back up a very steep hill to get to the gate.

Once through the gate, our ascent was not yet over – just inside the gate was a little shuttle bus service that took people from the gardens up to the national palace. Once again, the trees obscured the view to the top so we had no idea whether the shuttle service was sorely needed or totally superfluous. There was a big queue for the shuttle, so the longer I waited in the queue in the blazing sun, the more I pondered whether she should have just walked that last bit! After 40 minutes, we got our chance and we were both pleased to see that it was a reasonable climb that we'd saved ourselves.

The Palacio de Pena (as it was called) truly was like something out of a Disney cartoon – mosaics, domed roofs, tessellated walkways and turrets galore. Altogether too many possibilities for posing in photos! As such, it took us a while to work our way around the building checking out all the views over the lower levels of Sintra and Lisbon beyond. According to the Lonely Planet, you could easily spend a couple of days exploring Sintra properly, including the gardens, the lakes and the nearby monastery, but we barely scraped the surface, leaving early afternoon to investigate another part of Lisbon.

The unofficial symbol of Lisbon is the Tower of Belém (Torre de Belém), so we had to go check that out. Satnav found us a nice easy route right to it, and as we pulled into the car park, a young chap there helpfully pointed us in the direction of an empty space and indicated how much clearance there was before dashing off to help someone else. We looked around for parking charges, expecting to see some expensive valet style rates, but there was no charge. As I got out, it was clear that this guy was guiding us in for tips.

Just down the river from the tower is another landmark of Lisbon, the 25th April Bridge. Now, I had never seen a picture of it before, or even heard of it prior to reading up about Lisbon over the last couple of days, but this bridge is the sister to the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco but, get this, it's even bigger! And as if by magic, as I had my camera pointed towards the bridge, a whole fleet of sailboats made their way under the bridge, angled steeply as the wind caught in their sails. Any thoughts of taking pictures of the Tower could wait for the time being – this was a window of opportunity! 

Naturally, we got some photos of the tower once the boats had gone past, then we sped off to another Lisbon location. Well, I say 'sped off' but it struck me that part of the reason the traffic was tricky to negotiate was because we'd hit 5pm Friday traffic when, presumably, everyone was simultaneously trying to make their way out of the city. It was dinner time and our guide book map seemed to have a mass of eateries centred in one location, which turned out to be the Bairro Alto (the old part of the city), so we found a parking spot near there then set out on foot. Walking through that district, it was difficult to spot anything that was actually open. Despite it being the area for trendy dining (in amongst the downtrodden and graffiti-daubed streets – hey, it's all about character!), 'trendy' apparently doesn't start until 7pm. It was 5:30pm and nowhere was open. We did a couple of circuits, trying to find somewhere, then spotted an Indian Restaurant that looked open. They had the front shutters open but were still setting up. Thankfully, they let us sit down and kindly switched on the lights for us and took our order shortly after. I'm sure it's not the usual dining experience in this part of the city – the restaurant owner almost seemed apologetic that it was just us – but our body clocks would not allow us to wait any later for food. Besides, I had a parking limit!

At around 7:30pm there was still a good hour and a bit of sun left, so we drove into the Amalfa district and got hopelessly lost in the many one way systems that compete with the trams running through the steep streets. I did a few circuits attempting to find a parking space somewhere near to the castle so we could look over the city as the sun set, but those old streets were not built for today's car-owning populace and I was not getting anywhere, and slowly. 

It had been a whistle-stop tour of Lisbon and we knew that there was probably more to see, but personally the driving was starting to tire me out. We were both ready to make tracks back south to the Algarve region and our temporary home in Albufeira. I'd still have to negotiate my way back out of the city along with all the other nutter drivers. As if to prove just how bad the drivers are here, as we reached the exit of a motorway, at a major intersection there was a three-car collision. We must have missed seeing it by only a short time, but really these people had chosen a fantastic location to cause tailbacks in numerous directions. The three cars had pranged into each other right in the centre of the intersection and they were all there wearing their hi-vis vests arguing the toss as to who was responsible, seemingly unaware that they were affecting thousands of people's journeys home. It was chaos – we saw a bendy bus trying to make a turn across that intersection but it had to back up then take a different route. Meanwhile, everyone around us was sounding their horns, even though it would not make any difference whatsoever. I came to the conclusion at that point that Lisbon drivers were, essentially, morons. Further reinforcing that were two more multiple car pile-ups along the next stretch of motorway exiting the city, which all seemed to be the result of impatient drivers and rash decisions. As we made our way back, there were numerous occasions where drivers would come up behind me (when I was travelling at 120kmh) in the fast lane, seemingly inches from my rear bumper, not even flashing their headlights asking for me to move out of the way, just expecting that I would eventually move. I could see exactly how these accidents happened and was so pleased to finally get back to the calm of Albufeira.

Day 7 – Loule

Yesterday's long (and sometimes stressful) drive to Lisbon, around the city and back made me want to have an easy day today, but what's the point of hiring a car for four days and not using to its full potential? So, a compromise – a slightly later start today, but a car journey nonetheless. And it just so happened that today is the day that the gypsy market comes to Loulé, a town not far north of Albufeira. Thompson (the holiday company who we got the break with) offered a tour to this market for the princely sum of €26. Really not sure what that money is covering, other than a coach trip, as the market is free, so it made sense to do it by ourselves. Once we'd got into Loulé and dealt with the now very familiar traffic and parking issues, we wandered over to the brightly coloured market building. Walking through the market, it seemed that anyone paying for the tour with Thompson would be very disappointed unless they were keen fruit and veg lovers. Or dried fish lovers. Had we got the right place? This didn't appear to be a gypsy market at all, but it was in the market hall and the signs all pointed to the market being here and it was the right day for the market! Well, we didn't want to buy any fruit so we headed off again in our little VW Polo and off for a spot of lunch at Mato a Vista, the restaurant we stopped off at two days ago.

When we first got the car and went to Faro, it wasn't entirely successful, what with the accident and the failure to see the bone chapel. Now, with a bit more driving experience under the belt and some more knowledge of the area in general, we headed back to Faro again with the aim of seeing the bone chapel. Second time lucky?

As we got to the centre, we noticed police stationed on some of the street corners managing some kind of diversion. I knew how to get to the church, but the police were pointing us away from it, so I tried a wider outer loop and still ended up back at the same spot and being diverted away again. Was this a message from above? Were we supposed to see this place or not? Eventually we managed to find our way to the location of the church that houses the bone chapel, parked up then walked on over. And as we walked, well ... those big old heavy doors weren't closed last time, were they? Oh great ... it looked like we'd failed again to see dem bones. The Church was open only in the morning on Saturday, on all other days it was open in the afternoon. And today is a Saturday. Typical. So we left Faro once more, with me cursing that flaming elusive bone chapel. It must be fate.

On the way back we stopped in at a place called Quartiera, for no other reason than it was a beach location we hadn't yet checked out and so many of the beaches have these impressive rocky stacks on them that we should probably take a look. As it turned out, Quartiera's beach was pretty featureless – just a long strip of sand -  so we only stayed for as long as it took to have a cup of tea (how civilised!). Then we continued on a little further to Vilamoura, a resort known for its marina and the nearby golf courses. Given that neither of us own a boat or have any desire to swing a golf club, Vilamoura didn’t really have all that much to offer us. I actually felt that this was the least authentic Algarve experience yet – there seemed to be little in the way of atmosphere here, but perhaps we had not seen the right places or been there at the right time. Personally, I think I might have been disappointed if we'd chosen Vilamoura as our holiday destination instead of Albufeira. So, we didn't even stay for a cup of tea here, instead heading on back to our little place on the Algarve to finish up the evening with a meal on The Strip, right on our front door.

Day 8 – Sunday (lazy day)

Well, after 4 days of zooming around in a car, today was a total contrast. I had to drop the car off at 11 this morning, so we didn't really get to make use of it today, except to make a quick shopping run and fill up with petrol. Oh, and just one other thing – a vain attempt at trying to find somewhere around Albufeira with an open wireless network that we could tap into. I knew it was a long shot, but after filling up with petrol, I drove around the holiday villas while Manda sat in the passenger seat with the laptop on, looking for a hint of free wireless. You never know, someone might have not bothered to password access! I didn't desperately need to connect, but thought that after a week, it might be as well to check in, just in case there was an important message waiting.

Having given up on the free wireless hunt, I dropped Manda back on The Strip then dropped the car back off at the rental place, with 1300 extra Kms on the clock, a destroyed nearside wing mirror and a slightly more scuffed wheel trim (I was hoping they didn’t notice that). On the way back up to the villa, I spotted an Internet café and so stepped in to connect the old fashioned way – with wires. And about 'that possible important message' ...

I didn't make a note of the date it was sent, all I knew was that it was the most recent message in my inbox and I needed to call England ASAP. Tina, Manda's sister, had emailed saying that she'd tried phoning (my mobile phone had been off for a few days) but hadn't been able to get in touch to let us know that the house alarm had gone off. Or was still going off! In a panic, I disconnected then hot-footed it back to the villa to switch on my phone and call Tina. I then discovered that she'd sent the message on Thursday – over three days ago. Mentally I went through what kind of apologies we'd need to make to our neighbours after three days of the alarm going off, but Tina clarified that it was only the small alarm inside the control panel that was sounding, not the main alarm bell outside the house. Phew, that was a relief! I gave her the code for reset over the phone but then learned of another problem – Tina had managed to lock herself out of the house, having left our spare set of keys inside. We were pleased to learn that the house alarm was not going off, but concerned that if it did go off, Tina would now have to break in to do an alarm reset. There's surely some irony in there.

The rest of the day was a lazy one, partly spent by the complex pool, partly inside watching British TV, but we couldn't be doing this for the rest of the holiday. Already we were missing having the car! I decided to check out what the weather would be doing for the next few days, as that would help us make any decisions about future excursions. Monday looked good, but Tuesday and Wednesday were forecast as rainy and thunderstorms, respectively. That decided it – I headed to the complex reception and booked us tickets to Zoomarine for tomorrow. If we're going to see dolphins and tropical birds, we'd best be seeing them in sun.

Day 9 – Zoomarine

We've certainly not had a shortage of visits to marine parks and aquariums in our time, but Zoomarine did look promising – the dolphin show in particular was supposed to be excellent. And besides, I was itching for a location where I could properly use my zoom lens.

We were picked up just after half past nine by one of the many courtesy buses laid on as part of the ticket price, through the main gates by 10am and by 10:45 were sat down in the amphitheatre seating overlooking the birds of prey show (the first of four large group shows that were scheduled). We'd seen a similar show in Sydney (in Taronga Zoo), so I knew that at some point the birds would swoop right over the audience and so I tried to locate the various perches that the birds would use. We were sat right next to one, which could come in handy for an extreme close-up somewhere along the line. From out of what can best be described as a tree-house (well, it's the best I can describe, but I'm sure there's a proper term for it) a variety of birds took their turns to fly out to the trainer, including hawks, an owl, a vulture and an eagle.  After the show, the trainers let people pose with the various birds while the resident clown (whose purpose was to keep the crowds entertained while waiting for shows to begin) posed with a rubber chicken and a supply of frankfurters in a tin strapped to his belt. The kids seemed to love this clown, and a few adults too!

The next show was the highlight of the day – the dolphin show. No matter how many times I see these kinds of shows, it never ceases to amaze me how the dolphins can do the tricks that they do, all seemingly from recognition of a hand signal by a human being (something that doesn't seem to be an entirely natural phenomenon). There was the usual standard stuff of dolphins jumping through hoops, gliding backwards out of the water and propelling their trainers along the surface, but I'll confess I've never seen a man or woman surf on the top of a dolphin before, nor have I seen dolphins dancing in pairs as if waltzing across a dance floor. Words alone don’t do it justice and a freeze-framed photo can only go some way towards it. 

One thing that they do at Zoomarine that was very tempting was dolphin interaction – for €140 anyone could spend time with the dolphins and interact in similar ways. Well, perhaps not the surfing part of it, but they do let punters ride between two dolphins by hanging on to a dorsal fin with each hand. It looked like an excellent experience, especially having witnessed what these dolphins could do, but I thought it was a bit pricy all things considered. But if you have spare money and want to do something a bit different, it's got to be worth a try.

The first show of the afternoon was for the tropical birds. It looked promising (we'd seen video clips) but despite some of the acrobatics and showboating from the colourful macaws, it was a very childish show. So childish, in fact, that a whole class of school kids left the show before it finished. They tried a bit too hard to create a pantomime style show and embedded social responsibility messages in there that grated a little. Still, the macaws gave me some more photo opportunities, so we just put up with it.

The final show was the seal and sea lion show (I can never remember which is which). Like the previous offering, they tried to make a bit of a panto out of it, with some daft storyline that involved an intrepid traveller encountering the seals. Some of the tricks were quite funny, but what was even funnier was what they didn't do, or rather what the seals didn't do. The woman kept on having fits of giggles and at first I couldn't tell why, but soon realised that both the man and woman on stage were laughing because the seal was not doing what it should. The watching crowd also cottoned on to what was happening, effectively waiting for the seal to foul up again (including the numerous attempts at getting the seal to 'play dead' after supposedly being shot by the man).

Aside from the scheduled shows, there is another attraction at the park that you can view (almost) any time during the day – the 4D cinema. It's one of those shows where you have to don a set of glasses that make you look like Brains from Thunderbirds but let you see the film in 3D; the 4th dimension comes in the shape of an occasional blast of wind or spray of water synced with the happenings on screen. The animation was fun and well put together and, perhaps not surprisingly, it had an environmental slant (showing animals having fun in their habitats before the trees are chopped down or the coral reef is destroyed by drag-net fishing). The environmental message was much more slick than that presented at the tropical birds show earlier.

Day 10 – Old Town

Two days left, and no transport available to us. Well, not entirely true – we still had access to a bitchin' green and yellow BMW powered train type thing! Yep, I'm referring to the old tourist train/tram doohicky that does the circuit between The Strip and the old town. So the plan for today was to head into old town and make the most of whatever the weather cared to give to us. The forecast was rain, so I planned accordingly, wearing long trousers (well, jeans) for the first time. As we made our way towards the train, I felt that sensation of rain drops for the first time in the holiday. The queue for the train was really long, so we did an about-turn and decided to catch the next one (they run every 20 minutes, so it was no great hardship). After a cup of tea and a slice of cake, our 20 minutes were up so we headed back to the stop, but the queue was still long, if not longer, so I decided to join it and wait until we could fit on the limited seating spaces. The clouds and rain from earlier were dissipating, so I spent the next 40 minutes (we didn’t fit on the next train) under the blazing sun, in long trousers, with a bag stuffed with two now completely superfluous jackets. It was good to have the nice weather, I just wished it'd made its mind up a little earlier in the day!

We spent much of the day walking from shop to shop, checking out all the touristy stuff much as we had on the previous visit, but not really buying much. To be honest, we were largely killing time between lunch, evening meals and ad-hoc tea, beer or ice cream stops (well, that's what holidays are all about!). One more day left – still time to do a bit more exploring.

Day 11 – Faro, Quartiera, beach

On the first visit to Faro, to see the Bone Chapel, we'd been denied access by a funeral/remembrance service followed by an accident in the narrow streets. On the second visit, we'd been redirected around the town several times by police until we eventually got to the location, only to find it was shut. Could there be a third time lucky? This morning we'd find out. Hopefully.

We got up bright an early to catch a 7:30 bus headed towards Faro, but got off slightly early – at Quartiera, where we'd been a few days previously. The reason for the stop was for the gypsy market. Unlike Loulé, where all we'd seen was fruit, veg and dried fish, this time around we knew exactly where to find the market, thanks to the lady in the information bureau in Albufeira. Chances are that the people selling at the market are the same bunch that would make their way to Loulé anyway, so it all worked out right in the end. We got there just after 8 o'clock and the traders were still setting up their stalls. Mostly clothes, bags, belts, a few places selling jewellery – standard market stuff. Manda picked up a few items and then we headed back to the bus station to continue the journey to Faro.

We got to Faro at 10:10 and the next bus leaving from the location back to Albufeira was at 11am. So the plan was to head straight to the church to see the bone chapel, take a few photos and be back at the bus stop within 50 minutes. It was either that or wait another hour and twenty after that. To be fair, we knew the area in Faro well enough now to make our way there and back with no problems, and we also knew that there wasn't a massive amount to see in the centre of Faro other than the bone chapel.

I expected the chapel to be smaller than the one we saw in Kutna Hora in the Czech Republic (near Prague), but not quite as small as it turned out to be. There were no decorations like Kutna Hora (which had chandeliers, a coat of arms and various other constructions) – it was simply a room that had embedded skulls at regular intervals in the walls and the wall rendering itself appeared to be made of femurs. And after all that effort! I rolled off a few photos then we made our way back to the station.

On the way in to Faro, we'd paid for tickets on the bus at Albufeira and again in Quartiera. As we hopped on the bus to make the return journey, the driver didn't want to take our money. For some reason he was indicating that we should go over to the bus station kiosk. Was that to wait for another bus? Or get a ticket? We wandered over, I stood around looking confused and then went back to the driver for clarification – ticket or another bus? He indicated again that we go over to the kiosk, so I did as he said and asked for two tickets to Albufeira, then back once again to the bus where he looked at the tickets and let us on. Mmm, why could we not just pay him? And then, confusingly, once the bus was on its way again everyone who got on the bus paid the driver directly. So, the logic appeared to be that when at the station, you have to buy from the kiosk, not directly from the driver. Was he being a jobs-worth? Or had we been a bit dim? 

We were back in Albufeira just after midday, early enough to collect up some swimming gear and a towel and head down to the beach. Yes, on the day that thunderstorms were forecast (I love it when they get the weather forecasts wrong like this!). It seems strange that in all this time in Albufeira, we've not actually spent any time on the beach at all, at least not in the traditional sense of paddling, swimming, sunbathing and trying to get sand out of everything. But as soon as we'd got on the beach we realised that neither of us had any money, which meant no money for a sun lounger (and therefore no shade). I was about to trek all the way to the villa and back when I realised that there might be a good natural shady spot on the beach after all. At one end of Praia da Oura was a rocky feature and it had a little tunnel that led through to a little secluded area. Well, I say secluded but once we'd settled down in the cool shady spot, there was plenty of traffic from other curious bypassers, some with kids who wanted to have a little explore. I went for a dip in the sea, wondering if there was a reason why, up to this point, I'd seen so few people in the water anywhere on the Algarve. Where there strong currents here or was it simply a case of it being too cold? It turned out to be the latter. It actually wasn't too cold, but for some reason the action of the waves and the cold salty sea was enough to make me feel like I'd been rubbed vigorously with a brillo pad. When I got out of the sea, I didn't feel in any hurry to get back in there again! We didn't stay at the beach for too long – just long enough to say "we've done it now" – then made our way back up Cardiac Hill for one last time.

We finished the evening, and the holiday, just as we had started it – on the balcony of the Ancora Steak House, eating piri piri chicken, watching the sun settling over Albufeira. For a change, though, we had something to look forward to tomorrow once we'd touched down on UK soil – we would be seeing little Fraggle again who had had something of a holiday herself (well, a stay at the kennels). 

