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ARE ALL THE HATBOXES ON BOARD?
OFF ON HOLS FROM BLIGHTY TO PLAYA DEL INGLES
OR: DIDN’T NEFERTITI HAVE A CHARWOMAN THEN?

I’m really not superstitious, but when Brenda, my very, very best friend in the whole wide world, plans to travel down from Preston to London on Friday the thirteenth then it’s just highly improbable that nothing’ll go wrong! Either she’ll leap up from ’er seat on an irresistible impulse and pull the emergency cord just outside Wigan because she’s just realised she left her favourite chapeau on the platform, or she’ll get on the wrong train, go in the completely wrong direction and end up in Glasgow, wondering why I’m not there to pick her up and why (having nodded off in the compartment and dreamt of rippling, bronzed, Spanish hunks) the locals are all a pale blue colour and even the naffs are wearing skirts in rather quaint olde worlde tartan patterns!

Usually Brenda is an utterly reliable thing. When she says, «I’m coming», then generally she comes! She just gets a bit flustered at times. Especially when she’s been flitting around at work like a humming bird on acid and is totally knackered. And that’s exactly why we flew off on our hols to Gran Canaria. For four whole weeks!

In case you’re wondering why we call her Brenda, when in fact she was actually christened Brendan, (after some sporting type who apparently won lots and lots of prizes for running around and jumping over things, or something like that), it all has to do with milk shakes. You see, Brenda is a real whizz in the kitchen and works absolute wonders with a blender. Her milk shakes are famous right across the north west. Hence: Brenda’s Blender!

Because I know Brenda and the chaos that is her life only too well, I made a special point of calling up our mutual girlfriend Molly (because when I met her she was off her trolley!) in Preston and said: «Dearest Molly, please do us a huge favour luvvie and see to it that your Auntie Brenda gets her act together re. holiday plans! Disconnect the phone, hide the voddy, make sure she packs her passport, plastic, keys for the apartment in Playa, electric razor and Christmas pud, and don’t let her out of your sight until she’s on that train and it‘s pulling out of the station!»

«Right you are,» says Molly, «I will. And what about the plane tickets, shouldn’t I remind her about them an’ all?»

«Don’t even think about it! Otherwise she’ll get completely hysterical and turn the entire flat upside down looking for them. I’ve got the tickets here.»

«All right then, that’s okay,» said Molly, but of course, as it turned out, nothing was okay!

So there I was on Friday the thirteenth of December in the madding crowds at Euston station like a pearl among swine (I was premiering this catchy little red ensemble I had snapped up from a boutique off the King’s Road the day before – far beyond my means if I’m honest, next month’s rent will be late again, but a girl has to get her priorities right!) and guess who was nowhere to be seen? Brenda, who else?!

I ran around everywhere looking for her; had she gone down into the Tube remembering we’d be taking the Northern Line to my humble abode off Soho Square? No! Had she popped into W.H.’s to stock up on Cosmo and Harpers & Queens for the flight? No! I even ventured into the cottage to see if she had succumbed to one of her irresistible urges again. No! Once I eventually found a phone that worked – I’m sure the main reason for having those phone boxes there is so that illicit local businesses can advertise their services; is there really such a call for French polishing in Central London? – I tried calling Molly to see if she could shed any light on the problem. Unfortunately I only got her answering machine with that infuriating opera music and her shrieking her lungs out with «cheer up if you’re all alone, and leave a message after the tone!» to the tune of some wellknown opera that everybody knows from some advert when they were a kid but I certainly couldn’t identify; I’m not that sort of queen! For want of anything better to do and to vent at least just a little of my frustration, I screamed «I haaaaaaate opera» at the top of my voice in the best soprano I could muster down the phone and slammed the receiver down. This prompted a few strange looks from passers-by but made me feel quite a bit better for at least two and a half seconds!

After about an hour of semi-panic and visions of Brenda standing all alone like a lost sheep in an enormous floral sun hat on a platform in Glasgow wondering just what had happened, I decided there was nothing more I could do there. So I decided to head home and hope that she’d have the initiative to attempt to make contact via that newfangled gadget, the electric telephone! (Brenda is not hot on technology! She’s got the most ancient television set because she kept losing the remote to the new one she’d rented – she got through four in two months before finally giving up and returning it to Radio Rentals. The man was not best pleased! – and anyway she likes fiddling with knobs, she says!!)

As I rounded the corner of my street, what sight should greet my tired eyes but Brenda in an enormous sun hat, plonked down on an enormous suitcase, reigning over a bizarre array of luggage piled up around her.

«Where ’ave you come from?» was all I could gasp out in my surprise.

«From t’station duckie, I got a taxi in the end, since you weren’t there to pick uz up! D’ya know, I had to lug this lot all by meself as muggins ’ere naturally had the good luck to hazard upon London’s fattest cabby who simply refused to shift his fat arse and ’elp me!»

After we had somehow managed to haul what had to have been everything she owned up to my third floor flat (I’m sure I heard the kitchen sink clanking in one of those bags!), with me frantically wracking my brains for ideas as to how I could persuade her to leave at least 90% of it at home, the puzzle was solved as to what had happened. On one of her irresistible urges Brenda had, at the last minute, persuaded Molly to drive her across to Leeds to pick up this «simply fabulous pair of shoes» that she had seen the week before but for some reason had not bought and «just had to have for the hols», and had taken the train down from there. Of course it didn’t occur to the dozy cow that trains from Leeds come into King’s Cross and not Euston as they «only ever have one station per town in the north which makes life so much easier duckie ...» Provincial queens can be so trying at times!!

Having finally got to the bottom of that one (an expression the lovely Brenda can never resist slipping in when she’s just managed to seduce the latest man of her dreams), she leapt to her feet, impulsive as ever, and shrieked:

«Elvira, darling, this is an emergency, I simply must have chips! After all this excitement I require nutritious sustenance immediately.»

So off we trolled to the local chippy to drown our sorrows in grease and non-brewed condiment!

Having thus strengthened ourselves, on arriving home I immediately tackled the dilemma of Brenda’s excessive luggage.

«But it isn’t excessive at all dearest, I only packed the barest essentials, honest!» I tried explaining that airlines have weight limits and if everyone packed that much there’d only be enough room for about six people on the plane. «Well they should get a bigger plane then, sweetie shouldn’t they, and besides which I’ve lost eight pounds in the last six weeks which surely more than makes up for a few cosmetics that weigh absolutely nothing anyway ...» There’s no point trying to argue with logic like that at two minutes to midnight on Friday the thirteenth. I only had to wait two more minutes and this day would be over.

«So now that we have sampled the culinary delights of this fabulous metropolis what’s next on the agenda? If I’m in London I simply have to let it take advantage of me. Where shall we go, what shall we do, who shall we sweep off their feet and show a good time?»

I held my breath and watched the second hand on the kitchen clock tick painfully slowly up to twelve, and sure enough it was tomorrow. As soon as I pointed out that our flight was at 9 o’clock and that we had to be at Gatwick by 7.30 which meant getting up at the crack of dawn at the very latest, all ideas of merrymaking suddenly evaporated, and with a gasp and some incomprehensible reference to beauty sleep Brenda flitted off to my spare room.

I set all the alarm clocks I could get my hands on, and not being able to bear the thought of having to struggle with all that luggage in the small hours I waited till Brenda was fast asleep and snoring like a juggernaut and simply repacked. Although we do have our little differences from time to time (I would not describe twelve pairs of shoes as the barest essentials) she really is a jewel!

Having stashed the excess I hit the sack myself but just could not get to sleep. I don’t know what you think about in bed the night before going on your hols. Usually people worry about having forgotten something important. Not me. Not since my girlfriend Varicose Vera gave me this holiday-thingies-check-list (see page 187) which is just so handy. She had this long affair with an accountant and he developed this system for her on a computer.

No, I always ask myself if I’ve really packed the right things. For example, Brenda mentioned to me that you can’t drink the tap water in Playa and so you have to fetch water from somewhere else for making tea or cooking. Where from, I naturally forgot to ask, and had this romantic image of a village well with palm trees and all! I saw something dinky like that in this nature programme about Africa on the telly, and if you look on a map at where Gran Canaria actually is, then it’s just left a bit of the Sahara Desert, and the Bedouins that troll about in the desert fetch their water from the well as well. The Bedouins don’t actually fetch the water themselves but get their wives, the Bedouwimin, to fetch it! But knowing Brenda she’ll refuse point blank to go out on the street dragged up as a Bedouwoman so I’ll have to do it!

As I lay there awake in bed I went through all my clothes in my mind’s eye and realised to my horror that I didn’t have anything suitable for fetching water. Something long and flowing would have been just the job. And to think I could’ve borrowed something from my girlfriend Stilly (not only due to her favourite shoes but also because it rhymes with silly!) if only I’d’ve thought of it in time. Yes, and then I could’ve practised balancing one of them enormous terracotta water pots on my head without it crashing down to the ground, shattering into a million pieces and wasting all that precious water. Those pots aren’t cheap you know! But you can start off with a tin pot for beginners can’t you? But those are just the sort of things you only ever think of at the last minute and then you just have to wait and see what happens.

«Maybe there’s some old curtain or a bed sheet in the house we’ve rented that could be run up into something fitting in a jiffy,» I thought, and was really looking forward to my first holiday in Gran Canaria.

At 5 o’clock the next morning when all the alarm clocks started buzzing and clanking I felt as though I hadn’t slept at all. But when the clock radio went off with Cliff Richard singing, «We’re all goin’ on a summer holiday, doin’ things we always wanted to ...» (and I can imagine just what things too!) I suddenly felt fabulous again.

After what she insisted was a traditional Lancashire breakfast (a pot of tea and twenty ciggies), darling Brenda was in such good spirits, bless ’er heart, she didn’t even notice most of her luggage had gone walkies. Thrilled at the prospect of four full weeks of sea, sun, sand and showing off her fabulous new shoes, we set off for Victoria. Brenda, whose first sexual experience had been an encounter with a ticket collector at Lancaster station that had left her with a thing about British Rail uniforms, was delighted to see yet another station. «So many stations and so little time!» she squealed as we swished from our taxi to the ticket office (some people are so easy to please!).

The first blow to our spirits came when we went to buy our tickets for the Gatwick Express. It’s called «Express» not coz it’s so quick but coz you need an American Express card to pay for it! Nobody carries that much cash with them these days!

By the time we arrived at Gatwick most of the queue was through and we didn’t have to wait long at all until it was our turn. I noticed straight away that the check-in lady was also a friend of Dorothy’s. She kept fanning herself with people‘s tickets as if she was having trouble breathing, and couldn’t stop hopping about on her seat like a demented sparrow.

But as is so often the case with these uniform queens, she had no sympathy for her own kind. The baggage allowance was 30 kilos and I really only did have 32 kilos. She didn’t have anything against the few grams I was over, but somehow I must have not distributed the weight correctly or something. Then as I put my case and my dinky little beach bag on the conveyor the stupid cow asked:

«Do you have any hand luggage?»

«No,» I answered quite innocently, not having a clue what she was on about, when all of a sudden she slapped one of her sticky labels on my beach bag and off it sailed.

«Stop, stop, bring it back,» I screamed. «Me beach bag, I ’ave to take it on board with me.»

«It weighs nine kilos. It’s too heavy.»

«So what? I lugged it all the way ’ere. I’ll certainly be able to lug it onto the plane.»

«That’s as maybe,» she said fanning herself with our tickets and rolling her eyes all the way back like some faded diva! «But you’re only allowed three kilos.» What was I supposed to say to that? Just one of my toilet bags weighed three kilos by itself.

«Listen to me,» I said, «in the last five months I’ve been on a crash diet and ’ave lost six and a half kilos,» I said calmly. «Does that mean that five months ago you wouldn’t ’ave taken me with a three kilo bag, or what?»

«That’s not the point. Just check in your beach bag and everything will be fine.»

«Not on your life Missy! It’ll get so shaken up I won’t be able to find a thing afterwards.»

«Then why don’t you just take out what you need for the flight and put it in a plastic bag?»

«I don’t think so dear! I’ll have you know I’ve got a Gold Card at Harrods, and you expect me to travel with a Tesco’s carrier bag. Well really!»

The ridiculous battle of the bags went on for quite a while, and Brenda and I had to confer as to what we should do with my oh-so-important little things. Eventually we had the fabulous idea of simply checking Brenda’s bag. The snotty little jumped-up ticket collector agreed to that, Thank God! Of course we put all the important things from Brenda’s bag into mine first so hers weighed at least three kilos more. And so we finally managed to get on board the plane all in one piece.

We found our seats pretty much smack in the middle of the plane, right by the gangway in the middle row. So there was no looking out of the window, but at least I could stretch my lallies out a bit.

Brenda dropped right off to sleep and I leafed through one of those duty free mags and had a listen to the radio programme that they always have coming out of the armrest. Then I reclined my seat back as far as it would go (about three and a half inches by the feel of it) and tried to sleep a bit.

Unfortunately though I couldn’t get off at all as a man and woman behind me kept rabbiting on. It was so annoying that I just gave in and had to listen to what they were saying. First they went on about Auntie Ethel’s Christmas present, and then about what they were going to cook for lunch on Christmas Day. Somehow though they really didn’t sound like a normal straight couple.

«I really must take a look at Cynthia,» said the chap all of a sudden.

«No Geoffrey, just let her sleep a bit more!»

«Oh I don’t know, do you think she really is asleep? I’d better just take a quick peek, Mummy.»

SLAP! And then all was quiet!

«Geoffrey’s probably just got a clip round the ear off his mummy by the sound of it,» I thought, and just then Brenda came to. She straightened up, glanced around quite nonchalantly from left to right and whispered to me: «Strange, I can’t see any Jessies on here. Do you think we’re the only ones?»

Now sometimes Brenda really can be a bit thick. The plane was over half full and the dozy cow hadn’t even noticed! In the row in front of us there was a couple, obviously on their honeymoon. They were all over each other all the time, it was so sweet. Two rows further forward on the right were three Marys that I knew by sight from off the scene. And a couple of rows further down on the left were two boys who were just so good-looking they couldn’t possibly have been straight. Unfortunately I couldn’t see any further. Behind us, this much I had realised by now, was at least one more.

«Well, you must be really exhausted,» I said to Brenda. «Or are you sittin’ on your ears? ’Ave an earwig to them two behind us.»

And then it went on just as it had started. «We’ve been flying for two hours now Mummy. Cynthia can’t be asleep any more.»

«Can’t you just read for a bit or something my boy? Cynthia needs her P and Q too you know.»

«It’ll be too hot for her. I’ll just take off the rain cape.»

«Leave it!» SLAP! Geoffrey got it again.

«Have they smuggled a stowaway on board or what?» whispered Brenda.

«No,» I said, «that can’t be a person.»

«Oh God, not a python?»

«I don’t think so, it must be some kind of furry animal.»

«How on earth d’ya know that? Cynthia sounds more like a python to me.»

«Most queens that go on holiday with their mothers don’t have pythons with rain capes. They usually have some little doggy or something.»

«In the luggage rack? Are you mad?»

«Have a listen then. Geoffrey’s always talking down to the floor.»

Brenda lifted her legs up off the floor just to be on the safe side and peered through them like some deranged rabbit.

«Well, I’m just going to take her cape off now Mummy. It’s just far too hot for her otherwise.»

«Well, go on then.»

I felt Geoffrey pushing his head against the back of my seat as he rummaged around with something on the floor. They must have some piece of luggage down there, I thought. Then suddenly I heard a strange squeaking sound.

«I just can’t stand it any more. I simply have to take a look,» whispered Brenda, and ogled as unobtrusively as possible backwards over the seat.

«Well, what is it then?» I asked on tenterhooks.

«A long-legged white rat.»

«I don’t believe it, that’s against quarantine regulations.»

«It is. A small white creature with fur.»

«Come off it. I’m sure it’s a doggy. Probably one o’ them chee-wow-wows or whatever they’re called. They’re very fashionable at the moment.»

«I’m sure the little thing’s handy, but it’s as ugly as sin!»

«Who? Geoffrey?»

«No, the doggy.«

Behind us there was a rustling and then Geoffrey said: «There my darling, but now you have to go back to bed. Soon we’ll be in Playa and then we’ll go to the beach for a swim. Or would you rather stay up a bit now?»

«Now put her back in her basket. People are looking.» That was the mother.

«Basket? That’s not a basket, it’s a customised vanity case with iron bars on the front.»

«What does Geoffrey look like then?» I asked.

«Like a naff, just a bit more queeny.»

«And the mother?»

«Like Mrs. Slocombe.»

«Well, I think it’s nice that they’re going on holiday together.»

«Oh I don’t know,» said Brenda. «It can be hell on earth.»

«Oh I think you’re being too severe.»

Then we had a really good long chat about how it is with queens and their mothers, and all in all somehow the hours on the flight just flew by.

Around about lunch time we landed at the airport in Gran Canaria. We got there so quickly that by the time we arrived we didn’t even have to put our watches back! It took an absolute age till our cases finally came trollin’ down the conveyor belt. I was beginning to think the dizzy ticket collector had sent ’em off on a tugboat from Docklands. But the waiting around did have its good side coz all of a sudden two blokes came up and spoke to us.

«Are you goin’ to Playa?»

«Yeah, straight to Playa.»

«Us too. We can go together and share the taxi if you like.»

«Yeah,» piped up Brenda, «that’d save us all a bob or two.»

Once the last hat box had finally turned up we got a taxi straight away and set off. The weather was absolutely fabulous. At least 25 degrees and a very pleasant little breezette that made me feel like a completely new woman!

But what I saw next really was very disappointing. Wherever you looked there was only this horrid grey gravel lying all about. Nothing green as far as the eye could see as we drove down the motorway through this barren lunar landscape. To the left, ever so far away, was the blue sea, and to the right in the distance only barren, dried out stony mountains. Every now and again you could see a few little groups of shacks thrown together and long rows of plastic sheeting under which the natives were presumably hiding something. But, as I found out later, they were only tomato fields.

To be honest, the very thought of spending the hols in all this gravel wasn’t exactly thrilling. In the brochures it really had looked very different.

After we’d been hacking it down the motorway for quite a while we suddenly came to an enormous sign in front of a gravel slope saying «Sioux City».

«Do they make cowboy films here or what?» I asked Brenda.

«No, that’s a kind of western theme park where the naffs can go and play cops and robbers or something,» she said.

«They built that for the tourists,» said one of the blokes from the airport, «so we can recover from the hard life on the beach!»

«Well I think it’s all terribly bleak here,» I said completely frustrated. «Where are all the white beaches and the palm trees?»

»There’s a little while to go yet.»

Then we drove up onto a sort of mountain and through a sharp right hand bend and suddenly everything completely changed.

«That’s San Agustin and it leads straight into Playa del Ingles and Maspalomas,» Brenda explained.

As I saw it I couldn’t believe my eyes. In the middle of this gravel desert they’d thrown up a tourist resort right by the sea.

«That looks like a council estate in the East End!» I exclaimed most disappointed.

«Well that’s just the way it is here. But at least you can swim and enjoy the sun the whole year round.»

Everywhere there were modern blocks of flats and terraced houses on the streets with complexes of fenced-in bungalows in between. And naturally loads of restaurants and bars and shops along the Avenidas. I couldn’t see anything typically Spanish at all, except of course for the gardens with lots of foreign trees and bushes growing in them. If it hadn’t’ve been for the greenery and if the sun hadn’t been shining so fabulously I think I would’ve screamed. And then I suddenly realised that the whole town seemed strangely empty.

«Everybody’s down at the beach now, tryin’ to get a suntan,» Brenda explained.

«Oh yes o’ course, that’s why we’re here isn’t it?»

The two that shared the taxi with us were staying in a kind of round high tower block called Hotel Waikiki. So we dropped them off there and they gave us 1,500 pesetas as the whole journey had cost about 3,000.

Then it didn’t take long till we came to the Europlaya Club. It was directly on Avenida de Tirajana, which is the main drag in Playa where the traffic thunders up and down. And that’s where we were staying. Two rows of little square housettes with tidy little gardens. The whole complex looked really cosy. Our house was on the right-hand side in the second row and – Thank God! – we couldn’t hear the noise from the street at all.

And then all of a sudden I was really enthralled: a garden with a lawn and fantastic palm trees and cacti, red hibiscus flowers, oleander and then a sort of flowering purple grass that was called bougainvilla or something like that, and genuine strelitzia and everywhere in between some other gay bushy stuff. A really pretty little wild garden with a hammock in it and with sun loungers. The whole thing was surrounded by a vine-covered wall so no one could see in.

«Well, now what d’ya reckon?» Brenda asked.

«I never said a word!» I said. «It’s absolutely fabulous!»

The house was just as good, and fabulously furnished. Everything a girl could possibly want. From a hair dryer to an iron and great big fluffy white bath towels. And when Brenda inspected the kitchen she just couldn’t stop squealing «fabulous, fabulous ... !»

«Shall I cook something?» she called out.

«Is there anything in the fridge then?»

«No, just a bottle of sparkling wine.»

«Great, well let’s cook that then.»

So we drank the wine while we unpacked our things. The bedrooms were on the first floor. Of course Brenda nabbed the one with the TV and the video in it for herself didn’t she. Typical! But downstairs in the living room there was another one, and as I started to fiddle about with it I noticed there was a Bette Davis film in it. It was the one where Bette plays Charlotte and gets so terrorised by her wicked sister that in the end she does both her and her lover in with a large flower pot over the head. Well, that scene where Bette’s standing on the balcony, drops the pot on their heads and opens her eyes really wide in glee, that we had to watch three times. Somehow that really got us in the mood for Playa, we decided. Then I had to have a quick lie down for half an hour. At about half past four Brenda suddenly appeared in my room all impatient and woke me up.

«We must get going now or Marlene’s will be as dead as a dodo,» she said, and already had her summery outfit on.

So I just had a quick shower and freshened up my hair with the hair dryer so it looked all bouncy and natural again.

Then we shot down the Avenida and soon came to a shopping centre that was called La Cita and was a total maze. You have to keep going up and down stairs all the time and round dozens of corners, and I was simply amazed that Brenda could find her way through all the confusion of little alleys. Somehow they all looked the same. One boutique after another, and each hardly bigger than a shoe box. There were those ghastly shiny tracksuits hanging all over the place and I was just thinking to myself: «Who actually buys this load of old cat shit?» when suddenly Brenda cried out: «Here we are.»

Well, Café Marlene is one of those slightly larger shoe boxes without walls on three sides so that you sit under a roof in the alley and can have a really good look at everything that flits by.

First of all we ordered coffee with brandy to celebrate our arrival. And just as I was having a good peek round to see who was there, suddenly this really good-looking guy sat down a couple of tables away from us, unfortunately not alone.

Just as I was having a closer look at the guy, both of them smiled sweetly over at us.

«Well that’s a fine start,» I thought, and felt really good.

But not for long. You see the other one was smiling back much more than the really good-looking guy. So I decided to hold back a bit until I could judge the situation better. Unfortunately it didn’t improve. After a while the good-looking boy stopped looking over. His mate though couldn’t stop.

I didn’t want to be impolite on the first day though, so every now and then I grinned over at him for the sake of etiquette and just chatted with Brenda.

And so the time passed and I didn’t think of the dishy guy any more until suddenly they stood up and both went off in separate directions. But just as I threw a last look after the good-looking one, the other one was suddenly right in front of me and said:

«Will I see you at Yumbo tonight then?»

«Sure,» I said in the butchest voice I could muster.

«Great,» he replied, and with that he was gone.

Brenda had already started drumming her fingers on her temples (she always does that when she’s nervous) and said, «I just don’t believe it.»

I think it’s a great feeling when someone tries to chat you up. At least it proves you’re still in demand. After all, it would be really daft to spend the whole holiday sittin’ around in pubs if not a soul showed the blindest bit of interest.

But of course it’s always a little tricky if you’re out and about with your best girlfriend.

Now there’s never been anything between Brenda and myself. That’s why we have such a relaxed relationship with each other. But a little competitive jealousy does rear its ugly little head from time to time.

«Do you really want to meet that gentleman later on at Yumbo?» she asked with just the tiniest touch of sarcasm.

«I don’t even know what Yumbo is. What kind of a place is it?»

«It’s another shopping centre like Cita.»

«What, another maze?»

«No, Yumbo looks somehow sort of Roman, with different levels and little columns all over the place.»

«And that’s why the girls all go running off there at night or what?»

«Not coz o’ the columns. Because of all the gay bars that are there.»

«Oh, so that’s why we’re staying directly opposite Yumbo.»

«O’ course. You don’t think I’d stay out in the sticks somewhere and ’ave to trek miles and miles every night like some madwoman just to go to some nelly bar do ya? In Playa everything is really well organised anyway. After breakfast everyone goes to the beach. And after the beach everyone comes straight here to Marlene’s.»

«Straight here? With beach bags and without doing their hair?»

«O’ course, it’s really relaxed here. That goes on until about six o’clock, and then more and more naffs start coming in.»

«And where does everyone go after that?»

«After Marlene everyone runs home an’ freshens up. That takes a little while doesn’t it? Then ya go out to eat. At about half past ten you have to be in Pub Nestor though. That’s in the Yumbo Centre. And then at eleven thirty at the earliest ya just go up the steps round the corner from Nestor’s to Tubos or Mykonos. They’re a sort of mixture of bar an’ disco. It’s really good there for just standing around, chatting and havin’ a good vada at everything that flits by.»

«And how long d’ya stay there then?»

«Up till about twelve thirty everyone gathers at Mykonos, and then at around one thirty the first start to shoot off into Metropol, that’s like a real club for dancin’. It’s on the same floor just a few metres further along, that goes on till about four. Then it dies a death. If you’re still up for it ya can then dash off to XL and Kings Club. But that’s over on the other side, I’ll show you that later. Right now I’m simply dyin’ o’ hunger!»

So then we went off to eat. We ended up in this place where you could stuff yourself stupid for 950 pesetas. I took total advantage of it whereas Brenda, who’s always trying to lose weight, just sat peeling prawns for hours. I stuffed myself so full I started to fall asleep. «Now I really need a coffee,» I said, and peered searchingly over to the buffet.

«Oh Bloody Nora!» cried Brenda, and thrust her watch under my nose. It was twenty past ten. «You can’t ’ave one, we haven’t got time. We ’ave to get to Nestor’s.»

«Why all the stress? We’re on holiday.»

«Yes, it’s always like that here.»

So we quickly paid the bill and scurried back up the Avenida to where we lived. From there we only had to scoot across the road and we were in the Yumbo Centre and standing in front of Nestor’s.

«How handy,» I thought, and looked around to see if I could find a couple of free chairs in the throng. Suddenly, just as I was standing there scanning the area like one of those dinky radar thingies on ships, someone screeched into my ear: «Yoo-hoo!»

Well, that really was a surprise. It was Vera from Manchester who I’ve known for absolutely years (Vera because she is to gin what fish are to water!). She was as brown as a berry, enough to make a girl really jealous.

«My God, you’re so brown,» I cried.

«Well, a girl does what a girl can,» she replied. «Why don’t ya come an’ join us?»

We somehow managed to find a couple of chairs, and as we sat down at the table there was another screech as there sat Gerty (due to a certain habit, she quickly became known in certain circles as Dirty Gerty!) who was one of Vera’s discarded spouses, and a couple of very nice-looking numbers – a geriatric nurse from Wolverhampton and a roofer from Palermo.

After we’d all been introduced the first necessity was, of course, to find out who was with who!

«’Ave you two got married again?» I asked Gerty at an opportune moment.

«Not really,» she said, and gazed longingly across at Luigi, the roofer from Palermo. Therefore she must have something goin’ with the bloke from Wolverhampton, I thought. Funny, he looked so straight, I was really amazed at what turns out to be gay these days. Apparently though he wasn’t properly queer, he just helps out when there’s a rush on! Then Gerty explained to me that her real husband was sulking back home in Manchester coz he couldn’t get any time off work.

Now this Luigi was a really international number. He looked Italian, but he spoke with such a broad Geordie accent I could hardly understand a word he said, being a proper London girl myself. Obviously spent half his waking hours in the gym coz he had tits that made Brenda’s eyes stand out on stalks.

So, as we were just sitting there and chitt-chattin’ about the weather and this and that all of a sudden this bloke that Brenda had met on her last holiday came up. Freddie. He was a blacksmith, or at least he claimed to be and sat down next to me.

Then I learned an awful lot about shoein’ horses and how different types of horses had different types of hooves. You see Arabian horses generally only need six-inch nails under their feet whereas police horses need eight. In general the horseshoes depend on whether the horse is a steeplechaser, a dressage horse or just some old nag. And when the horse trots about on the street in winter it has to have a special plate inserted between the hoof and the shoe to stop it getting clogged up with mush so the horse doesn’t slip up and land on its arse. But then when the horses go out into the fields in summer they put Pirelli shoes on because the ground is soft.

All of this was really totally fascinating, but I thought this business with the Pirelli shoes was a bit odd. Up till then I’d only ever heard of Pirelli tyres. But then maybe Freddie had nailed the odd tyre onto the occasional old nag by accident. Anyway, all of a sudden it was midnight so we didn’t hold our horses and galloped up the stairs to Mykonos.

Mykonos is like two shoe boxes built around a corner with the fronts open. And on the walls there are these kind of chicken ladders which you can sit on and from which you have a good view over all the comings and goings.

I trolled up to the bar to fetch a wee drinkee just as this wrinkled old queen in yachting drag – she looked like she’d just popped over from Henley – ordered her drink in this loud upper class twit voice:

«G and T please,» she boomed, and just in case the Spanish barman didn’t understand her she added, «that’s a gin and tonic to you, dearie.»

Without batting an eyelid the barman poured the drink and shot back, «Ice and a slice? That’s lemon and frozen water to you, dearie!»

I’d just got me voddy when someone tapped me on the shoulder and said: «Hello! Elvira? Is that you?»

Well who did we have here? It was Hakon and Kenneth. This was getting to be a regular reunion. I’d met both of ’em years and years before at a party when Kenneth ran in the London marathon. «Yes,» I said delighted, «yeeees.» You see Kenneth and Hakon were two extremely good-looking policemen from Stockholm. And these two gorgeous Swedes were there with a whole gang. As we were all being introduced I kept looking around to see if that good-looking bloke from Marlene’s had popped up anywhere. But of course he hadn’t, so I passed the time chatting to this Scottish pensioner who was part of the Swedish group.

«So what took you from Scotland to Sweden?» I asked her, thinking it couldn’t be that much colder. Maybe she’d been caught having indecent relations with a haggis and had to leave the country in disgrace! I couldn’t help grimacing slightly at her extremely daring hotpants which she’d obviously stitched together from the remains of an old pair of jeans.

«I married a Swede.» So she was into vegetables after all!

«What? The full Monty? White dress, in front of an altar with confetti?»

«Och no. Gays can’t get prroperly married in Sweden till next yearr or the yearr after. At the moment we’rre still living in sin.»

«What, really in sin?»

«Aye. For more ’an forty years noo. I met me man on thae platform at Glasgow station in 1952. He wanted to go to Sweden too. Since then we’ve been trravelling together.»

«Great! Every day?»

«Aye, o’ course. Arre you married too, hen?»

«No, I’m just on the lookout to see if I can find something.» I quickly looked around again to see if the Marlene chap had appeared with his other half.

«Are ye at least havin’ a wee holiday rromance, dolly?» the OAP drilled further into my wounds.

«I only just arrived today.»

«Well if I werre yooo I’d at least get mesel’ a wee holiday rromance, petal.»

«I fully intend to,» I said, and looked around again.

«That’s goood. Particularly in these harrsh times.»

«It’s not that easy ya know. How d’ya know that the gorgeous Adonis you’ve been making eyes at all evening isn’t on the last day of his holiday and is gonna shoot off home first thing in the morning? Then the whole palaver would’ve been a complete waste of time.»

«Oh girrl, herre in Playa therre’s a really simple trick to solve that ’un. The white ’uns ’ve just arrived, the bronze, tanned ’uns could leave any time! It’s as simple as that, dolly.»

One really shouldn’t underestimate the wisdom of such elderly ladies! I’d never’ve thought of that all on my own!

«I must say I’m g’tting a wee bit nerrvous too,» exclaimed the OAP all of a sudden. «Where has me hubby got to? He should’ve been done ages ago.»

«Done? What with?»

«Well, he had to clean the wee bungalow.»

«What, in the middle of the night?»

«Aye petal, yoo see we have our responsibilites. Yoo see all that young meat sitting at that barr yonder? Those are all our wee children. Seven of ’em,» she said, and pointed proudly at the group of Swedes that were sitting at the bar in Mykonos and partly in Tubos and were knocking it back as fast as they could.

«You have to watch out that they don’t fall off their stools I suppose, eh?»

«Aye, that’s just it,» said the OAP. «They just can’t take it cause the whisky in Scandinavia is sooo expensive. So ’ere they rreally let themselves goo. Then as soon as they get tirred they throw up all o’er the place and we have to crawl around on our hands and knees mopping it all up.»

How practical for the Swedish kiddies to bring along a couple of OAPs for the dirty work, I was just thinking as Brenda flitted up and whispered into my ear: «Look over there, there’s your lover boy from Marlene’s. Don’t you want to go over and say hello?»

«Oh, no doubt he’ll come over of his own accord,» I said but of course had to look over to see if the cute guy was there too. He was, of course, and of course I then had to look to see if he was looking, which, as at Marlene’s, he wasn’t of course. So I just continued chatting to the Scottish OAP about childcare. She told me exactly what drag she wore on the day of Queen Silvia’s coronation, and all these special little tricks she’s developed for cleaning windows so as not to leave those really annoying little smears that always stand out a mile as soon as the sun shines on them. She really was such a wealth of knowledge!

The first thing I had to do though was look over to see what colour the chap from Marlene’s was. Well, he was so brown that he really shouldn’t have been there any more. His friend on the other hand was still totally pale. Just as I was battling with the momentous decision as to whether or not I should smile sweetly over at them or not, suddenly the brown one waved jovially in my direction. This, of course, came as quite a surprise, but naturally I gleefully waved back and within two shakes of a pedigree siamese cat’s tail they came shimmying over!

«It’s really full here isn’t it?» the pale one said. «What are you gonna do tonight?»

«Well, go to bed I expect!» I replied, and looked at the brown one.

«All on your own?» he asked. Now what was that supposed to mean? Was he trying to set me up with the pale one? Or were they thinking of a threesome?

«I think I could really do with a good night’s sleep,» I said, as I really had no idea what was goin’ on. What were they up to and who wanted what?

And then, as we got chatting the pale one suddenly asked me, «What star sign are you by the way?»

That was the last thing I wanted, all that ridiculous star sign claptrap. I was just considering saying that actually I’m a kangaroo with wallaby in ascendance when Brenda came shooting up to me rescue.

«You know what, I’m really tired, why don’t we take a quick look into Metropol and then head for home?»

«But really only a quick look,» I said to her, and then to the other two: «It was nice chatting to you. I’m sure we’ll see you at the beach tomorrow, won’t we?»

«Where will you be then?» the pale number asked.

«Somewhere in the first five rows,» answered Brenda.

I quickly gave the cute one a fiery look and then said goodbye to the Swedish girlies. Then we shot over to Metropol.

It really is only a couple of steps away, so being a thrifty gal I naturally took my half-full glass with me. But hardly had we battled our way through the madding crowds at the entrance when an overenthusiastic waitress dashed up to me and cried: «Please go back outside! That’s a Mykonos glass!»

I mean really! How prissy can a girl get? Naturally I was so shocked that I threw my arms up into the air and as chance would have it the offending glass slipped outta my grasp. Then she started running around like a madwoman on acid coz she ’ad to sweep up the glass. But I must say that left me completely cold. Well, really! If they insist on building their club right next door to Mykonos they must surely expect the occasional queen to troll in with a glass from next door, mustn’t they?

Anyway, the music in Metropol really was fab. They were just playing the extended version of Crucified, and then came Ritmo della Notte which I just simply adore. And it was so full that a girl could hardly breathe.

«Well, I think we’d better save this for tomorrow, don’t you?» I said to Brenda and so we set off home. I fell straight into bed without even taking my face off and went out like a light.

«Elvira, get up! Come and water the palms!» I heard Brenda calling after a while from somewhere miles away.

«What is it? It’s still dark,» I groaned, still half asleep.

«Well open your eyes, and it’ll be light then won’t it!»

And so it was all of a sudden. The sun was shining like mad and the sky was so blue like it only very occasionally is at home in summer. So I sprang right up outta bed, though a slightly more subtle wake-up would’ve been nice, but then that’s just the way she is, darling Brenda.

After me mornin’ ablutions Brenda told me where the Ansoco supermarket was. It’s the cheapest place in town for food shopping.

«Yes, and bring drinking water, too,» she said.

«Why? Is the well in the supermarket?»

«What well?»

«The one where I should get the water from!»

«Oh that one! Yeah, it’s right next to the deli counter. But you’d better be careful you don’t fall in!» she laughed.

So off I trotted, past Nestor and over the third planta in Yumbo where I then found Ansoco straight away.

There wasn’t a well next to the deli counter though. There were just thousands of plastic bottles standing around with the word ’agua’ on ’em. That’s what everyone was taking. That’s when I realised I would have been quite out of place in my special water-fetching drag!

When I finally got back home with the jam, butter, rolls, bog roll, water and all the other household essentials, darling Brenda had already laid the table and made tea.

«Oh, I really don’t know what beach ensemble I should wear,» she complained. «What are you gonna wear then?»

«I’m wearing me light blue sun top with the wide neckline and pretty buttons.»

«What about a skirt?»

«Oh, I think something with a summery naval feel don’t you? Me blue an’ white striped shorts I think. What about you?»

«D’ya think I should wear the green and yellow cycling shorts?»

«They’re a bit bold don’t ya think?»

«Well, what else should I wear? I haven’t got anything else.»

«You’ve got that pretty T-shirt with the block stripes and stitching. Why don’t ya wear that? And those frayed bermuda jean shorts. That’s always perfect for the beach, ain’t it?»

So that’s what she wore. Straight after breakfast we packed our dinky little beach bags and set off for the Atlantic.

To get there we had to traipse down the whole length of the Avenida de Tirajana till we got to an enormous hotel called Riu Palace. There we shimmied through a high archway and came out onto a massive terrace.

«Oh Gawd! It’s the Sahara Desert, dear!» I said. I was totally amazed. Suddenly, all I could see was sand. As far as the eye could see, nothing but sand dunes!

«These are those world-famous dunes you usually only see on postcards sent from Playa,» Brenda very patiently explained to me.

At the end of the dunes you could see the sea just sitting there sparkling fabulously in the sun.

After I’d finally seen enough of this wonderful view I wanted to continue on to the sea. We couldn’t though because the terrace was completely surrounded by an iron fence.

«So what now?» I asked, somewhat perplexed.

Brenda had already taken off her shoes and shirt and said: «Well, you’ll just have to climb through the fence won’t you?»

On closer examination I saw that one of the iron bars had been sawn out of the fence and people were crawling through the hole.

So that’s what I did too. Well, that’s not entirely true. The little gap was just somehow too cute so I decided to climb over the fence, just like you have to climb onto a boy’s bike. That’s when I noticed that most queens can’t climb over a fence in the normal way! Brenda couldn’t either.

«It’s just not me, dear!» she said after she’d just squeezed herself through the gap in the fence.

«It’s a bit like throwing a ball. Most queens can’t do that either,» I said.

«Funny that. It’s the same with whistling. Now, the lollipop lady, that’s a girlfriend of mine, she’s completely forgotten how to whistle. When she was still a naff she could whistle away like a good’un. And then after she came out she just couldn’t do it any more. All she got was this quiet hiss! That really shocked her, I can tell you.»

It’s really odd ain’t it? I can’t really throw properly either. Anyway, I was just about to set off, straight across the dunes to the sea. A normal person would always take the shortest route, wouldn’t they?

«For heaven’s sake,» cried Brenda, «that’ll take you hours to get to the sea!»

«Why?» I said, «the sea is only just over there behind them dunes.»

«It just looks like that, believe me. The lollipop lady wandered around over there for two weeks the year before last and never found the sea. There are thousands of valleys between the dunes. You’d ’ave to keep goin’ down one and up t’other and before long you’d come over all squiffy.» Now I really couldn’t imagine that because it all looked so near but I trusted my best girlfriend, who is pure goodness through and through, and off we set diagonally to the right into the dunes. After a while we came to an area where there were a whole lot of crippled-looking trees and bushes and thorny rushes standing about. And we waded right through the middle, sometimes going off to the right, sometimes to the left, then straight ahead again and then diagonally. Between all this undergrowth there were always people lying around in the sand sunning themselves. At first it didn’t seem all that odd; I just wondered what they were all doing lying around here, so far away from the water?

After a while we really did come to the Atlantic Ocean. It was at least two miles away from our house.

I added up just how far a girl could end up trolling in four weeks. Two there and two back, that’s four miles already and if you do that every day for four weeks it’s over 100 miles. But that doesn’t matter on holiday, and a bit of exercise is good for the old tootsies anyway.

As I stood there at the ocean shore and looked out to sea I could really understand what Shirley Maclaine was on about. She really loved the sea and the salt, and I really loved her too.

«First of all we have to decide where we want to plant ourselves,» said Brenda. «On the sand or on a sun lounger?»

«Well, I’d prefer to have a sun lounger. I’m sure it’s much more comfortable,» I said.

«I think so too. Especially as it’s so windy today. We’d look like lady mud wrestlers if we got all nicely oiled up and then covered in sand.»

So we went on the sun loungers. They were all stood together in pairs with a big umbrella in between called a sombrilla in Spanish. I learnt that from this Spanish bloke who came shooting over to get his 900 pesetas for the two sun loungers and the umbrella. That wasn’t exactly cheap. And there wasn’t a shower either. But then again the sea and the sun were free. And of course, as I noticed straight away, this section of the beach was completely gay. There were some really gorgeous numbers lying around, and somehow everything was really relaxed and friendly. With quite a bit of squealing and furtive looking this way and that of course! After I’d been in the water and really enjoyed the waves, the holiday really started for me. The sun was shining fabulously, the sea was roaring, and no naffs as far as the eye could see! Now I could do with this at least once a year!

As I really didn’t want to get totally burnt to a cinder I larded on the suntan lotion from head to toe. Then I realised that, even though it was a nude beach some of the guys still had their swimming cozzies on.

«Well, they’re just shy,» said Brenda, and looked up from her Jackie Collins.

«D’ya think so, really?»

«Well, what else can it be?» she said.

«I think they just like havin’ white arses!»

«Well let ’em then.»

«Ya know, I don’t think that looks bad at all. In porn films they always ’ave white arses, don’t they?»

«So? You thinking of the Hollywood career now, are ya.»

«Oh no, it’s a bit late for that. I just think it looks good.»

«It doesn’t look bad I s’pose.» Quite undecided, Brenda put down her book. «Should I put me cozzie back on then?»

«We’ll ’ave to decide now. Otherwise it’ll be too late.»

«Whata ya gonna do then? D’ya wanna stay white?»

«I’d like to. But I always go swimming in the nude and then I’m bound to forget to put me cozzie back on.»

«Why don’t you just leave yourself a note on the sun lounger with ’Elvira, put your cozzie back on!’»

«Don’t be daft. That’s far too much of a palaver.»

«Well, I’m puttin’ me cozzie back on. A white arse just looks better than brown all over.» And in a flash she had it back on.

On the other hand though, I really didn’t think a brown arse is so ugly as to have to go through all that fuss with the ridiculous note!

Now I don’t know about you, but when I’m on a nude beach I just can’t help having a good old vada at other people’s dangly bits, just to see what they look like. Sometimes you really do see the oddest things. But what really struck me this time was that most people had their pubic hair very short this year. Really short and well groomed. I must admit that was something I’d never considered until then.

But this pubic hair care thing really is a good idea. I mean, you don’t just let the hair on your head grow totally wild, do you? You get it cut and shaped to set your head off to its best advantage, don’t you? Now I’m not suggesting we should all rush off to Vidal’s for a wash, cut and blow job, I mean blow dry, who would be able to afford that every couple of weeks? But a bit more care certainly seems like a good idea.

Anyway, I decided then and there to get the scissors out that very evening and thin out me riah down below and give it a nice shapely cut.

Just as I’d plugged in my Walkman, was having a good earwig of Army of Lovers and was nicely browning away with my eyes closed, all of a sudden something pinched my toe.

With a screech I leapt up and there was the pale bloke from Marlene’s from the day before standing in front of me. His name was Jeffrey, and he was wearing beige bermuda shorts with kind of Egyptian hieroglyphics on them. On top he had an eau-de-nil Lacoste T-shirt on and the whole ensemble was set off by a charm around his neck with wings that also looked typically Egyptian.

«Well,» he said, «that’s very nice of you to keep the sun lounger next to you free for me. Lovely weather isn’t it?»

And all of a sudden he’d made himself completely at home and spread out a white sheet over the sun lounger, set up a dinky little head rest, and then spread a towel over the lot. Now the fact that the sun lounger next to mine was free really was a complete coincidence.

«Are you all on your own then today?» was of course my first question.

«Yes, Peter’s got things to do,» he replied, and then he didn’t say any more at all but just pulled this enormous book out of his bag and started reading it.

It was something about ancient Egypt. Yes, and then after a while he started rabbiting on about star signs again and just didn’t stop.

«Yes,» he said,» before my present life I’d already lived twice. Once in ancient Egypt and once in ancient Rome.»

«How d’ya know that?» I asked, completely astounded.

«Well, my druid told me, of course.»

Then of course I had to ask the stupid question: «What’s a druid?»

«Haven’t you read The Mists of Avalon by Marion Zimmer-Bradley?» he asked, quite accusingly. «A druid is a Celtic priest.»

«Didn’t the Celts die out ages ago?»

«Of course. But their secret knowledge survived, and that’s why there are druids again today. I just had a weekend seminar with my druid last September. It was fab and only cost £ 200.»

«And why d’ya do it?»

«I need it for my spiritual well-being. For finding myself in the widest possible sense. Otherwise we are all just drifting in soulless nothingness, neither Yin nor Yang, somewhere in between, do you understand?»

«Yes,» I said. Of course I didn’t have a clue what she was on about! «And what did the druid actually do then?»

«Well, first of all we all stood around outside like the stones at Stonehenge. Then the druid calculated the precise cosmic energies and then we started with the planet dances. I was Saturn. That’s the planet with the rings. We really danced ourselves free. I could feel space, the whole cosmos. It was simply fabulous,» he enthused, still totally high on it. «And then we cleansed ourselves. With sage steam and fans made from eagles’ feathers.»

Well, I really couldn’t picture this Jessy as a planet! She probably just danced the hoola hoop and got dizzy! And then she claims to have been Saturn. I was going to say «What about Uranus?» but thought better of it. In any case he warbled on for ages about metaphysical energies, energetic heaps and waking powers till my head began to spin.

«Yes, an’ how did this druid discover you ’ad already lived as an Egyptian?»

«He simply possesses the power to see people’s previous lives. He just can. You can’t explain everything with logic. I know now that I was a doctor at the court of the Pharaoh Akhenaten.»

Have you ever noticed that these reincarnation queens were always in top-notch positions? I’ve never heard anyone say, «I used to clean Nefertiti’s toilet.»

«I can remember so much,» she went on. «Particularly Akhenaten’s death as I had a really bad time after it.»

Then I had this sinking feeling that he’d tell me all about the move, as in the novel Sinuhe the Egyptian, which I particularly enjoyed reading, where it’s described in great depth.

And then off she went. «You know, after Akhenaten died the whole court moved out of the capital Akhetaten and back to Thebes. I’m telling you, it was frightful. The heat, the masses, and me with my entire household on this clapped-out old Nile boat. I still shiver at the thought of it today. Thank Amun that a crocodile didn’t pull me off the skiff and eat me alive.»

He probably wore naff Lacoste shirts back then too, I thought. The sight of them probably frightened the crocodiles straight back into the water.

«And Tiye,» he went on, «the new pharaoh’s wife, she was a miserable old goat. You can’t imagine how I suffered under her. She wanted to have me killed.»

«No, really?» I gasped. But in reality the whole story didn’t interest me in the slightest. I don’t know what I would have done in Tiye’s shoes. This Jessy was a total pain in the arse even in her third life. I’d probably’ve shoved her in the Nile too.

«Tell me,» I suddenly thought, «how did you actually die? Did somebody kill you or did you die a natural death?»

«Well, you know I really can’t remember,» he said. «Somehow I must just have woken up one morning and I was dead.» Now that was totally baffling to me, how someone like this Jessy could forget her own death.

«Yes, now I can remember my death in my second life really well. They burnt me in the Roman Forum. But what happened in Egypt? I’ve thought about that for months, but it just simply won’t come back up.»

«But they mummified even their cats and crocodiles in ancient Egypt. Why shouldn’t they have mummified you then?» I asked him.

«Yes, of course they would’ve mummified me and buried me somewhere in the desert,» he replied. «But since the eleventh century BC the ancient Egyptian grave robbers have defiled all the graves. And probably mine too. And then in the Middle Ages the Christians considered mummy dust to be a powerful aphrodisiac. So the Arabs dug up half the desert and made massive profits out of the Christians’ potency crisis. Who knows what happened to me then.»

«It all sounds very complicated to me,» I said, and put some more cream on me nose. But then he pulled a big old reference book out of his bag and started leafing through it and then let out a big sigh.

«Do you think that could be me?» he asked after a while, and shoved the book under my nose.

Naturally I took a good look at the photo. Middle dynasty. Mummy. Not identified stood underneath it.

«Well,» I said. «I can’t tell. Why don’t you ask your druid?»

«Mmm,» he said then. «I’ll definitely do that later on.»

«How come?» I asked flabbergasted, «is he here on the island?»

«Yes, you’ve seen him. I was with him at Marlene’s and in Mykonos yesterday.»

God, did that give me a shock. That brown number was his druid. Then I had to go and leap into the water to cool off and stop myself from having a screaming fit.

When I came back after quite a long time, Mystic Meg had thrown herself at Brenda. And I heard Brenda asking her: «What does all this reincarnation stuff actually mean to you?»

«Well,» replied the Jessy. «Somehow it just makes me feel really good. Somehow totally secure in the unending flow of history.»

«Mmmmm,» was all Brenda replied.

Somehow there must be something like providence. I mean, who could have guessed such a thing? There you sit, minding your own business in Café Marlene, and all of a sudden you’re lumbered with a druid!

I always consider it to be our duty to overcome stupidity and avoid nonsense. But that druid did look gooood! And if he’d have wanted me, maybe he’d have made an old Egyptian witch doctor outta me too. Or I’d have spent the rest of the holiday sitting at the Atlantic coast as a reincarnated Egyptian charlady! These druid queens can be quite fierce you know.



WHAT IS THE REAL TROPICAL SECRET OF 
VELVET-SMOOTH SKIN?
OR: HOW TO GET BROWN IN A FLASH 
WITHOUT SEEING RED!

I can’t be doing with this bloody suntan lotion business all the time! Continually discovering the tropical secret of velvet-smooth skin. I can’t stand it! But if you don’t do it within two shakes you look like a shrivelled old prune, so you’ve got no choice. And there’s no end to it. Somehow you’re always rubbing it in. Brenda always says, «Better well greased up than always screamin’ Aaaarrrgh!» But that’s not much consolation.

First thing after I get up in the morning I rub some of that pre-sun stuff in me face. This is supposed to last till we get to the beach. Then I usually go for a swim and lie in the sun for about an hour without anything on to speed it up a bit. But then it’s high time for the main event, so I lard that on all over. And then after about an hour or so, once I’ve been in the water again and most of it’s gone, I have to go through the whole process again. And so on and so on, at least three times a day! Then when I get home I wash off the remains of the sun cream and rub on the after-sun lotion. Honestly, somebody really should invent something to make the tropical secret just a little bit easier.

And then all that jargon with the protection factors. I’ve never understood that either.

«Well,» says Brenda, «if you use factor 4 you can lie in the sun four times as long without getting burnt.»

Well what’s that supposed to mean? Suppose then I lie in the sun for an hour without getting sunburn? And if I notice it’s coming on I whack on the 4 cream. Then it takes a total of 5 hours until I get burnt. No, somehow they must have got that one wrong!

And then there’s this ridiculous factor 12. That must be for anaemic sleepwalkers or something. If I get to the beach at ten thirty in the morning and lie in the sun for an hour without any protection and then cover myself with factor 12 then I’d have to lie around until nearly midnight. Whoever in their right mind would do such a thing? Usually the beach is almost empty by half past four anyway coz it’s so cold and windy.

Anyway, I could’ve sat around on the beach 24 hours a day if it hadn’t got so cold and dark every time. No one day was like another. Every day we had new experiences.

«What d’ya think then?» somebody who was sitting in the sun with his friend on the next sun lounger suddenly asked me. They were what I call bone dry numbers, if you know what I mean. I generally refer to them as BBC: brown, boring and constipated.

«What, eh, about what?» I replied, somewhat surprised.

«You and your companion seem very normal. Don’t you think we should sit in the first row tomorrow?»

«What for? It’s quite nice here in the third row isn’t it?»

«Haven’t you noticed how much harm that does us?»

«What?»

«The way those people there in the first row are behaving. That rubs off on all of us. Just have a look.»

Of course I had a good look straight away and was naturally very surprised to think I may have missed something. But what I saw didn’t exactly knock me for six. Sissy was lying there with her girls. She’s a good honest East End girl. And next to them were some leather ladies. Once there were five of them on one sun lounger having a good kiss’n’ cuddle and they did let out the occasional shriek. But apart from that there was really nothing going on.

«You have to consider that they are lying in the first row. All the normal people go right by them. Families with their children. You know? That’s bad for us.»

«How come? For us?»

«I presume you are homophile too?»

I just nodded, though maybe I should’ve said, ‹No, I’m an X-File me›, well, I’ve always fancied David Duchovny!

«Yes, well, can’t you see how they are behaving? The way they look. Two of them are wearing rings around their genitals. One of them has pins through his nipples. And look at the shoes that one is wearing.»

I must admit I hadn’t noticed her with the shoes. She had on these big butch black lace-up boots with thick woollen socks sticking out the tops. Apart from them all she had on was a cock ring, golden tit-clamps and extremely short hair. Well, those boots in that heat on the beach really were a bit out of the ordinary.

«Oh heavens above,» Brenda suddenly chipped in. «What on earth are we going to do?»

«I already suggested to your companion that we should sit in the front row tomorrow.»

«Well!» gasped Brenda, and clasped her imaginary pearls in mock horror.

«Normal people must be really shocked by that sort of thing,» the old BBC-lady whined on. «If we all lie down in the first row then no one would even notice that this is a homophile beach.»

«D’ya think the normal people would like that?» I asked, and did the double pearl clasp, for emphasis.

The other BBC-lady just raised her eyebrows and said, «Well, of course they would.»

«Elvira, what do you think? Should we sacrifice ourselves for the naffs?» Now Brenda never calls me Elvira in public, maybe Theresa every now and again, but never Elvira. So of course I knew exactly what she was up to.

«Well Lizzy, if you come with me and we tell Molly and Trixie and Daisy and they could bring along Pussy Galore and Curly Shirley from Purley then I’m sure we could fill the front row.»

«Right,» said Brenda, «You let ’em know and I’ll get me knittin’. It’ll be fab. The naffs won’t notice a thing!»

Naturally the two BBC-ladies didn’t say another word! I mean really, where would we end up, making ourselves invisible? After all, naffs run around however they want to. But you wouldn’t believe it, the next day the BBC-ladies really were in the front row. Now I thought that was very brave, stuck in the middle of all that screaming. Just like a kind of safe harbour in a hetero storm.

Now personally I’m with Gloria Gaynor on this one. «I am what I am.» And isn’t she right? You can’t just be like the naffs want you to be. You have to know who and what you are. And if you fancy men then you fancy men. And that’s all there is to it. Once I knew this engine driver from Birmingham. She’d never heard of Gloria Gaynor either. «No,» she’d always say, «I can’t stick all that screeching, it always gives me such a start.» Well, I always jump a mile when a puffer-train lets off its whistle right behind me. So there you are, people really are just different!

But this chauffeuse de train was always a bit down in the dumps. She’d come all the way to Playa without her boyfriend.

«Why didn’t ya bring ’im along?» I asked her.

«He wants to wait until the summer before goin’ on holiday.»

«Where does he wanna go then?»

«To Bulgaria, to the Golden Coast.»

«Is that still so fashionable for you Brummies then?»

«No, but he’s still into revenge-tourism at the moment.»

«What on earth is that?»

«Well, for years we used to go on holiday behind the Iron Curtain, and nearly starved to death many a time.»

«How come?»

«Well, as they had no idea about the free market and earning money and complicated capitalist things like that, if they didn’t feel like serving you they just didn’t. We often went into completely empty restaurants where all the staff were sitting in the corner playing cards or something, and if we tried to get served they’d tell us all the tables were reserved for some coach party they were expecting any minute. One night when we hadn’t had a bite to eat all day, he threw a fit and ran through the streets screaming, «Food! We’re starving! Food!» at the top of his voice. So now the tables have turned he likes to go back and, well, you know, get his revenge!»

Of course things are very different today, but even in Playa a girl could easily starve to death. So just to be on the safe side I always took an apple and an orange along with me. And if I needed a pee I’d just pop into the sea. Everybody did that though of course not a soul would admit it. That’s what they were all like in Playa, «The truth is a virtue, but I’m not telling it to you!» Then again, the things they’d come out with when they were overdue for a good despunking!

«I think I’ll just go for a little walk,» Brenda’d always say and then shoot off and just leave me there alone on the beach for hours on end. But usually she’d just sneak off while I was having a quick forty winks.

And Heidi, she was from the Swiss Alps, she would always say: «I’m just going to look for shells.» But of course she never came back with any shells. There aren’t any on the beach at Playa.

«Where are they all running off to?» I asked Vera.

«Into the dunes. For a bit of bongo-bongo!»

Somehow I’d thought as much. So naturally I had to go and explore for myself. Just to see what was going on, of course.

Now this Bongoland sort of starts gradually. You have to go inland from the beach into the dunes where the trees and bushes are. First of all I kept to the left. Sort of towards the lighthouse. You see I’d noticed the occasional figure trolling around in that direction. As I got closer I could see this was the rush-bongo area. All the girls were trolling around between these enormous rushes that were as tall as Lily in her stillies. There were lots of narrow walkways and cosy little resting-places where you could set yourself down and let yourself go. Well, I must say, my most successful outings were with the rush-bongos!

Later, when I told Brenda about this she said, «Well, that’s no surprise. The rush-bongos’ll take anything that’s still wandering about at three o’clock.» She can be sooooo wicked! But queens didn’t invent wickedness; they just perfected it to an art form!

So that you don’t get lost in Bongoland you really need to draw a map or at the very least take a compass with you. Once I got completely lost and had absolutely no idea where I was. So I climbed up onto the top of a kind of hill to see where I was. It was really quite comfy up there. As well as the fabulous view there were lots of little sandy hollows where you could lie down and have a rest. But, as I soon found out, most of these seemed to be inhabited. You see, this was where the hill-bongos made their nests. When a hill-bongo was in a good mood he’d climb up onto the top of the hill and wave his tackle. Then you could see from a long way off that he was waiting for a visitor. This courtship ritual would go on for varying lengths of time. Some would wave around for hours without any reaction from the others. On the other hand, if another bongo showed some interest, sometimes the first bongo would stop waving and just walk away. That meant: «Go away! You’re not what I’m after.»

If, on the other hand, both bongos liked each other they would usually stand in silence for a while and wave at each other and then jump down into the hollow and do bongo-bongo. As I continued on my way I saw that in the areas in between, the ordinary sand-bongos had their settlements.

Compared to the hill-bongos though, this variety of bongo was much more sociable. They can usually be seen in whole colonies and are always chatting and squawking. And sometimes they can be quite wicked too.

As I passed one of the colonies I heard one of them say: «Look at her! She must’ve had a Caesarean,» referring to me! Just coz I’ve got a big appendix scar!

Where the undergrowth is densest is the capital of Bongoland, so to speak. I really can’t describe it any more exactly. But any half-respectable queen with a bit of international experience will have no problem finding it!

You can tell you’re in the capital coz of the traffic on the highways and byways. Traffic lights would come in quite handy. But on the other hand I had the impression things seemed to be flowing quite freely and everything was regulated in a kind of biologically dynamic fashion!

Yes, and just as I was promenading along on one of these cosmopolitan boulevards, minding my own business, I suddenly heard a voice.

«Hello, Miss Totterheels. Good afternoon. Welcome to the elephants’ graveyard.»

It was the anthropologist Dr. Fappy-Hanny calling out to me. She works in the bowels of the British Museum.

«What are you doing here?» I asked, somewhat surprised to run into a respectable lady like her on such wild terrain.

«Well, you see I’m doing a study on the social behaviour of the bongos.»

«And you have been learning their customs, I see.»

«Oh no, no!» she denied vehemently, and went on to explain how she got her scientific material.

«And you, Miss Totterheels, what are you doing here?»

«Oh, I’m just collecting those delicious Canarian mushrooms that ...»

«Now that is an interesting pastime,» she interrupted me. «I didn’t even know that mushrooms grow here.»

«Oh, haven’t you heard of them, Dr. Fappy-Hanny? Apparently it rained last week, so they should be shooting up all over the place.»

As this line of conversation was obviously going nowhere fast, I decided to simply change the subject.

«Dr. Fappy-Hanny, do you know why the capital city of Bongoland is actually called the elephants’ graveyard?» I asked.

«No, I’m afraid I don’t. I just heard it from some Dutch friends of mine last year and sort of adopted it.»

«Okay,» I said, «I’ll adopt it too then.»

Somehow it was very fitting though. All the undergrowth was very grey and dead-looking. Maybe the bushes couldn’t take all the sperm that people had deposited on them. Protein poisoning or something like that. Maybe the vegetation just couldn’t swallow it, as one shouldn’t nowadays anyway! Obviously this phenomenon would have to be investigated by some ecology expert to say for sure. Maybe David Attenborough could do one of those fascinating nature programmes on it on BBC 2.

Oh, and I just remembered, all of Bongoland is actually a nature reserve. So it’s a total disgrace the way some people leave all their coke cans and beer bottles and newspapers and placky bags and all that sort of stuff lying around. But that’s just by the by. In any case, there’s plenty going on. As Vera would say, it’s nose to nipple down there! But you couldn’t keep your nose on someone’s nipples for too long because you couldn’t resist looking around. Even the Pope couldn’t troll through Bongoland without having a good old shufty at the goings-on.

Now, the colonies of the common sand-bongos usually lie close to each other in the bushes. Whenever you come across these groups it’s a bit like wandering into a stranger’s front room without ringing the bell. Usually a well brought-up girl would ring the bell and say, «coooey!» The sand-bongos don’t expect this though. They’re much more adapted to the through traffic of the roaming-bongos.

As I was wandering through the undergrowth of the elephants’ graveyard I wondered: Have the sand-bongos settled here because they know the roaming-bongos come by or do the roaming-bongos go by because they know the sand-bongos are here?

When I posed this fascinating philosophical dilemma to Vera later on she said, «The question of the sand-bongos and the roaming-bongos is like the chicken and the egg. Not a soul knows which was there first!»

On the other hand, Gerty reckoned that the sand-bongos are just too lazy to walk and so they just wait till the roaming-bongos come by. Now I’ve come to believe the sand-bongos lie there because they know that the roaming-bongos come by and the roaming-bongos just like to wander. It’s a kind of natural division of labour. Both are just dependent on the other. It’s what they call a symbiotic relationship. It’s not that I’m an expert or anything. We learnt about things like this in biology at school. It’s like those crabs wot live in the shells of them snails.

So this is how the sand and roaming-bongos are dependent on each other. It usually begins like this: when a roaming-bongo passes a colony of sand-bongos, then all the sand-bongos look up and stretch their necks. How they do it, however, depends entirely on the genus (that’s yer actual Latin for type) of roaming-bongo that comes past. With some specimens they only look very briefly, with others a bit longer. But it never comes to pass that a sand-bongo doesn’t look at all. This indicated quite clearly to me how well adapted to each other they are.

If a sand-bongo takes a fancy to a passing roaming-bongo it jumps up and runs after it. Then both of them troll about a bit around the elephants’ graveyard, and after they’ve gone through the willy-waving ritual the sand-bongo usually lures the roaming-bongo into its lair. There they get down to the actual business of bongo-bongo.

But not always. Sometimes they just run back and forth for hours on end. That’s why the streets of Bongoland’s capital seem so lively. These bongos just can’t make up their minds. They usually think: maybe there’ll be something better-looking just around the next corner. And then they spend all day wandering around and end up totally pissed off coz they didn’t get anything at all. The bongos will never admit this though. They always say, «I really wasn’t in the mood. I was only checking it out!»

After I had made a small protein donation to a needy German sand-bongo from Cologne, I wandered away from the elephants’ graveyard towards that hotel, the Riu Palace, which seems to loom over the goings-on like some kind of majestic white castle.

Gradually the area became less densely populated and I began to concentrate my attention more on the beautiful landscape. And then, all of a sudden, as I quite innocently came around a bend minding my own business, I bumped right into a female! I was shocked! Now who would expect such a thing in Bongoland? She was just lying there stark naked on her back in the sand with her legs spread as wide as the Dartford tunnel, and was grinning at me invitingly!

Naturally I made a hasty getaway. And then, just as I was recovering from this rather disconcerting encounter, I saw this naff and a naffess squatting in sandy hollow. At least I thought they had to be naffs.

But then as I carefully looked more closely the naff suddenly began waving his equipment just like a regular sand-bongo! I don’t believe it, I thought. Bongos always nest alone or in colonies, but never with a female!

The naffess, that is to say the naff’s female companion, just sat there looking and smiling. And then she whistled after me! And the pretend-bongo just kept on waving and waving.

Now I was totally confused. I felt completely bongoed out. And as I was just contemplating how incredibly varied the world can be and what manner of weird things an innocent girl can stumble across, I remembered this book by Goldilocks Ellis I once read. Now, she reckons there are pure bongos and pure naffs and all sorts of bits and pieces in between. It must’ve been one of those I’d just run into. Or maybe it was a kind of transitional-bongo. In any case, Goldilocks would’ve shrieked with joy if she’d seen that mixed-up number back there in the sand. And doubtless she’d’ve whipped her slide rule out and started taking her weird measurements again.

I just ignored the bongoloid number and continued on my way and was quite relieved when, after a while, I came across a perfectly normal colony of sand-bongos. I felt much more at home, and then I bumped into Heidi again.

«Don’t yoo vont to go home soon? Brenda’s already vriggling around impaishuntly on her sun lounger.»

So I hurried myself up a bit and stopped inspecting the goings-on quite so closely. And Heidi came along with me back to the beach. «Vot are you ladies up to tonight?» she asked me.

«Oh, nothing really,» I replied, «the usual.»

«Zat is not good all ze time. I ’ave to ’ave a bit of ze culture evrry now and again I doo.»

«What’re you doin’ then?»

«Vell, I’m going to ze Bavarian Cellar in Cita. Dunja Rajter’s giving a guest appearance zere tonight.»

«Oh yes, I heard about that on the radio.»

«Don’t yoo vont to come along too zen?»

«Well, I’m not sure ...»

«I zink Dunja is totally fabulous, and so brrrave. She comes here to Playa and zings her heart out. Alzo her sister just got completely bombed out in Yugoslavia.»

«Really, bombed out?»

«Yes, it vos terrible. And she still zings all zem zongs.»

«Even that one about Alexandra? The horses so gay, the wagons so ragged?»

«Yoo mean Gypsy Boy?»

«Is that what it’s called?»

«Yes, but it’s ze ovver vay round.»

«What d’ya mean, the other way round?»

«Well, ze wagons so gay, ze horses so ragged.»

All that bongoing must’ve got me quite mixed up to go and forget a thing like that. When we got back to the beach Brenda was sitting there all packed up and ready for take-off. «Where ’ave you been all this time? Everyone thinks you’ve turned into some kind of sexmaniac. And the first bell for Marlene has already gone.»

«So? We usually don’t leave till the second bell anyway.»

«Well, I’m cold. Let’s go now anyway. I’m dying for something to drink.»

Now, these bells for Marlene, you can’t actually hear them. You can only see them. We noticed in the first week that the girls always set off from the beach in three waves. When the first cool breeze came along in the late afternoon, that was the first bell. That’s when all the chilblains gathered up their things and scooted off to Marlene’s. About half an hour later the cool breezes started coming in a bit more often. And that was the second bell. Then they started setting off in droves. And then another half-hour later when it got even cooler, you saw the third bell setting off. After that the beach was pretty empty. Only the really weather-beaten ones could stick it out then. Vera, she’s one of them. She’d hang around on the beach until you really couldn’t stand it any more. Unless of course you happened to have a gas stove with you or you collected sticks in Bongoland and made yourself a nice cosy little camp fire.

Now I must admit, I do tend to feel the cold a bit. Brenda doesn’t. That’s why we’d always head off on the second gong. After that you can’t get a seat in Marlene’s anyway.

At any rate, just as we’d set off and were making our way through Bongoland this totally hysterical naffess came running up to us. She was wearing nothing but a frilly pink towel and a most pained expression.

«I’ve been robbed! All my clothes are gone! I can’t go back to my hotel completely naked.»

«Oh heavens above!» cried Brenda. «Have you still got an apple Elvira? Then at least the poor woman could do the Adam and Eve routine while running hysterically through the streets of Playa.»

Of course I’d already eaten my apple. But then two very charitable sisters came up with a blouse and a skirt for her and off she shot, happy as a sand-bongo.

Now, if you want to be alone in Bongoland, and you choose to leave your clothes all alone while you go off to enjoy yourself, you naturally have to reckon with the worst. And as a queen you can’t exactly run naked into the hotel with nothing but an apple and a smile either. You’d at least have to have the op first or nobody would fall for that routine!

It reminded me of the time Brenda phoned me up in the middle of the night from Sitges where she’d gone off on her own for an adventure hol. Close Encounters of the Mediterranean Kind, as she was wont to say. She was totally hysterical and I couldn’t understand a word she was screaming. I finally got the gist that she’d been robbed and lost her wallet, money, credit cards, the lot.

«How on earth did it happen?» I asked her.

«Well,» she replied, «I went into this darkroom and took all me clothes off ...» I mean honestly. What do you expect?

All in all, that was a very odd day.

When we finally got to Marlene’s we sat around for at least half an hour without getting served. None of the serving wenches took any notice of us. They just stood around in front of the mirror fiddling with their hair and squawking in Spanish.»

«Do I need this, after the day I’ve had?» I said to Brenda.

«Ooh I know, dear!» she said, and then suddenly I saw the Queen Bee and Alessandro passing by. I know the Queen Bee from Manchester and Alessandro’s her other half, but he usually lives in Venice.

Now, the Queen Bee is rather rotund and has the habit of wearing tight, horizontally striped T-shirts. Very fitting as I’m sure you can imagine. That’s why Alessandro christened her the Queen Bee. But Brenda always calls her ’Buzzing Bertha’. She thinks that suits her better! Anyway, they were just passing so of course I called out, «Coooey!»

«Why are you sitting here? The cakes and the coffee are atrocious here,» said the Queen Bee. «Why don’t you come with us to Café Wien, the food’s much better there.»

Seeing as we were having a good old moan about the gaff, that seemed like a good idea.

But just as we were about to set off Brenda suddenly started calling out «Coooey». She’d just spotted Bob and Rob, a delightful Brummy pair that always spent Chrimbo at Playa. They were totally inseparable. What Bob wouldn’t do for Rob and what Rob wouldn’t rob for Bob was nobody’s business!

«Come with us to Café Wien,» Brenda suggested.

«Yes, maybe,» said one of the Brummies. «We have to wait for Jacques and Pierre from Nice though, they’re very nice!»

«Oh, there they are now,» squealed the other one, and then ensued a ridiculously long greeting with lots of enchantés and bonjours and fantastiques and so on.

The Queen Bee, who’d been waiting for us, started flapping her wings impatiently and cried, «Well, what’s going on Elvira? Are you coming or not?»

«Yes, what’s going on Bob?»

«Are you coming or aren’t you?»

«Just wait a minute. I’ll just ask Pierre if they want to come too.»

«Oui,» said Pierre, «j’adore le gâteau autrichien.»

«Non,» said Jacques, «Aye ’av to go to se toilet.»

«There’s a cottage at Café Wien too, ya know,» said one of the Brummies.

«Well, I don’t know about you but I’m going,» said the Queen Bee.

«Save us a seat,» Rob called after her.

«Regarde, là bas,» said one of the Frenchies suddenly to the other.

«Over there,» chimed in Rob.

«Mais non, Peter, Paul et Mary viennent ici.»

«Yeees!»

«Merveilleux.»

And off they all went gabbling at once.

«The next thing Mary Poppins’ll come floating down on ’er brolly,» I said to Bob.

«Now don’t start bitching, Elvira!»

«I’m not bitching at all!»

«I need a coffee,» said Brenda, and just ran off.

«What’s up with Brenda?»

«Oh, she just wants ’er coffee.»

«But we want to go to Café Wien too. Why doesn’t she just wait for us?»

«Maybe she had to powder ’er nose.»

«Hey Rob, how many pesetas have we got left?»

«Why?»

«Peter, Paul and Mary haven’t changed any money up yet. Can we lend them some?»

«I’ll just have a look. Oh my god, Bob! Where’s my wallet? My wallet’s gone!»

«Look for it properly first.»

«I have.»

«Oh, sorry. I’ve got the wallet.»

«Heavens, did that give me a shock.»

«Avez-vous assez d’argent pour nous aussi?»

«He’s just counting it.»

«All these Spanish coins. I can’t tell ’em apart. You count it Robbie.»

«We’ve got about 2000 pesetas left.»

«That’s not enough. I’ll just go and change some with Pauline. Wait for us will you?»

«Oui!» everybody said.

«Really! Enough is enough!» I thought, and went over into Café Wien.

It’s only a few steps behind Marlene’s, and when I got there the Queen Bee, Brenda and Alessandro were sitting there, now accompanied by a couple of Brussels sprouts. I had no idea who they were! In any case they were chattering away to each other in French. And when they spoke to Brenda it was pretty ropey pidgin English. And then in came Vera and Luigi. Of course he babbled away with Alessandro in Italian and with Vera in Brummy. And when Alessandro spoke to the Queen Bee it was back to English. And then, you wouldn’t believe it, in minced a couple of Polish girls. They lived in Switzerland, and as well as German they spoke pretty good French so they got on well with the Brussels sprouts. I tell you, Babel had nothing on us! It was like the Eurovision Song Contest without the singing!

But the apple tart with cream and the eggnogg tart really were fabulous. And the coffee wasn’t the murky ditchwater they served up at Marlene’s but proper Austrian mocca, delicious. After that we nearly always went to Café Wien after the beach. In actual fact it was a completely straight café. But when we all rolled in from the beach en-masse it was almost completely de-naffed for about an hour.

And while we were all sitting there, suddenly one of the girls said, «Why don’t we all go out to eat together tonight?»

And then they all started again.

«Let’s go to Bistro.»

«Oh not again. We were there the day before yesterday.»

«Well then, what about El Chaco? That’s in La Sandia too.»

«Oh, not on your nelly! It’s so dark in there.»

«But the food is really good there.»

«I’d like to go to El Chef. It’s nice there.»

«But that’s so far away.»

«No it isn’t! It’s only about a hundred yards from Yumbo.»

«Yes, but not in the centre. More like right at the edge.»

«I think we should go to Casa Vieja.»

«What? To San Fernando?»

«We’d have to get a cab then.»

«Yeah, but it doesn’t cost much.»

«Don’t forget Casa Vieja is always so full.»

«Oh, when we were there it wasn’t too bad. Just a bit loud, that’s all.»

«Then why don’t we go to Pomodore and have an Italian?»

«I hate pizza. I’d rather just make meself a sarnie!»

«Then have something else.»

«You know, I quite fancy a nice paella.»

«Oh no. Those paellas are silly.»

«Then let’s go to Bistro.»

«Oh no, not again ...»

And all of that in Polish, English, French, Italian and Brummy! I thought I was gonna have a fit. But then we somehow managed to settle on Bistro. Now we just had to sort out what time to meet up!

«Why don’t we meet at nine in front of La Sandia?»

«But everybody goes at nine. I really can’t stand the crowds you know.»

«Well eight then.»

«Are you mad? I’ll never be ready in time.»

«Can’t you hurry yourself up a bit?»

«I am on holiday, you know!»

«Why don’t we go at ten?»

«Oh don’t be ridiculous! If we go at ten we’ll still be eating at midnight.»

«Well let’s say eight thirty then.»

«I don’t know if I’ll manage that.»

«And what about nine thirty?»

«Oh, but I’m meeting somebody at eleven.»

In the end we went to Bistro at nine. It took nearly an hour until we’d agreed on time and place. But anyhow, at a quarter past nine we were all standing outside Centro La Sandia and could finally go and eat. After all that I was completely exhausted.

«Going out to eat with nine queens is worse than ... well, I really can’t think of a comparison,» I said to Brenda afterwards.

«The only thing worse is going out to eat with ten queens!» she said, and you know, she’s quite right! On the whole, Brenda and I didn’t actually go out to eat much at all. Brenda’s a wiz with the cooking and I’m a wiz with the washing up so that’s what we did. On Christmas Day we flung a bit o’ tinsel on the palm trees in the garden, watched Her Maj’s speech on BBC World, and had a delicious six-course dinner with two bottles of fabulous red wine. It really was very cosy. And then we put the telly on again and watched the Spanish King do his speech. Of course we didn’t understand a word, but we noticed straight away he wasn’t wearing a crown! They’ve got no idea, these Continental Royals, ’ave they?

«You know,» I said to Brenda, «it’s quite a nice change having a King on the telly at Chrimbo. You really can ’ave too much of Queens sometimes.»

«Ummm!» was all she had to say to that.

And so we chatted for a while about Kings and Queens and such, left out Nestor’s, and headed straight for Mykonos at half past twelve.

Well, it was so full there that a girl could easily have had an attack of claustrophobia. The whole balcony from Tubos to Metropol was packed like a tin of sardines, as if the world and his wife had arranged to meet there. I was really quite concerned that this thin balcony might just snap off and we’d all end up cascading down in a cloud of dust into the Norwegian pub!

Actually, from about the 20th onwards the whole island seemed to just fill up more and more. All the time we kept running into old friends. Luckily we weren’t continuously being confronted with the same old irritating tinned Christmas tunes on every street corner like you get at home. They just don’t have that in Playa. Now most of the bars were pumping out Jingle Bells half the time, but usually in that catchy pop version by Boney M. And that we could just about bear.

I only actually heard Bing dreaming of a White Christmas once, and I mean, who would dream of such a silly thing anyway? After all, we hadn’t come to Playa for sledging, had we?

Once we finally got into Mykonos it took us ages to find the Brummies. We’d arranged to meet them there, you see. But making arrangements like that is actually a complete waste of time in Playa. You can’t help bumping into each other all the time. Rob was quite beside himself and could hardly keep still. I couldn’t help wondering if he was havin’ a White Christmas after all, or if he’d just had too much sugary dessert again!

«Well,» she said, «I’ve been here for three whole days now and still haven’t fallen in love.»

«But you’ve got your Bobbie.»

«I’ve got him all year. I know I’m on ’oliday, but a change is as good as a rest!»

Bobbie was obviously also taking time out from the marriage. At least, we could see him busily flirting around in a corner of Mykonos. Every now and again he’d shoot over to let us know how far he’d got with one or other victim. «Well, Bernd is really very nice. He comes from Cologne and is staying in those pretty Sonnenland bungalows. He’s already invited me to spend the night.» But after two hours they were still there.

«Well, that Bernie really is a dizzy queen. First he’s flirting with me like there’s no tomorrow, and then all of a sudden he sees someone else and off he goes leaving me all on me own. Now I’m all charged up, what on earth am I gonna to do?»

«Why don’t ya go for an emergency shag in the darkroom?» suggested Brenda.

«But it’s so full in there, you need to order tickets days in advance. I might as well take a look in though.»

Bobbie was hardly gone and Roberta got on her high horse. «You’d never catch me going into the darkroom. It really lowers your market value quite substantially!»

When Bobbie finally came out she seemed quite relieved and certainly in a much more agreeable mood. I think darkrooms really aren’t such a bad idea for an emergency shag. But as Bobbie came out of the darkroom I noticed that his trousers somehow looked funny.

«Hey Bobbie, what’s up with your skirt? It’s flapping around a bit innit?»

«What? Have I burst a seam?»

«No, but something’s not quite right.»

As Bobbie grasped her thighs she suddenly let out a piercing shriek. «Oh Heavens! Where’s me belt? Me belt’s gone.»

«It can’t be.»

«Oh my God, and on Christmas Day of all days. I had it before, I know I did.»

«Well, you really must’ve been goin’ at it not to notice someone pinchin’ ya belt.»

«I didn’t notice a thing, honest.»

It really was gone too.

Now all the thieving that goes on in them darkrooms, that really is a nasty business. You really wouldn’t believe what the girls pinch off each other. But most queens don’t like to talk about it. They’re ashamed coz then they’d have to admit to having been in there in the first place.

«A lady simply doesn’t do such things,» they always say. But as the night draws on, the fewer ladies there are around. It’s the same all over the place. And some of them just stand around for hours as if they’re waiting for James Dean to come back from the dead or something.

Now Robbie was quite different. She got straight to it. But first of all she had to do the whole lovey-dovey thing. Otherwise it just wouldn’t work for her. This is a typical woman’s problem. But I can well understand it. I mean, you can’t just fling yourself around somebody’s neck. At least you have to start it off slowly.

«Look Elvira, doesn’t he look cute?» That’s how Robbie would always begin.

But what awful taste she had! Quite impossible. Usually it was German trade that she always fell for. They generally looked like you might imagine Mimi in La Bohème. She died of whooping cough or something like that as well, didn’t she. Anyway, Robbie always went for types like that. As thin as possible, and sort of undernourished-looking. Of course they didn’t have to have a cough. But they did have to have a ’tache. Otherwise something was missing.

«Don’t you think he’s cute, Elvira?»

«Well, he’s not really my type,» I said then.

«He’s got such really open eyes!»

Well, what can you say to that? As if all the others were standing around in Mykonos with their eyes closed or what?

«Yes,» I said, evading the point. «And he’s kind of looking around with them isn’t he ...»

«Yes, so dreamily and yet so open.»

«Exactly.»

And then she’d carry on like this for a while praising him to high heaven, and then shoot off. On Christmas Day she’d also grabbed herself a German coughing Mimi and was in her element. And once again I was left standing around like an unwanted side dish at the Banquet of Love.

But as a consolation prize I had a lovely chat with two very nice numbers. They’d got dressed up all Christmassy. One of them had very short hair and was wearing a kind of smock made out of lacy kitchen curtains with the inscription The Early Bird Catches the Worm crocheted on the back. Under that he had on a top made of black stiff-looking fly mesh which was held together at the shoulders by wide white zips and flowed straight down to the waist where it was tied like a Cossack’s skirt with simple parcel string. Under that he had tight red trousers, also made of fly mesh, and to round it all off heavy black stillies with chrome buckles of the type you might wear to stamp out a forest fire.

The other one was featuring similar footwear, though her legs were bare up to the knees where they disappeared into kind of knickerbocker-like linen underwear with a frilly trim. A moss-green brocade sofa cushion with deer and forest motifs served as a sleeveless top. A mini leather jacket, tarted up with gold spray paint, hovered just above her hips and stylishly rounded off this camp Christmas ensemble.

Well, next to those two in my denim skirt and simple raspberry blouse I felt almost plain! But we had a lovely chat about fashion and questions of style. And after that I went straight off to bed. And I for one certainly slept peacefully.

But Christmas certainly isn’t as peaceful as people always say. Some people have the most terrible tiffs at Christmas too. For example, the next day Brenda and I went down to the beach and Henriette and her friend Eddie were sitting in stern silence, flatly refusing to speak to each other. They were from Milton Keynes, and were always to be found in the front row too.

«What’s up with you then?» I asked Eddie.

«Well, Henry treated me most brutally yesterday.»

«On Christmas Day, well I never!»

«He obviously doesn’t love me any more.»

«What did he do then?»

«Ravioli!»

«Ravioli? For Christmas dinner? That’s barbaric!» Brenda almost fell off her sun lounger.

«It’s mental torture! You can get a divorce for things like that.» Eddie was still fuming.

«How did it happen?» I asked.

«Well, we actually wanted to go out for a really nice meal. But for hours Henry just kept saying ’yes yes’ and then all of a sudden it was eleven o’clock and he just opened a tin of ravioli and said Merry Christmas.»

Well, you can’t put up with that sort of behaviour now, can you? Apparently Eddie just ran out of the house and cried her heart out. Now if Brenda’d done that sort of thing to me I’d’ve given her a good slapping. It took right up to the next day for the two of them to make up. It was a terrible day.

Although it had all started off so fabulously. Not a cloudette in the sky, fantabulosa beach weather and enchanting waves. Brenda lay around on her sun lounger chatting to the Brummies, Vera and Gerty discussed the religious aspects of running a household, and the chauffeuse de train did press-ups and kept clapping her hands in between. Everything was quite peaceful and the sun shone like mad.

I was quite innocently letting the waves wash over me when all of a sudden I saw someone with outstretched arms lying in the water on her stomach letting the waves carry her up and down.

Now, everyone knows that queens come up with the most bizarre ideas of how to have fun on their hols. On Christmas Eve one of them swam around with an advent wreath on her head, and a few days earlier some Swedes performed scenes from the Nativity in the waves. Well, on her hols a girl can do just whatever she wants, that’s what I always say. And that’s why I said to myself: let her play at being drowned if that’s what she enjoys.

After a couple of minutes I vadared over again.

Well, hat off to ’er, she must have lungs the size of the bags under Barbara Cartland’s eyes, was all I thought. Then suddenly an enormous wave washed over me and just as I was getting back up onto my feet I noticed she was still just bobbing about like a rubber duck in a three-year-old’s bathtub. She’s really good at that. It looks very convincing, I was just thinking. But at the same moment the thought struck me, maybe it wasn’t a show after all.

And off I went like a torpedo in a Speedo! Now the water really wasn’t that deep, just about came up to the chest. It was just the waves that kept crashing over my head.

When I finally got hold of her and tried to turn her over onto her back she kept slipping outta my grasp like a lychee at the Chinese coz she was so greased up.

And she didn’t react at all. Me, at Christmas, on a mercy mission with a drowning man in the Atlantic! «Help! Help! Help!» I shouted as loud as I could.

Hardly twenty metres away a whole throng of queens was frolicking in the waves. When at last they heard me they just stared with gormless expressions on their faces. They probably thought we were practising a traditional Canarian Christmas water ballet or something. At any rate, they only stared and grinned.

When I didn’t stop screaming and had managed to heave the unfortunate chap into somewhat shallower water so that I could hold his head at least a bit above the water, a couple of the bathing belles came paddling over. The three of us then tried to manoeuvre the unfortunate gentleman onto the beach.

Now let me tell you. Don’t think for a minute that this kind of thing is easy. This person was so well oiled up that you couldn’t get a hold on him anywhere. And he was heavy an’ all.

Then all of a sudden a particularly high wave splashed right over our heads. The shock of it made us all let go of him again. And in no time he disappeared in the spray, so that for the next minute or so we had to dive around like demented ducks until we found him again.

I’m telling you it was really frightful. But after a while we actually managed to get this poor person onto dry land. His eyes were completely turned up in his head and a strange white bubbly foam was coming out of his mouth. Of course someone immediately tried to resuscitate him.

And as I knew that this Irish doctor always lay around in the fifth row of the sun loungers, I flitted right over to fetch her. But she must’ve been off exploring in Bongoland. So helplessly I trotted back down to the beach.

By this time thousands of people were standing round gawping and I heard someone say: «He’s been dead for hours!»

Now I’m certainly no expert on drowned tourists. But somehow I had a feeling she was right. Anyway, all our heroic efforts at Baywatch were a total waste of time.

In the meantime the Spaniards that reign sovereign over the sun loungers had called up the Red Cross on their walkie-talkie thingy. And sure enough they came steaming down the beach with all the trimmings.

«Well, that was ’is last oil change,» said Brenda as they shoved him into the ambulance and carted him off with flashing blue lights and sirens.

Now, how on earth the chap could drown at all was a complete mystery to me. Maybe the unfortunate soul had a heart attack or something. Or maybe he just lost consciousness or hit an iceberg much further out and was slowly washed ashore. How on earth were we to know? At any rate, I was totally exhausted. I collapsed onto my sun lounger and didn’t want to see or hear a thing. Life can be soooo cruel. One minute you’re larking about in the sun and the next thing you know you’re stiff as a board, bloated out with half the Atlantic in your lungs and some geezer in a white coat is shoving you in the fridge at the morgue. I can certainly think of more pleasant ways to cool off after a hot day on the beach!

Of course it soon got around that I was the one who pulled the poor chap outta the water. When we got to Nestor’s a few hours later people kept looking over, putting their heads together and giggling like four-year-olds. And when we arrived at Mykonos later on, I myself heard some spiteful queen exclaim to another: «Oh look, here comes Pamela Anderson!»

They’ve got no respect for the dead, these girls. But then, that’s just the way they are!
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