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For Peggy. Welcome to a lifetime of family holidays.
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Introduction
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HOLIDAYS: THE MOST RESTORATIVE and uplifting time of the year, when one can enjoy quality time with those you hold dearest, celebrate life and be grateful for the one thing that makes us happiest of all – family. Sorry, alcohol.

Yes, ever since Joseph decided to set off for a (West) Bank Holiday with a heavily pregnant wife and a bafflingly optimistic approach to hotel booking, the family holiday has been a source of biblical proportions of stress. Family holidays are a whirlwind of bitter recriminations, tantrums, road rage and the occasional excruciating bout of casual racism. And that’s just on the way to the airport. It’s the time you’ve most likely contemplated murdering a loved one. We might think our love is unconditional, but all it takes is watching them argue with a taxi driver about which is the quickest way to a trattoria in a town they have never visited before, and we all start fantasising about holding them face down in a poorly serviced hotel swimming pool, before going back to that charming little vineyard we’ve driven past three times now to dig a shallow grave. A bad trip settles somewhere between a Shakespearian tragedy in flip-flops and a touring version of The Jeremy Kyle Show. There will be tears, treachery and possibly the need to go and sit down with a counsellor at the end of it. Surviving such a trip is a balance of mental fortitude and experience. There isn’t much I can do to help you with the former, but I decided to write this book at least to impart my wealth of knowledge to help with the latter. It is, I feel, my duty.

Unfortunately, as is the recurring pattern in my life, my parents have decided that it might be helpful if they were to chip in and give you the benefit of their knowledge too. In much the same way that I’m told serial killers eventually feel a desperate need to sit down and confess to their many, many crimes. Using the platform I have unwittingly provided them with, they will dish out their own received wisdom, once again maximising every moment of fame they can get out of their brief time in the sun, like a pair of wizened Love Islanders on statins. I tried to tell them their involvement with this book wasn’t necessary and that the objective was to give counsel to my young and vibrant fan base, but my father insisted it would appeal to the older reader as well, the more mature and sophisticated followers he has helped me garner. Quite frankly, I don’t have the energy to discourage him any more. He has grown too strong. With each selfie in Waitrose, each appearance in Countdown’s ‘Dictionary Corner’, he grows stronger while I, his host, weaken: a once prodigious young starlet, gradually worn down and reduced to being the sidekick of an eighty-year-old Brexiteer with intermittent gout. In truth, he acts more and more like the vampire which (let’s be honest) he has long physically resembled. By the way, there will be a lot of references to gout in this book. I genuinely think there might be books about Henry VIII that are less ‘gouty’. Anyway, it’s important to know the context before reading this book, as it wasn’t always like this: there was a time when we were just a normal family. Well, normal-ish.

If you’re worried that any of this sounds a bit dry, there is also a drinking game that can be played alongside this book. Every time my father drops a name, you knock back a drink. It will have you pissed by about Chapter Four. If you drink double every time the name dropped is a random actor from the seventies you’ve never heard of, by the end of the book you will be a confused, unemployed alcoholic, possibly like most of the actors he’s name-dropped, having endured decades of associating with my father! Go through the whole thing a couple more times, and you’ll start to understand what it must be like, on a daily basis, to be Michael Whitehall’s liver.

It’s also worth mentioning that as well as advice, there will be a fair amount of dirty laundry aired in these pages, having managed to turn this into a kind of family industry. And as is the pitfall of having not one, but three unreliable narrators, there will, I’m sure, be a fair bit of ‘remembering it differently’. My father tends to think I overdramatise things. I tend to think his version of our family history involves a kind of North Korean censorship, suppressing the truth in order to paint himself in a better light – namely as a loving father with an impeccable temperament and not some kind of ranting, Dickensian villain in a three-piece suit. However, I will try my best to tell it like it is – or like it was. I want this book to fall somewhere between Bill Bryson and A Child Called It. Travelogue Misery Lit: a whole new genre. I also intend to use as many words as possible that will trigger my father. This shouldn’t be difficult, given that we’re talking about a man who looks like he’s going to have an aortic aneurysm every time he remembers the existence of the Guardian.

So, let’s talk vacations.

At their most basic, family holidays are all about the survival of the fittest. When Charles Darwin wrote his weighty tome On the Origin of Species, I’m sure he had the battle scars of many a fractious family holiday to the Galápagos Islands’ Center Parcs in the back of his mind, shouting at his kids to start enjoying themselves given how much he’d paid for all this, and to stop throwing rocks at the turtles. Especially when he came up with the subtitle for his work, Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life, he being paterfamilias and sire of ten children. Ten children, I know! To be fair, it’s amazing that man got anything written in between all that siring.

Thankfully, I’m largely out the other end of family holidays now (give or take the odd trip I’m bribed to go on by Netflix) and can look back on them with the benefit of hindsight. I wish I’d known then what I know now, and hopefully by sharing some lessons I’ve learnt, you’ll be able to keep your family from fracturing beyond repair.

As to my parents’ input, I apologise in advance for anything that causes offence. Which may well be everything. Realistically, someone’s going to be upset by something my father has written. Possibly Australians, probably the French, almost definitely ‘all women’. I also told my editor to keep a hawk-eye out for any prose opening with sentences like ‘I’m not a racist, but . . .’ or ‘I’ll probably get in trouble for saying this . . .’ and to do a quick search for any retired colonial place names, but there’s bound to be an errant ‘Ceylon’ that’s slipped through the net or, heaven forbid, a stray ‘dad joke’.

What I can assure you is that whatever they have to say has not just managed to weave past the publisher’s legal department, but will also be a very different take on things to mine. It’s certainly going to have colour. I’m already worrying about the reviews. Not necessarily from the critics; mainly from the Equality and Human Rights Commission. After you’ve read anything my father’s written, pause, take a breath and say to yourself, ‘It was a different time.’

As with all things, the most important lesson is to approach all family holidays with a degree of cynicism. The headline is simple: massively lower your expectations. If you go into them expecting a shitstorm, when it turns out to be simply a light shower – a small squall of turds – you will be pleasantly surprised, or at the very least have packed an umbrella.

And remember, as a teenager, even though you might think you’re nearly out of the woods, you’ll have to do it all again in twenty years’ time with kids of your own! Or in a couple of years, depending on your use of contraception and your socio-economic background.




Preparation
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THE MORE TIME IN BETWEEN family holidays, the longer one has to forget about the trials and tribulations of the last one. A bit like childbirth, as my mother is wont to remind me, usually in situations that are beyond embarrassing. I need not give specific examples: there is really no circumstance in which a son should ever be a party to that topic of conversation. No son has ever woken up in the morning and thought, ‘You know what I’m in the mood for today? A spot of maternal vaginal banter.’ It should go without saying that images of my mother in the stirrups are not ones on which I would wish to linger, or arrive at the first place, to be perfectly honest! Unfortunately, her propensity to talk about her ‘strenuous labour’ is matched only by my father’s propensity to discuss my apparently ‘equally strenuous’ conception. Again, no time, place or universe exists in which that should ever be put into my, or indeed anybody else’s, mind. And yet I realise I’ve passed this on to you, basically perpetuating the cycle of abuse. Yet, possibly because every time they broach these topics of conversation I enter a kind of fugue state, even mental scars as deep as these can be healed with time. And it is time, the great healer, that can really come into its own when convincing a family that they might be ready again to load up the wheelie bags (Louis Vuitton), cancel the paper (Telegraph) and brave another trip into parts unknown (basically anywhere outside Putney).

Recollections of the blazing row you had with Mum and Dad over your role in encouraging your little sister to get her hair cornrowed by a Jamaican man on the beach (which, while an admirable attempt to engage with a different culture, did not go down well come autumn term at the Ladies’ College) can fade as quickly as that year’s tan. The memories of a tedious excursion to the Derwent Pencil Museum – a leaden experience in every sense of the word which at the time felt like it might push you to the brink of jamming a pair of the exhibits into your retinas, as your mother lined you up for a ten-minute photo shoot next to the world’s biggest pencil – will soon be recalled in, dare I even say it, wistful reminiscence. It will all be looked back on with gratitude, or maybe just relief that the whole thing is over. I’m told kidnap victims feel similarly confusing feelings. In short, with time everything can fade. Other than tattoos. As anyone who’s ever got spontaneous ink done on holiday knows, it will be with you for life. That and some STDs. But more on that later. The tattoos, not the STDs! This is about family holidays; don’t worry, it doesn’t get weird. Well, not in that way.

It always struck me as odd that people would be jealous at school of the kids who went away on holiday with their families in the half-terms, as well as at Christmas, Easter and summer. This was seen as a luxury enjoyed only by the jet-setting few, whose parents could afford to whisk them off to the Maldives for ten days’ scuba diving, while my half-term was stuck on an arts and crafts course in Richmond, run by a kaftan-clad cat lady with anger-management issues. Like an upper-middle-class version of Guantánamo Bay and just as guaranteed to break your spirit. But as I sat there, strapped to my potter’s wheel, being told by Miss Mallard that men could never be trusted and the only being you could truly rely upon emotionally had four legs and licked itself clean, I never felt jealous for a minute of my even posher posh friends, swimming with the turtles. For as I’m sure Miss Mallard had thought to herself as she topped up her coffee mug with gin that day in yet another attempt to get through till lunch, it is possible to have too much of a good thing.

Trial Separation

The first piece of advice I would give you when preparing for a family holiday is this: it is of paramount importance to have a period of exile from your family in the lead-up to a holiday. The more extended this period can be, the better it will serve you. It will act as a much-needed palate cleanser from your nearest and dearest’s foibles and follies. An emotional sorbet, if you will. Just a little circuit breaker, which could last anywhere between six and eight months. Just enough time to forget everything about them that annoys you. Maybe even a year.

This state of separation is obviously made considerably easier if said ‘nearest and dearest’ have decided to pack you off each term to a boarding school hundreds of miles away. Your palate is so cleansed by the end of most terms, you’ve completely forgotten the taste altogether.

If you’re not in the fortunate situation of living in a separate county to them for three-quarters of the year and have the cold, harsh reality of living under the same roof as your parents every day of the week, then finding a more creative solution is essential.

Maybe in the week before the family holiday you could book yourself into a nice hotel in London for a few nights – a little staycation before the vacation. It doesn’t have to be the Ritz; somewhere modest like the Hilton or one of the minor Park Lane hotels will do just as well. I understand this option is more difficult if you’re eight or nine and you lack the required disposable income to fork out on such a luxury (well done for picking this book instead of one by David Walliams – I hope I come out well in the book report). Still, at that age either you might want to start seriously thinking about saving up your pocket money for a little hotel fund because, trust me, it will only get more stressful once puberty takes a hold, or you should call a friend and arrange a sleepover for a few nights. Better still, pick a friend with a helicopter mum and a gorgon of a father to remind you that yours aren’t that bad after all. I had a friend growing up whose dad was a hedge funder and liked clicking his fingers at waiters. One night in his company and I came back to Michael Whitehall like he was the Dalai Lama. More fitting than it might seem, since he was going through a phase of orange corduroy trousers at the time.

If such a stay is not possible due to diary restraints or a lack of accommodating friends, your final option is to stage an argument with your parents (I could do this by saying I was thinking of getting a piercing or joining the Labour Party), lock yourself in your room for forty-eight hours under the guise of a hefty sulk and have a bit of ‘you time’. They won’t suspect a thing – most likely they’ll imagine you’re masturbating and leave you well alone.

If you’re really lucky, you might be forgotten in your room and be left behind altogether, having to survive the next two weeks on your wits alone, a real-life Home Alone. For some children, the idea of being left behind by their parents is a nightmare; for me it was a fantasy. Many a stressful dash to the airport was spent daydreaming about my family being halfway to France and me being left to my own devices back in Putney, working out in my head how I was going to start rigging up the house, laying booby traps to defend myself in the event of a siege from comically clumsy burglars. Though quite why burglars would want to loot the Whitehall home is unclear, unless they were particularly keen on burgundy and books about David Niven. What a shock my mother and father would get when they returned from Provence to find Anne Stallybrass from number two, who they’d asked to come round and water the plants, lying prostrate on the front-door mat, having been knocked out cold by a makeshift trebuchet I’d fashioned out of a length of dressing-gown cord and one of my father’s Winston Churchill Toby jugs.

I must stress that the purpose of this time apart from your family is all intended with the greatest will in the world: it is purely as a means of ensuring that when you’re having breakfast, lunch and dinner with them every day for two weeks, your patience threshold is at its optimum capacity. What we are dealing with is an endurance sport. You must view this training regime with the gimlet eye of an elite athlete and approach it with the discipline of an Olympic runner, a long-distance runner at that. After all, this is a marathon not a sprint.

Airing of Old Grievances

This is not to say that total separation from your family is advised in the run-up to the family holiday. Another vital piece of advice when preparing for your trip away is that you must at some point ‘have it out’ with them. Any underlying issues must be dealt with before the trip begins. Be under no illusions: whatever issues may be bubbling under the surface will, without fail, arise after a few complimentary glasses of prosecco and a five-hour flight! The disastrous job interview, the dodgy new boyfriend, the maxed-out overdraft, the fact that you still haven’t passed your driving test: these landmines need to be trodden on before the holiday starts, for everyone’s sake (only some of these are based on my own experiences – if I ever came home with a ‘dodgy new boyfriend’, I suspect Michael Whitehall and I would still be ‘having it out’ now). ‘Having it out’ may sound like a dreadful experience, but in the Whitehall household it’s become such a regular feature of family life that we look forward to it, rather like Christmas. And by the way, it does also happen at Christmas. This doesn’t mean that these issues won’t be brought up again, repeatedly, on the holiday. The wounds will, of course, be reopened on numerous occasions, picked over forensically and discussed at length at every mealtime. But by having gone several rounds with them already, you know their points of attack, how to parry the jabs. Hopefully, you will also have ascertained their points of weakness and developed tactics to shut down and kill the discussion in its tracks.

‘Why does a boy of twenty-one not know how to drive?’

‘Well, Daddy, because a boy of twenty-one cares about the environment more than a man of seventy and wants his grandchildren to know what a polar bear is.’ (Beware: there is a danger here that your mother will hear the word ‘grandchildren’ and start opening her own separate line of attack; you do not want to be fighting on two fronts.)

‘Don’t you play that card with me, Jack.’

‘Also, Daddy, if we all keep driving, then pretty soon we’re all going to be underwater, which would be particularly problematic for you, as you can’t swim. And on that note, why does a man of seventy not know how to swim?’

Long pause.

‘Did I ever tell you about the time you were conceived?’

Some jabs are unparryable.

The ‘No Friends’ Policy

Although you might think that friends could be important allies on a family holiday, never, ever take one with you. Oh my, no! You think that this will be a good solution to the problem – a companion to retreat to when your family gets too much – but there is no greater test of a friendship than having them accompany you on your family holiday. I would love to see one friendship that survived it. Exposing a friend to the dark underbelly of your family and their inner workings and complicated dynamics is a sure-fire way to unpick any bond you may have had. In my experience, a friend encountering your family dynamics is exactly like them seeing you naked. At best, they’re going to pity you. At worst, they’re going to tell other people about the scale of what they’ve witnessed.

There is nothing more mortifying than having your family’s eccentricities laid bare by your holiday companion/survivor before all your classmates in the middle of a biology practical. It’s impossible to focus on the important business of dissecting a pea when the class is hanging on every word of the maternal vaginal banter. So once a friend has seen beneath the bonnet, make sure you get them to either sign an NDA or just move school entirely. Harvey Chow, an overseas student from my prep school who accompanied me on a family trip to Mallorca one year, had his parents to thank for saving his life when they moved him back to Hong Kong. Had they not, I think I may have had to hire a hitman to ensure he kept quiet with regard to the morning he came down to the pool and found my mother sunbathing topless shrouded only partially by a well-thumbed copy of Alan Titchmarsh’s autobiography, Nobbut a Lad. To this day, I don’t know which element of the scene I find most problematic. To be honest, in the context of the holiday overall, it was probably a moment of light relief for Harvey, whose cultural background had already prompted the occasional remark from my father, and by ‘occasional’ I do mean on every occasion dinner appeared. I just know for sure that I am very thankful that Harvey now lives in a country on the other side of the world and, better still, one that bans social media. Long may that man remain censored by the state, for he knows – and has literally seen – too much!

The ‘no friends’ policy does, of course, later extend to partners too. But they will at some point have to experience your family, warts and all (believe me, there are warts aplenty), and if they can’t handle this death by a thousand cuts and the stark and alarming reality of seeing what you will one day become, then perhaps it’s best they take the opportunity to get out while they can. If anything, hurling them into the furnace is the most humane thing you can do, to see if they can handle the heat. If, by the third day, they’re not by the side of the pool writing to Amnesty International for help, then they’re probably a keeper.

A friend’s role should be more like a Samaritan, someone on the other end of a phone, that you can confide in when it all gets too much. Synchronising with a friend or, thanks to the advent of WhatsApp, several friends, who are also on family holidays, is even better. Create a group and give it an appropriate name like ‘Dispatches from the Hellmouth’. One can compare notes from the trenches and take solace from the fact that they are all having just as traumatic an experience as you are, in villas in every corner of the globe. What joy to see photos and videos of familial horrors, like your friend’s ‘cool’ dad up on stage with the band in a hotel bar in Barbados, playing an impromptu and very much uninvited harmonica set. Or an Instagram story of your best mate’s little sister on their camping holiday in Cornwall, necking a burly young lad from the caravan park called Pyramus. Hashtag: lol; hashtag: if the caravan’s a-rocking . . . It quickly turns into a game of Embarrassing Families Top Trumps:

‘My dad just did the waiter’s accent while ordering, it was so awful.’

‘Mine just tried to buy a gollywog at an antiques fair.’

‘OK, you win.’

Never Out of the Office

Working when on vacation can provide a welcome distraction and respite from endless discussions about which cousins are getting married and why Brexit will be a good thing for Britain in the end. The sort that have you binning the sunblock in the hope that a melanoma at least might provide you with a good excuse to leave early.

It’s my strong belief that when on holiday with your family, the worst thing you can do is completely shut up shop, activate the out-of-office reply and put everything on the back burner. You have no idea of the comfortingly distracting qualities a normally tedious email from your accountant can be when you’ve just had a forty-five-minute discussion with your father about whether or not it is acceptable to call the fifty-yearold Spanish man cleaning your pool a ‘pool boy’. Let alone whether or not it’s offensive to comment, when said pool gentleman arrives five minutes later than expected, whether his ‘donkey had a puncture’. Literally hours can be whiled away with your head buried deep in your laptop pretending to dissect a particularly complicated spreadsheet, when in reality you are looking at endless videos of cats being frightened by cucumbers. Who knew that was a thing? Seriously, if you haven’t already, Google it now! Better yet, lucky you: keep that ace up your sleeve for the upcoming family holiday.

Another piece of advice that is often given to parents before their family holiday is to wear the children out before the journey, have them run around the garden and exhaust themselves or, as my mother used to do, get them to help clean the house. I don’t know what had happened to the regular cleaner, but I know my mother’s life has been made more and more difficult by modern anti-trafficking regulations. The theory is that a tired child is much easier company on a long car journey than one that is a coiled spring. I would venture that this can be a two-way street and that wearing out the parents can be just as important if you’re going to get as far as South Mimms service station without hearing more than you’re ever likely to want to about where Prince Harry ‘went wrong’. I don’t mean physically wear them out; the thought of trying to cajole my father into a few laps of the garden at any point during his life would have been a tricky proposition – he is no Captain Tom – but a certain degree of mental fatiguing is definitely both achievable and advisable.

Sourcing just the right news story on the TV is bound to set him off – find a bit of Owen Jones or maybe an interview with what my father likes to call ‘a lady dressed up as a vicar’ – and you might just be able to tease out a reaction and get a valuable rant out of his system. Draw the poison. Tory baiting, I call it. Get my father on to any of his pet hates – and there are enough to fill Battersea Dogs Home several times over – and you could provide power for a small-to medium-sized town with the energy expended ranting about them. You could use him as a substitute for wind turbines – which, come to think of it, are an excellent topic to start him going. It is, however, a high-risk strategy and you can easily overplay your hand. If you poke the hornets’ nest too aggressively, you may end up having to sit in a car from London to Devon listening to a five-hour lecture on why the Church of England has turned into a ‘circus’; to be fair, that topic of conversation could keep him blabbering on to Devon, Connecticut.

Bringing some work to catch up on with you on holiday can be a great distraction, but when you literally bring your work with you, as in actual colleagues that you actually work with, it can backfire. I shall allow my father to extrapolate on this point with a long-winded anecdote about a family holiday he ruined by using it as a shameless networking opportunity. Get your Who’s Who 1997 at the ready – some extremely niche names are about to be dropped . . .

Michael: DON’T MIX BUSINESS WITH PLEASURE

My job as an actor’s agent was a job of several parts. Firstly, I had to keep my clients happy and safe. For instance, I once took the blame for a prank that went horribly wrong when visiting Nigel Havers on a film set in Greece and he drove a hire car into the sea. It was a write-off and I, as the dutiful agent, paid the resulting bill, albeit a bill I was able to significantly negotiate down. Secondly, I had to permanently be on the hunt for new clients. One holiday in Barbados was spent being cheerfully and repeatedly thrashed at tennis by Sir Trevor McDonald, on the off chance that he might want a change of agent at some point and I would be cemented into his mind as a ‘good sport’. He never called.

Most importantly of all, l had to make sure that my clients were always working and, to that end, network 24/7 and keep close to anyone in a position to give any of them a job. This sometimes blurred the lines between business and pleasure. I was prepared to do what I had to do to get my 10 per cent. Then, in the 1990s, Mrs Thatcher deregulated the television industry and this gave me the opportunity to get myself higher up the food chain by creating a production company with Nigel ‘car-wrecker’ Havers, whereby we could create work not just for him but ultimately for other clients as well. I now had a whole new set of people to cultivate: the programme commissioners.

1997 saw a large rump of my clients gainfully employed. Richard Griffiths was happily being the detective by day, chef by night in Pie in the Sky – God, it was a golden era of television. Dinsdale Landen was up north doing a Catherine Cookson, and Christopher Biggins? Well, he never stopped. Nigel Havers was starring in Dangerfield for the BBC, which meant, as he was busy, I could concentrate on producing a show for two other clients.

It was a show for a major channel and a plan was cooked up by the Head of Drama, as we were collaborating on the series, that it would be fun if we also went away on a family holiday together in Corfu. This was music to my ears, as it would provide me with major sucking-up opportunities and would also be a great change of pace for Mrs Whitehall, who would be able to enjoy supervising the childcare in a completely new location. Hilary secured an appropriate villa, which looked great in the holiday brochure, for the eight of us plus their Aussie au pair (I had my apprehensions about this, but reasoned that her nationality was arguably no fault of her own).

The initial problem that quickly became apparent on arrival was that the villa, although very secluded and miles from the nearest town, was unfortunately not miles from the local pig farm. Although the pigs were fenced off, with less than adequate wire fencing, the noise and smell of them was not. There was quite a lot of noise and smell; these animals were literally ‘as happy as pigs in shit’.

The first task was to allocate the rooms. Thinking it politic to defer to the TV executive, we ended up drawing the short straw and being assigned a room with a tiny double bed (called a queen size, I believe, though one can’t quite imagine Her Majesty being so disposed to enforced snuggling) and no external windows; its sole window opened on to a corridor, with a sofa positioned below it on which the head honcho, a chain smoker, had taken up residence to enjoy his first of many cigarettes, billowing clouds of smoke into our bedroom.

As ever on so many of our family holidays, I had calls to catch up on; the entertainment business, being a 24/7 industry, is no respecter of evenings, weekends or holidays. Many, many family Sunday lunches have been ruined by an actor calling at 1 p.m. to discuss a one-man show he was thinking of doing at the Edinburgh Festival the following summer, or some urgent brouhaha that had to be resolved on the set of Lovejoy. Worst of all was a pre-internet/mobile phone trip to Barbados where I spent the majority of the holiday in the office of the hotel we were staying in, leaving a pregnant Hilary in sole charge of a three-and a two-year-old, commandeering their phone in order to try and unravel the chaos left by one of my actors having been sacked from a new BBC crime series after the first week of filming, as the director had decided he had made a terrible mistake in casting him.

I digress. Now firmly in the mobile phone era, the only place I could get a phone signal was in the middle of the villa tennis court. Unfortunately, it turned out that the TV head’s wife was an obsessive tennis player and wanted to teach her unwilling daughter, Saffron, how to play, thereby spending most of the holiday occupying the court. She was none too keen on my endlessly wandering along the net waving my Nokia brick around like some sort of superannuated line judge. Making phone calls became a nightmare, unless they were made very early in the morning or after dark. As it turned out, this was somewhat of a blessing, as for most of the day it was as hot as Hades out there. Hardly a wonder that the peoples of the Mediterranean have achieved so little in the last two millennia; they must have spent most of the time looking for shade. When the mother–daughter combo was on the court, I was rendered unreachable. In an emergency, I might have been able to clamber into the umpire’s chair, even if it may have slightly defeated the whole object of the holiday in the first place: given that its purpose was to suck up to this family, it probably wasn’t wise to distract the daughter from her tennis lesson by subjecting her to an hour-long discussion with Nigel Havers about whether he was too old to play Jack Worthing in The Importance of Being Earnest (for what it’s worth, my opinion was that Nigel has class, and class is ageless).

The TV executive himself had decided that Saffron should also learn to swim, clearly intent on cultivating some sort of renaissance woman, so when she wasn’t on the tennis court with her mother, she was in the pool with her father, trying – with minimal success – to overcome her fear of water. This made the pool a no-go area for our three children, who by then were all excellent swimmers, thanks to Hilary (talents I believe she largely cultivated in an attempt to taunt me), and wanted to hurl themselves (usually naked) both in and out of the pool with reckless abandon. Another problem at the poolside was that it abutted the inadequate wire fence of the pig unit. This was no barrier to the millions of flies, swarming over not just the pool area but across the entire property. It’s a wonder we didn’t all come down with swine flu.

As with most family holidays, especially ones shared with other families, there were many flashpoints, particularly when dealing with their recalcitrant au pair. She was far from the clichéd Aussie willing pair of hands. Had she been at Gallipoli, she would only have been an asset to the Turks. Everything was too much trouble for her and she spent most of her time either lying on her bed or lying by the pool. Which, given her employers’ extensive and time-consuming sporting programme for their daughter, didn’t seem to bother them. The apotheosis to this state of affairs came as we hit the midpoint of the holiday, after she cut her foot walking across the drive with no shoes on. A trip to the local hospital and several stitches later she was good to go. Well, actually not good to go, as she couldn’t walk properly and certainly couldn’t venture into the pool. Hilary, being a saint, made her a cup of coffee the following morning and took it to her in her room, which incidentally had a lovely window opening on to the garden, which was more than ours did. Moments later, as Hilary was in the kitchen loading the dishwasher, the au pair hobbled past, dressed in a sarong and clutching a fashion magazine.

‘Oh, by the way, Hilary,’ she said, ‘for future reference, I take two sugars in my coffee.’ Not even so much as a ‘G’day’.

We just about got through the remaining weeks, circumnavigating further flashpoints by drinking at lunchtime – and most other times, come to think of it. Alcohol can be a panacea for many holiday ills – nature’s anaesthetic. Most of the flashpoints were caused by my children, for instance their inability to cut Saffron, a serial sore loser, some slack when it came to winning. It reminded me of a weekend in Dorset staying with an even more important channel controller when I had to reprimand Jack for repeatedly and unedifyingly fist-pumping the air as he romped further ahead and almost out of sight in a game of croquet with our host, who was equally competitive and took a very dim view of being thrashed by a thirteen-year-old on his own sumptuous back lawn. At one point, as Jack cavorted around him issuing a stream of high-pitched sledging, I thought this gentleman was going to put the mallet to a use for which it was not competitively intended.

But back to Corfu and we continued to have problems curbing our children’s competitive spirit. This wasn’t the only excess that we had difficulty curbing: Mrs TV Executive was definitely not a fan of my children’s aforementioned proclivity for nudity. And despite her constant nagging of Jack in particular to ‘quieten down and put some bloody clothes on’, she never got his volume level much below a nine and rarely persuaded him into clothes, except at mealtimes, when she absolutely insisted on it. And the ever-present cigarette smoke could have brought our holiday to a premature end had it not been for Hilary talking me down on an hourly basis, especially first thing in the morning as it permeated our bedroom. Salmon have been smoked less thoroughly than we were that week. No, Hilary and I were charming and smarmy in equal measure at all times, right up until we kissed his tobacco-stained cheeks goodbye as we left Heathrow for home. It had nearly killed me, as being obsequious and accommodating is a long distance away from my natural demeanour, but it’s amazing what you can find yourself capable of when money is involved.

The final irony of all this was that a couple of weeks after we got home, the drama controller called me to say that he had been offered a
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