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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.
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