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About the Author

Twenty-five years ago, a different kind of heroine entered the literary canon. She was perfectly flawed, and relentlessly funny. She was struggling – with life, love, addiction, and everything in between. Rachel Walsh’s life was a mess. And in the raw honesty of Keyes’s portrayal of a real woman, facing real issues, her readers felt seen. They felt heard. And they felt understood.

From Rachel’s Holiday and beyond, Keyes’s novels have created a space for millions of readers, who time and again find in her novels joy and solace, light and dark, and, most of all, hope. But, after all these years, it’s Rachel who many readers come back to. In Rachel, people see themselves – someone who is trying to be their best self, and to find their place in the world. In Rachel, people find hope – hope that, no matter how hard life gets, there’s a light at the end of the tunnel. In Rachel, people find the very best of Marian Keyes – her wit, warmth, wisdom, and her unmatched ability to marry the pithy and the profound.

As Keyes’s iconic, bestselling title turns twenty-five, her friends and peers have come together in this special anniversary edition to share just what Rachel – and Marian – means to them.




A Celebration of Marian Keyes

‘My relationship with Marian is one of the most enduring of my life – give or take my marriage! I “met” her at the same time as I met Rachel, twenty-five years ago in the pages of Rachel’s Holiday, and instantly felt seen and understood. For the first time, female characters could be fucked up AND funny. Successes and failures. Lovable and detestable. As messed up and conflicted, in fact, as real women. Those characters could go through terrible trauma (addiction, rape, domestic violence) and make us howl with laughter at the same time. Marian has a genius for telling the truth. And through her truths she has changed popular fiction. As a consequence, she changed women’s lives. She certainly changed mine.’

– Sam Baker

‘Marian Keyes is dismissed by those who have never read her – just as Maeve Binchy was before her. Writers who prioritize the stories of everyday women are subject to the same sneering sexism their characters must face. And what characters – Rachel Walsh exploded into my life and has never left. In the intervening twenty-five years, Marian has given millions of readers thousands of hours of pure reading joy. She has moved us, more than most. And made us think as deeply as we feel. She is also a glorious supporter of her readers and of new writing talents – as generous as she is talented.’

– Damian Barr

‘Marian Keyes employs humour to mask pain, optimism to cope with tragedy, and wit to stave off despair. When I was a Dublin bookseller in the mid-90s, it wasn’t easy to keep up with demand for Rachel’s Holiday; my hands were turned pink from the amount I had to scan through the tills. Like the great writer she is, Marian has proved both prolific and consistent in her work, and her willingness to discuss mental health openly has helped many of us who have faced similar struggles. Happy birthday to Rachel, and congratulations to Marian on her incredible career.’

– John Boyne

‘I was in my early twenties when I first read Rachel’s Holiday and, drug addiction aside, there’s never been a fictional character I’ve related to more than the original unreliable narrator herself, Rachel Walsh. Since then, I’ve carried this novel around the world with me like a rectangular security blanket, returning to it whenever I’ve needed comfort or familiarity. It’s given me nearly two decades of laughter and tears and, most importantly, the phrase “feathery stroker”, which I use to this day at every opportunity. Thank you, Marian.’

– Sarah Breen

‘Marian’s witty, moving and incredibly written books first captured me as a teenager, when I thought my love to read had been lost to school books. Hailing from Limerick like myself, Marian opened my eyes to life as an Irish woman, her struggles, her passions, her travels and, most importantly, her ability to find humour in the everyday.

The honest portrayal of Irish women throughout her books has had me laughing, crying, learning and, most of all, enjoying the escapism of imagining someone else’s life through letters on a page. She is a magician with words!’

– Louise Cooney

‘I hold Marian in the highest regard, both as an author and as a woman who does so much for mental health and for the writing community. She is never short of a word of encouragement and wears her fame and intellect lightly.’

– Kit de Waal

‘Marian Keyes is a giant of Irish writing. Her dialogue rivals that of any Abbey playwright, and she combines all registers of humour, from the curtest deadpan to the loudest slapstick; her novels are exquisitely novelly, as she understands that the form is meant to have a bit of everything. She assumes nothing of her reader except that they are just as smart as her and feel just as deeply as she does. That first crack of the spine is like opening an invitation, and you never doubt that the hostess is in charge.’

– Naoise Dolan

‘Rachel Walsh unleashed a force in the Irish female psyche. Her readers saw themselves right there on the page, in all their wit, and desiring and brilliant, stupid blundering about. But there was also a serious reckoning going on in the writing. How much are you going to put up with? What are you going to change? Keyes’s Irish readers were also the voters who, slowly, pushed back against the idea that women were either pure or ashamed. You can’t keep a good woman down. And d’you know why? Because she’s funny – that’s why. And funny means free, funny always rises to fight another day.’

– Anne Enright

‘Marian brought depth to commercial fiction with Rachel Walsh. Yes, Rachel’s Holiday is hilarious and funny, but Rachel’s problems are real, serious and complex. She’s as flawed as can be but I loved her. I wanted to be friends with her and go on holiday with her whole family. I rooted for her so much it hurt. I missed her when I reached the end. I couldn’t wait for the next book. That, to me, is what marks out a great writer – someone who has you counting the days till you can read their next work. She’s a legend.’

– Jane Fallon

‘All these years later I can still feel the impact of reading Rachel’s Holiday for the first time, at about sixteen years old. I’d never experienced anything like the depth of engagement I felt with Rachel’s emotional journey. Before it, I hadn’t realized that a book could be at once funny, sexy and deliriously romantic in parts and utterly devastating in others. But I also quickly came to realize that this was something quite unique to Marian Keyes and her compassionate, tender, incisive writing, of which I have been the most ardent fan ever since.’

– Lucy Foley

Marian’s writing has long been a great source of self-care for me. It’s a comfort, it’s a tonic; a real hug for the soul. From the often laugh-out-loud familiarity of her female characters to the more tender, nuanced moments that stop you in your tracks, Marian’s is the voice that Irish women have long needed and crave now more than ever.

– Caroline Foran

‘Rachel Walsh and Marian Keyes go together like sisters. Like friends. Of course they do – Marian wrote Rachel, invented her. But it’s more than that. So much more.

In Rachel, Marian invites us into a very intimate place, a place we suspect is deep inside Marian. Anyone who’s come across Marian will know that if you join her there, you’re in for belly laughs and gut punches in equal measure. Marian lets us understand Rachel and all her clamorous demons, most especially her powerful shame in this phenomenally transformative book.

I love Marian’s writing, because I remember it. I remember it because it’s the truth. With big laughs.

Marian Keyes IS contemporary fiction. Damn her to hell.’

– Dawn French

‘Rachel’s Holiday is a bible for flawed women. It’s the book to find if you’re a little bit broken, and from the first page it boldly tells you that you’re not alone. The great secret of Rachel’s Holiday is that it’s a literary masterpiece hidden beneath a pink book cover. Like all of Marian’s work, the author’s fierce intelligence is hidden behind the hilarious wonder of her words. Rachel taught me that not only is it OK to be imperfect; it can actually be rather wonderful.’

– Emma Freud

‘What makes Marian Keyes special for me is her use of voice, on and off the page. She has the same distinctive style whether you’re reading a story told by her or you’re catching up with her on social media, or watching her on television talking about Strictly Come Dancing. It has become a cliché to say that we’re not allowed to call women “bossy” because what we mean is “authoritative”. But boss is exactly what Marian’s voice is. It’s a voice that takes charge. That’s why she’s the boss.’

– Viv Groskop

‘Marian Keyes has a feeling for character, an ear for dialogue and a proficiency for plotting that should make her the envy of most Booker listees. Her love and understanding of people and the foibles, follies and frailties that make them human are clear in the spaces between every line she writes. With each and every book, she proves that it’s possible to be profound while being hilariously funny.’

– Paul Howard

‘When I think of Marian Keyes, I think of the warmest hug. She is heart, and humour and honesty and integrity and curiosity and kindness. And all of these qualities pour into her writing, and we are the lucky ones to read her work, to journey with her characters, to enter the worlds of her incredible imagination. She isn’t afraid to explore vulnerability, failure and fragility, and this makes her writing all the more inclusive, relatable, human, heartbreaking and heart-warming. And always, always laced with the sharpest of wit and laugh-out-loudest of humour. Thank you for being you Marian. We love you!’

– Amy Huberman

‘I find people who know nothing of women’s fiction will often describe Marian as “a brilliant romance writer”, in the way they might compliment Madonna on being “a good pop star” – loftily diminishing her extraordinary talents purely because she also has the good sense to be welcoming and popular. Marian Keyes is a brilliant writer. No disclaimer, no mitigation, no apologies. Her plotting is flawless, her eye for character beady and wise. No one is better at making terrifically funny jokes while telling such important, perceptive and agonizing stories of the heart. She is a genius, a treasure and a marvel, and quite simply the best person I know.’

– Sali Hughes

‘I first read Rachel’s Holiday aged twenty-five. The moment an appalled Rachel wakes up in Luke’s bed is burned on my brain: Real Man Luke’s feathery strokes, reluctant Rachel’s dirty thoughts and the inevitable capitulation “yes … I want to play”. Nobody else was telling the messy, hilarious truth about Irish women. All that riding, sarcasm, self-destruction, piss-taking, shame and surviving. Marian made us laugh and cry and gave us hope that however bad things got, it would all be OK in the end. I knew at twenty-five that like Edna O’Brien and Maeve Binchy, Marian Keyes was in a literary league of her own. At fifty, I still know it.’

– Róisín Ingle

‘Marian’s writing is a talisman of hope in my life, and in the lives of millions of people. We can hold on to her words, laughing and crying and knowing we are not alone. She writes for all of us. I can remember reading Rachel’s Holiday twenty-five years ago and thinking that this writer, this amazing woman, understood all the contradictory things in my head, and how could she, because this wasn’t my story and yet, she understood about being human like nobody else. And could write it. Her words are a gift and her talent is glorious. Congratulations, darling Marian.’

– Cathy Kelly

‘Getting your hands on the latest “Marian”, and diving into the world she has created, is one of the truly joyful things in my life. I love to reread her classics – especially Rachel’s Holiday – which remains as fresh, funny and fabulous today as it was twenty-five years ago.

Marian is not only a brilliant storyteller and hugely talented writer, but she’s also kind, big-hearted and generous. She’s one of those rare people who can make you feel better just by walking into the room. Her honesty about the struggles she has faced and overcome is truly inspiring. Her writing makes me belly laugh with glee and sob with sorrow.

Marian is the real deal. We are so lucky to have her.’

– Lorraine Kelly

‘Rachel Walsh was a radical departure from female characters who preceded her. She wasn’t aspirational. She never inexplicably bit her lip when talking to men. No one described her as “lithe”. She was in fact a mess, and we met Rachel at the very climax of her unravelling. Writing a female character in whose antithetical qualities women could finally see themselves, it is no coincidence that Marian Keyes transformed popular fiction. Marian has not merely dominated a genre in the twenty-five years since Rachel’s Holiday had us all snorting with laughter and winded by pathos – she has created one.’

– Laura Kennedy

‘How wonderful to return to this after twenty-five years, and find that Rachel, her family, and all the other beautifully drawn characters in the book haven’t aged a bit! But then, Marian Keyes’s writing is always a joy to revisit: her talent for tackling serious issues with such lightness of touch, humanity and wit is balm for the soul.’

– Nigella Lawson

‘I read all of Marian Keyes in one great, glorious rush, but just in the order in which I could lay hands on them. As a reader, I loved them all. As a writer I was prostrate with awe. Rachel’s Holiday is perhaps the clearest demonstration of all her gifts. Her gift for showing people in the round, with Rachel fierce, funny, flawed all at once. Her gift for mastering a plot that would sprawl and a cast of characters that would merge into anonymity in less deft hands. The wit and warm intelligence that is so instantly recognizable as to have become her hallmark, but most of all her deeper cleverness in illuminating darker, more impenetrable corners of life. She makes them, and us, more accessible, less frightening to each other. What a gift, to us all.’

– Lucy Mangan

‘Marian Keyes is a national treasure. She knows her characters intimately and we, the readers, identify with them because they are honest, funny, complicated and always authentic. This is true of Marian herself. That she shares so much with the reader is a generous gift. I loved Rachel … she is mirthful and touching, perhaps a little heartbreaking, but truthful. A trait that is quintessentially Dame* Marian Keyes (*for it can only be a matter of time!).’

– Maria McErlane

‘In Rachel’s Holiday Marian Keyes describes the “mountainy” John Joe as the “kind of man who’d hide in a bush when a car passed him on the road”. I will never forget reading it for the first time, such a hilarious and succinct yet tender insight. I read that first copy so many times it fell apart, as did subsequent repurchases. I’ve loved many books in my life but I don’t know if one has been as quoted, remembered, recommended and revered as Rachel’s Holiday – a modern classic. Thank you Marian!’

– Emer McLysaght

‘Congratulations to the gifted, gorgeous literary princess Marian Keyes, on twenty-five years of bringing joy, comfort, laughter and wisdom to millions around the world. As a reader, I adored Rachel’s Holiday for its tender heart and humour. As an author, I saw the book as a masterclass in the art of writing from the perspective of the most delightfully flawed unreliable narrator. Marian is so good she makes it look easy, but it’s not easy. Her wit is uniquely hers. The clarity of her writing and authenticity of her characters are impossible to imitate. She is an extraordinary talent.’

– Liane Moriarty

‘The best way I can describe first reading Rachel’s Holiday was that it felt like coming home. I felt that Marian truly understood women, their feelings, emotions, struggles, concerns and complexities. She is an exceptionally gifted writer who somehow makes her skilled storytelling appear effortless.’

– Sinéad Moriarty

‘There is simply no one like Marian Keyes. Her books are fleet-footed, bracingly honest, and variously funny, sexy, heartbreaking, and able to reflect modern life and relationships in all their complicated glory. I learned more about depression from The Mystery of Mercy Close than any textbook (it also has an excellent sex scene) in a passage that made me actually sob. She may not get the plaudits on the literary pages that she deserves, but all those who know and love her (and we are legion) are grateful for her writing and for her general existence.’

– Jojo Moyes

‘What I love about Marian’s writing is that sense of conversation with the reader; she’s your best, funniest friend telling a story, a story that’s honest, sometimes darker than you initially expected. In the case of Rachel’s Holiday, Marian absolutely nails the gulf between how the addict sees themselves and how they’re seen by those that care for them. It’s a generous, loving, insightful book that never shies away from the horrible reality of dependence and addiction.’

– David Nicholls

‘For me, what makes Marian’s storytelling so unique is the way in which she creates characters and worlds that are completely familiar, and then manages to address an extraordinary variety of issues in a way that never jars or causes the reader to lose faith in the story. To my mind she is fearless and provocative, without ever having to raise her voice – and that is a rare gift indeed. On a personal level, she is so incredibly generous and supportive of other writers, myself included, and through exposing her own insecurities, encourages others on the days when the words won’t come. The only person who seems blissfully unaware that she is a publishing juggernaut is Marian herself, which makes the rest of us just love her more!’

– Graham Norton

‘Long before I met Marian Keyes, I had fallen for her: her humanity, her humour and her kindness, because these were the qualities that shone through the pages of Rachel’s Holiday. There were no villains and no monsters, just a collection of flawed human beings forced into a situation where there was no escape from each other. Taken on a micro level, these characters could be reflected in our own families – and on a macro level, these are the people with whom we share the planet. And my dearest wish is that we might approach them with the same generosity that Marian did.

Marian is fiercely proud of being Irish, and we are fiercely proud of her. What a perfect ambassador to send out into the world, representing the very best of us.’

– Liz Nugent

‘For as long as I have been reading grown-up books, Marian Keyes has been a source of inspiration: an author who, with each novel, masterfully weaves character and plot into compelling stories that are treasured by so many. I have read her work; I have bought her books for delighted siblings and friends. Imbued with a generosity of spirit, a comforting honesty, wonderful humour and a zest for life, her novels are to be treasured.’

– Jamie O’Connell

‘I read Rachel’s Holiday in two days. And the only reason it took two days was because I started it in the afternoon, on a beach in Portugal, and it eventually grew too dark to read. It’s thanks to Marian’s great skill as a writer that I fell in love with Rachel and I wanted to shake Rachel at the same time. Marian’s ability to write fully formed, flawed, lovable but also at times thoroughly dislikable characters is a rare gift. That her novels are funny is without question. That they are works of literary merit is only now being recognized. Rachel would be proud of how far Marian has come. And Rachel’s Holiday will for ever be a modern classic.’

– Sheila O’Flanagan

‘Rachel’s Holiday was one of my first forays into reading commercial fiction. Fresh from an English degree, I came to it with the attitude of a fully fledged literary snob: it was “chick-lit”, right, so surely it wouldn’t be any good?

What I discovered was a book that not only changed me as a reader, but as a writer too. Rachel’s Holiday is a masterpiece. It’s full of warmth and heart; it’s so smart, so funny, so completely original. If this is chick-lit, I thought, then damn, chick-lit is what I want to read – and what I want to write.’

– Beth O’Leary

‘I read Rachel’s Holiday after I was hospitalized for anorexia and bulimia. There’s a scene in which Rachel takes coke alone and my reaction was scornful – who does drugs by themselves, like a loser? And a tiny voice inside me whispered, you do this. You use food in the same furtive way. You’re an addict, just like Rachel.

That’s the power of Marian Keyes. She will make you laugh and make you cry, but she will also reveal the truth of who you really are. Her work is laugh-out-loud funny, compulsively readable, and yet there is always that dark heart, pulsing at its core. I can think of few other writers who have the same innate understanding of human nature as she does, and even fewer who make it look so effortless. In short, she is one of our finest authors, and Rachel’s Holiday is a modern classic.’

– Louise O’Neill

‘Rachel’s Holiday is an extraordinary book by an extraordinary writer. Marian Keyes writes with wicked humour, empathy and deep knowledge about a dark and sensitive subject – namely, addiction. Rachel herself, self-centred and blind to her faults and predicament, is a wonderfully three-dimensional creation, carrying us with her on her journey to painful discovery and possible healing, surrounded by a vivid array of characters who people Cloisters addiction clinic. I was rooting for them all, a lump in my throat and a smile on my face. This is a story that remains as vivid and important as the day it was written.’

– Ian Rankin

‘I don’t even like to imagine life without Marian Keyes to brighten it up. I giggled my way through Rachel’s Holiday as a young woman, still a hard drinker myself, and then reread it when I was in my forties. By then I was beginning to accept that I just had to give up the booze, and I found huge solace and wisdom where before I had only seen the humour. But, of course, that is what Marian does so beautifully; if you want to laugh, you will, but there are also endless depths to discover in her work as she weaves the joy and pain of her life in her unique and magical way.’

– Cathy Rentzenbrink

‘Marian is one of the true greats. Her wit, warmth, openness and vulnerability make you feel like you’re in the company of an old friend. The ease with which she moves sometimes makes you underestimate her genius, which I think probably suits her just fine.’

– Angela Scanlon

‘“They said I was a drug addict. I found that hard to come to terms with.” Rarely has a heroine introduced herself with such urgency and style as Rachel Walsh, who burst into our lives twenty-five years ago. In Rachel’s world, where the god assigned to watch over her laughs at her life with the other gods, a poem might actually be a suicide note and a holiday might be rehab. Rachel’s Holiday is a bittersweet combination of existential heft and laugh-out-loud moments, a true modern classic that launched the career of one of the world’s best-loved authors.’

– Nina Stibbe

‘I often think that we spend so much time categorizing writing – particularly writing by women – into categories (commercial/domestic/chick-lit, etc.) that we fail to consider each book, or each author, on their own merit. Marian Keyes stands in her own category: with her idiosyncratic blend of filthy, frank wit; her characters’ sharp-tongued compassion (never pity); the gorgeous Irish colloquialisms (if you don’t know what “a ride” is, you’ll learn pretty quick). Rachel’s Holiday – about a recovering twenty-something cocaine addict in “the bin” – doesn’t sound like a gas a minute, but in Marian’s hands, it is buoyant and heartfelt. Marian is one of the most honest writers writing today – you cannot come away from her novels without learning something about the absurdity of the human condition.’

– Pandora Sykes

‘It is customary to call someone like Marian Keyes the voice of a generation, but that is a vast underselling of her humanity, for it is not merely a time period that Keyes reflects and refracts. It is not merely one country or one gender, but the very pith of being. And Rachel’s Holiday is more than a novel, it is an introduction to someone who will be with you for a very long time, shepherding you into the unknown that she knows personally.’

– Lisa Taddeo

‘Long before psychological thriller writers claimed unreliable narrators as their own, Marian Keyes created a character who is in such a state of denial that she manages to convince herself, and the reader, that she doesn’t have a drug problem. When Rachel is forced into rehab, she undergoes the most incredible transformation. There are dark moments as she comes to terms with her behaviour, but what lifts Rachel’s Holiday into a joyful read is Marian Keyes’s clever way with words and her extraordinary wit. Very few books make me laugh out loud but this is one of them. It’s an absolute classic.’

– C. L. Taylor
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1

They said I was a drug addict. I found that hard to come to terms with – I was a middle-class, convent-educated girl whose drug use was strictly recreational. And surely drug addicts were thinner? It was true that I took drugs, but what no one seemed to understand was that my drug use wasn’t any different from their having a drink or two on a Friday night after work. They might have a few vodkas and tonic and let off a bit of steam. I had a couple of lines of cocaine and did likewise. As I said to my father and my sister and my sister’s husband and eventually the therapists of the Cloisters, ‘If cocaine was sold in liquid form, in a bottle, would you complain about me taking it? Well, would you? No, I bet you wouldn’t!’

I was offended by the drug-addict allegation, because I was nothing like one. Apart from the track marks on their arms, they had dirty hair, constantly seemed cold, did a lot of shoulder-hunching, wore plastic trainers, hung around blocks of flats and were, as I’ve already mentioned, thin.

I wasn’t thin.

Although it wasn’t for the want of trying. I spent plenty of time on the stairmaster at the gym. But no matter how much I stairmastered, genetics had the final say. If my father had married a dainty little woman, I might have had a very different life. Very different thighs, certainly.

Instead, I was doomed for people always to describe me by saying, ‘She’s a big girl.’ Then they always added really quickly ‘Now, I’m not saying she’s fat.’

The implication being that if I was fat, I could at least do something about it.

‘No,’ they would continue, ‘she’s a fine, big, tall girl. You know, strong.’

I was often described as strong.

It really pissed me off.

My boyfriend, Luke, sometimes described me as magnificent. (When the light was behind me and he’d had several pints.) At least that was what he said to me. Then he probably went back to his friends and said, ‘Now, I’m not saying she’s fat …’

The whole drug-addict allegation came about one February morning when I was living in New York.

It wasn’t the first time I felt as if I was on Cosmic Candid Camera. My life was prone to veering out of control and I had long stopped believing that the god who had been assigned to me was a benign old lad with long hair and a beard. He was more like a celestial Jeremy Beadle, and my life was the showcase he used to amuse the other gods.

‘Wa-atch,’ he laughingly invites, ‘as Rachel thinks she’s got a new job and that it’s safe to hand in her notice on the old. Little does she know that her new firm is just about to go bankrupt!’

Roars of laughter from all the other gods.

‘Now, wa-atch,’ he chuckles. ‘As Rachel hurries to meet her new boyfriend. See how she catches the heel of her shoe in a grating? See how it comes clean off? Little did Rachel know that we had tampered with it. See how she limps the rest of the way?’ More sniggers from the assembled gods.

‘But the best bit of all,’ laughs Jeremy, ‘is that the man she was meeting never turns up! He only asked her out for a bet. Watch as Rachel squirms with embarrassment in the stylish bar. See the looks of pity the other women give her? See how the waiter gives her the extortionate bill for a glass of wine, and best of all, see how Rachel discovers she’s left her purse at home?’

Uncontrollable guffaws.

The events that led to me being called a drug addict had the same element of celestial farce that the rest of my life had. What happened was, one night I’d sort of overdone it on the enlivening drugs and I couldn’t get to sleep. (I hadn’t meant to overdo it, I had simply underestimated the quality of the cocaine that I had taken.) I knew I had to get up for work the following morning, so I took a couple of sleeping tablets. After about ten minutes, they hadn’t worked, so I took a couple more. And still my head was buzzing, so in desperation, thinking of how badly I needed my sleep, thinking of how alert I had to be at work, I took another two or three.

I eventually got to sleep. A lovely deep sleep. So lovely and deep that when the morning came, and my alarm clock went off, I neglected to wake up.

Brigit, my flatmate, knocked on my door, then came into my room and shouted at me, then shook me, then, at her wit’s end, slapped me. (I didn’t really buy the wit’s end bit. She must have known that slapping wouldn’t wake me, but no one is in good form on a Monday morning.)

Then Brigit stumbled across a piece of paper that I’d been attempting to write on just before I fell asleep. It was just the usual maudlin, mawkish, self-indulgent poetry-type rubbish I often wrote when I was under the influence. Stuff that seemed really profound at the time, but that caused me to blush with shame when I read it in the cold light of day, the bits that I could read, that is.

The poem went something like ‘Mumble, mumble, life …’ something indecipherable, ‘bowl of cherries, mumble, all I get is the pits …’ Then – and I vaguely remembered writing this bit – I thought of a really good title for a poem about a shoplifter who had suddenly discovered her conscience. It was called I can’t take anymore.

But Brigit, who’d recently gone all weird and uptight, didn’t treat it as the load of cringe-making rubbish it so clearly was. Instead, when she saw the empty jar of sleeping tablets rolling around on my pillow, she decided it was a suicide note. And before I knew it, and it really was before I knew it because I was still asleep – well, asleep or unconscious, depending on whose version of the story you believe – she had rung for an ambulance and I was in Mount Solomon having my stomach pumped. That was unpleasant enough, but there was worse to come. Brigit had obviously turned into one of those New York abstention fascists, the kind who if you wash your hair with Linco beer shampoo more than twice a week, say that you’re an alcoholic and that you should be on a twelve-step programme. So she rang my parents in Dublin and told them that I had a serious drug problem and that I’d just tried to kill myself. And before I could intervene and explain that it had all been an embarrassing misunderstanding, my parents had rung my painfully well-behaved older sister, Margaret. Who arrived on the first available flight from Chicago with her equally painful husband, Paul.

Margaret was only a year older than me but it felt more like forty. She was intent on ferrying me to Ireland to the bosom of my family. Where I would stay briefly before being admitted to some Betty Ford type place to sort me out ‘For good and for all’, as my father said when he rang me.

Of course I had no intention of going anywhere but by then I was really frightened. And not just by the talk of going home to Ireland and into a clinic, but because my father had rung me. He had rung me. That had never happened in the whole of my twenty-seven years. It was hard enough to get him to say hello whenever I rang home and it was one of the rare occasions when he answered the phone. The most he ever managed was ‘Which one of you is that? Oh Rachel? Hold on till I get your mother.’ Then there was nothing except banging and bashing as he dropped the phone and ran to get Mum.

And if Mum wasn’t there he was terrified. ‘Your mother’s not here,’ he always said, his voice high with alarm. The subtext being, ‘Please, please don’t let me have to talk to you.’

Not because he didn’t like me or was a cold unapproachable father or anything like that.

He was a lovely man.

I could grudgingly admit that by the time I was twenty-seven and had lived away from home for eight years. That he wasn’t the Great Withholder of Money For New Jeans that my sisters and I loved to hate during our teens. But despite Dad’s lovely man-ness he wasn’t big on conversation, not unless I wanted to talk about golf. So the fact that he had rung me must have meant that I’d really messed up this time.

Fearfully, I tried to set things right.

‘There’s nothing wrong with me,’ I told Dad. ‘It’s all been a mistake and I’m fine.’

But he was having none of it. ‘You’re to come home,’ he ordered.

I was having none of it either. ‘Dad, behave yourself. Be … be … realistic here, I can’t just walk out on my life.’

‘What can’t you walk out on?’ he asked.

‘My job, for example,’ I said. ‘I can’t just abandon my job.’

‘I’ve already spoken to them at your work and they agree with me that you should come home,’ he said.

Suddenly, I found myself staring into the abyss.

‘You did WHAT?’ I could hardly speak I was so afraid. What had they told Dad about me?

‘I spoke to them at your work,’ repeated Dad in the same level tone of voice.

‘You big stupid eejit.’ I swallowed. ‘To who?’

‘A chap called Eric,’ said Dad. ‘He said he was your boss.’

‘Oh God,’ I said.

OK, so I was a 27-year-old woman and it shouldn’t matter if my father knew I was sometimes late for work. But it did matter. I felt the way I had twenty years earlier when he and Mum were called up to the school to account for my ongoing dearth of completed homework.

‘This is awful,’ I said to Dad. ‘What did you have to go ringing work for? I’m so embarrassed! What’ll they think? They’ll sack me for this, you know.’

‘Rachel, from what I can gather I think they were just about to anyway,’ said Dad’s voice from across the Atlantic.

Oh no, the game was up. Dad knew! Eric must have really gone to town on my shortcomings.

‘I don’t believe you,’ I protested. ‘You’re only saying that to make me come home.’

‘I’m not,’ said Dad. ‘Let me tell you what this Eric said …’

No chance! I could hardly bear to think about what Eric said, never mind hear it.

‘Everything was fine at work until you rang them,’ I lied frantically. ‘You’ve caused nothing but trouble. I’m going to ring Eric and tell him that you’re a lunatic, that you escaped from a bin and not to believe a word you said.’

‘Rachel.’ Dad sighed heavily. ‘I barely said a thing to this Eric chap, he did all the talking and he seemed delighted to let you go.’

‘Let me go?’ I said faintly. ‘As in, fire me? You mean I’ve got no job?’

‘That’s right.’ Dad sounded very matter-of-fact.

‘Well, great,’ I said tearfully. ‘Thanks for ruining my life.’

There was silence while I tried to absorb the fact that I was once more without a job.

‘OK, what about my flat?’ I challenged. ‘Seeing as you’re so good at messing things up for me?’

‘Margaret will sort that out with Brigit,’ said Dad.

‘Sort out?’ I had expected the question of my flat would totally stump Dad. I was shocked that he’d already addressed the matter. They were acting as if something really was wrong with me.

‘She’ll pay a couple of months’ rent to Brigit so that Brigit has breathing space to find someone new.’

‘Someone new?’ I shrieked. ‘But this is my home.’

‘From what I gather yourself and Brigit haven’t been getting on too well.’ Dad sounded awkward.

He was right. And we’d been getting along a whole lot worse since she’d made that phone call and brought the interference of my family tumbling down on top of me. I was furious with her and for some reason she seemed to be furious with me too. But Brigit was my best friend and we’d always shared a flat. It was out of the question for someone else to move in with her.

‘You’ve gathered a lot,’ I said drily.

He said nothing.

‘An awful bloody lot,’ I said, much more wetly.

I wasn’t defending myself as well as I normally would have. But, to tell the truth, my trip to the hospital had taken more out of me than just the contents of my stomach. I felt shaky and not inclined to fight with Dad, which wasn’t like me at all. Disagreeing with my father was something I did as instinctively as refusing to sleep with moustachioed men.

‘So there’s nothing to stop you coming home and getting sorted out,’ said Dad.

‘But I have a cat,’ I lied.

‘You can get another one,’ he said.

‘But I have a boyfriend,’ I protested.

‘You can get another one of those too,’ said Dad.

Easy for him to say.

‘Put me back onto Margaret and I’ll see you tomorrow,’ said Dad.

‘You will in your arse,’ I muttered.

And that seemed to be that. Luckily I had taken a couple of Valium. Otherwise I might have been very upset indeed.

Margaret was sitting beside me. In fact, she seemed to be constantly by my side, once I thought about it.

After she finished talking to Dad, I decided it was time to grab back control of the reins of my life. Because this wasn’t funny, it wasn’t entertaining, it wasn’t diverting. It was unpleasant, and above all it was unnecessary.

‘Margaret,’ I said briskly, ‘there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m sorry you’ve had a wasted journey, but please go away and take your husband with you. This is all a big, huge, terrible mistake.’

‘I don’t think it is,’ she said. ‘Brigit says …’

‘Never mind what Brigit says,’ I interrupted. ‘I’m actually worried about Brigit because she’s gone so weird. She used to be fun once.’

Margaret looked doubtful, then she said, ‘But you do seem to take an awful lot of drugs.’

‘It might seem an awful lot to you,’ I explained gently. ‘But you’re a lickarse, so any amount would seem like lots.’

It was true that Margaret was a lickarse. I had four sisters, two older and two younger and Margaret was the only well-behaved one of the lot. My mother used to run her eye along us all and sadly say, ‘Well, one out of five ain’t bad.’

‘I’m not a lickarse,’ she complained. ‘I’m just ordinary.’

‘Yes, Rachel.’ Paul had stepped forward to defend Margaret. ‘She’s not a lickarse. Just because she’s not a, a … junkie who can’t get a job and whose husband leaves her … Unlike some,’ he finished darkly.

I spotted the flaw in his argument.

‘My husband hasn’t left me,’ I protested in my defence.

‘That’s because you haven’t got one,’ said Paul.

Paul was obviously referring to my eldest sister, Claire, who managed to get ditched by her husband on the same day that she gave birth to their first child.

‘And I have a job,’ I reminded him.

‘Not any more, you don’t.’ He smirked.

I hated him.

And he hated me. I didn’t take it personally. He hated my entire family. He had a hard job deciding which one of Margaret’s sisters he hated the most. And well he might, there was stiff competition among us for the position of black sheep. There was Claire, the deserted wife. Me, allegedly a junkie. Anna, who’d never had a proper job, and who sometimes sold hash to make ends meet. Then there was Helen, and frankly, I wouldn’t know where to begin.

We all hated Paul as much as he hated us.

Even Mum, although she wouldn’t admit to it. She liked to pretend that she liked everyone, in the hope that it might help her jump the queue into Heaven.

Paul’s trouble was that he was a pompous know-all. He wore the same kind of jumpers as Dad and he’d bought his first house when he was thirteen or some such ridiculous age by saving up his First Communion money.

‘You’d better get back on the phone to Dad,’ I told Margaret. ‘Because I’m going nowhere.’

‘How right you are,’ agreed Paul nastily.
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The air hostess tried to squeeze past Paul and me. ‘Can you sit down, please? You’re blocking the aisle.’

Still Paul and I lingered awkwardly. Margaret, good girl that she was, had already taken her allocated seat by the window.

‘What’s the problem?’ The air hostess looked at our boarding cards, then she looked at the seat numbers.

‘But these are the right seats,’ she said.

That was the problem. The boarding-card numbers had me sitting beside Paul and the thought of being next to him for the entire flight to Dublin revolted me. I wouldn’t be able to let my right thigh relax for a whole seven hours.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘But I’m not sitting beside him.’

I indicated Paul.

‘And I’m not sitting beside her,’ he said.

‘Well, how about you?’ the air hostess asked Margaret. ‘Have you any objections to who you sit beside?’

‘No.’

‘Fine,’ she said to Paul. ‘Why don’t you go on the inside.’

Then, to Margaret, ‘Come out, you. Then you go in the middle.’ She looked at me, ‘And then you.’

‘OK,’ we all said meekly.

A man in the seat in front of us twisted his neck for a good look at the three of us.

He stared at us for a while with a puzzled look on his face. Then he spoke.

‘Do you mind me asking,’ he said. ‘But what age are you all?’

Yes, I had agreed to go home to Ireland.

Even though I had had absolutely no intention of doing so, a couple of things changed my mind. First, tall, dark and sexy Luke arrived at the apartment. I was delighted to see him.

‘Shouldn’t you be at work?’ I asked, then proudly introduced him to Margaret and Paul.

Luke shook hands politely, but his expression was tight and tense. To put the smile back on his face, I launched into the story of my escapade in Mount Solomon. But he didn’t seem to find it funny. Instead he gripped my arm hard and muttered, ‘I’d like a word with you in private.’

Puzzled, I left Margaret and Paul sitting in the front room and took Luke into my bedroom. From his grim air I didn’t think he was going to clamber all over me and say ‘Quickly, let’s get you out of these wet clothes,’ and expertly remove my garments, like he usually did.

Nevertheless I still wasn’t prepared for what did happen. He indicated that he wasn’t at all amused by my hospital visit. In fact, he sounded disgusted.

‘When did you lose your sense of humour?’ I asked bewildered. ‘You’re as bad as Brigit.’

‘I’m not even going to answer that,’ he hissed.

Then, to my utter horror, he proceeded to tell me our relationship was over. I went cold with shock. He’d ended it with me?

‘But why?’ I asked, as every cell in my body screamed ‘NO!’ ‘Have you met someone else?’

‘Don’t be so stupid,’ he spat.

‘Why then?’ I asked.

‘Because you’re not the person I thought you were,’ he said.

Well, that told me precisely nothing.

He went on to viciously insult me, trying to make out it was my fault. That he had no choice but to end it with me.

‘Oh no.’ I wasn’t going to be manipulated. ‘Break it off with me if you’re determined to, but don’t try and make it my fault.’

‘God,’ he said angrily, ‘there’s just no getting through to you.’

He stood up and moved towards the door.

Don’t go.

Pausing only to throw a few more nasty comments my way, he slammed out of the apartment. I was devastated. It wasn’t the first time a man had ditched me for no obvious reason, but I hadn’t expected it from Luke Costello. We’d had a relationship for over six months. I had even begun to think it was a good one.

I struggled to deflect waves of shock and grief and pretend to Margaret and Paul that everything was fine. Then in the midst of my stunned, stomach-churning misery, Margaret said ‘Rachel, you’ve got to come home. Dad’s already paid the deposit for you at the Cloisters.’ And I felt like I’d been thrown a life-line.

The Cloisters! The Cloisters was famous.

Hundreds of rock stars had been admitted to the converted monastery in Wicklow (no doubt tying in some handy tax exiling while they were at it) and stayed the requisite couple of months. Then, before you could say ‘Make mine a fizzy water’, they’d stopped wrecking hotel rooms and driving cars into swimming pools, had a new album out, were on every talk show going, speaking gently and being serene, with their hair cut and neatly combed, while reviewers spoke about a new quality and an extra dimension to their work.

I wouldn’t mind going to the Cloisters. There was no shame attached to that. On the contrary. And you never knew who you might meet.

Being blown out by Luke had caused me to rethink my entire life.

Maybe it would be OK to leave New York for a while, I thought carefully. Especially as there seemed to be some sort of ban on enjoying yourself there. I didn’t have to go for ever, just for a couple of months until I felt better.

What harm could it do now that I had no job and no boyfriend to hold me? It was one thing to lose my job, because I’d always get another one. But to lose a boyfriend … well …

‘What do you think, Rachel?’ Margaret asked anxiously. ‘How about it?’

Naturally, I had to put up a bit of a protest. I couldn’t admit that my life was so worthless that I could walk away from it without a backward glance. So I made a show of resisting, but it was mere bravado, empty posturing.

‘How would you like it,’ I demanded of Margaret, ‘if I marched into your life and said “Come on now, Mags, say goodbye to Paul, your friends, your flat, your job and your life. You’re going three thousand miles away to a madhouse, even though there’s nothing wrong with you”? Well, how would you like that?’

Margaret was nearly in tears. ‘Oh, Rachel, I’m sorry. But it’s not a madhouse and …’

I couldn’t keep it up for long because I didn’t like upsetting Margaret. Even though she was weird and saved money and hadn’t had sex until she got married, I was still very fond of her. So by the time I got round to saying ‘Margaret, how can your conscience let you do this to me? How can you sleep at night?’ my capitulation was complete.

When I said ‘OK, I’ll go,’ relieved looks shot between Brigit, Margaret and Paul, which annoyed me because they were acting as if I was some kind of incapacitated half-wit.

Once I had a good think about it, a rehabilitation place seemed like a good idea. A great idea, even.

I hadn’t had a holiday in ages. I could do with a rest, some peace and serenity. Somewhere to hide and lick my Luke-shaped wounds.

The words of Patrick Kavanagh’s Advent floated around in my head, We have tested and tasted too much, lover, through a chink too wide there comes in no wonder.

I’d read loads about the Cloisters and it sounded wonderful. I had visions of spending a lot of time sitting around wrapped in a big towel. Of steam rooms, saunas, massage, seaweed treatment, algae, that kind of thing. I’d eat lots of fruit, I vowed, nothing but fruit and vegetables. And I’d drink gallons of water, at least eight glasses a day. To flush me out, to cleanse me.

It would be good to go for a month or so without a drink or doing drugs.

A whole month, I thought, clenched by sudden fear. Then the calming effect of the Valium soothed me. Anyway, they probably had wine with the meals in the evenings. Or maybe people like me, the ones that didn’t have serious problems, would be allowed out to walk down to the local pub.

I would stay in a simple converted monk’s cell. Slate floors, whitewashed walls, a narrow wooden bed, the faraway sound of Gregorian chant floating on the evening air. And, of course, they’d have a gym. Everyone knows that exercise is the best cure for alcoholics and the like. I’d have a stomach like a plank when I came out. Two hundred sit-ups a day. It would be great to have time to spend on myself. So when I returned to New York, I’d look fabulous and Luke would be on his knees begging me to take him back.

There was bound to be some kind of therapy, as well. Therapy therapy, I mean, not just cellulite therapy. The lie-down-on-the-couch-and-tell-me-about-your-father kind. Which I’d be quite happy to go along with. Not to actually do, of course. But it would be very interesting to see the real drug addicts, the thin ones with the anoraks and the lank hair, nurturing themselves as five-year-olds. I would emerge cleansed, whole, renewed, reborn. Everyone who was currently pissed-off with me wouldn’t be pissed-off anymore. The old me would have gone, the new me ready to start all over again.

‘Will she, er, be going, you know, cold turkey?’ Margaret tentatively asked Brigit, as we prepared for the snow-lined drive to JFK.

‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ I laughed. ‘You’re all overreacting wildly. Cold turkey, my foot. You only get that with heroin.’

‘And you’re not on heroin, then?’ asked Margaret.

I rolled my eyes at her in exasperation.

‘Well, how am I supposed to know?’ she asked.

‘I’ve to go to the loo first,’ I said.

‘I’ll come with you,’ offered Margaret.

‘No, you won’t.’ I broke into a run.

I reached it just before she did and slammed the door in her face.

‘Get lost,’ I shouted from behind the locked bathroom door. ‘Or I’ll start shooting up just to annoy you.’

As the plane took off from JFK, I settled back in my seat and I was surprised to find that I felt intense relief. I had the strange feeling that I was being airlifted to safety and was suddenly very glad to be leaving New York. Life hadn’t been easy lately. So little room to manoeuvre.

I was skint, I owed money to nearly everyone. I laughed to myself because for a minute there I really did sound like a drug addict. I didn’t owe that kind of money, but I was up to the limit of both my credit cards and I’d had to borrow from every single one of my friends.

Work in the hotel where I was an assistant manager had become harder and harder to do. There were times when I walked through the revolving doors to start my shift and found myself wanting to scream. Eric, my boss, had been very bad tempered and difficult. I had been sick a lot and late a lot. Which made Eric more unpleasant. Which, naturally, made me take more time off sick. Until my life had shrivelled down to two emotions. Despair when I was at work, guilt when I wasn’t.

As the plane cut through the clouds over Long Island, I thought, ‘I could be at work now. I’m not and I’m glad.’

I closed my eyes and unwelcome thoughts of Luke came barging in. The initial pain of rejection had shifted slightly to make room for the pain of missing him. He and I had practically been living together and I felt his absence like an ache. I shouldn’t have started thinking about him and what he had said because it made me feel a bit hysterical. I became seized by an almost uncontrollable compulsion to find him that very minute, tell him how wrong he was and beg him to take me back. To get such an uncontrollable compulsion on an airborne plane at the start of a seven-hour flight was a foolish thing to do. Luckily the air hostess was on her way round with the drinks and I accepted a vodka and orange with the same gratitude that a drowning girl might accept a rope.

‘Stop it,’ I muttered as Margaret and Paul stared at me with white, anxious faces. ‘I’m upset. Anyway, since when wasn’t I allowed to have a drink?’

‘Just don’t overdo it,’ said Margaret. ‘Promise me?’

Mum took the news that I was a drug addict very badly. My youngest sister, Helen, had been watching daytime television with her when Dad broke the news. Apparently after he had got off the phone from Brigit, he ran into the sitting-room and, all of a dither, blurted out ‘That daughter of yours is a drug addict.’

All Mum said was ‘Hmmm?’ and continued watching Ricki Lake.

‘I know that,’ she added. ‘What are you getting your knickers in a knot about?’

‘No,’ said Dad, annoyed. ‘This isn’t a joke. I’m not talking about Anna. It’s Rachel!’

And apparently a funny expression appeared on Mum’s face and she kind of lurched to her feet. Then, with Dad and Helen watching her – Dad nervously, Helen gleefully – she felt her way blindly into the kitchen and put her head on the kitchen table and started to cry.

‘A drug addict,’ she sobbed. ‘I can’t bear it.’

Dad put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

‘Anna maybe,’ she wailed. ‘Anna certainly. But not Rachel. It’s bad enough having one, Jack, but two of them. I don’t know what they do with the bloody tinfoil. I really don’t! Anna goes through it like wildfire and when I ask her what she does with it, you can’t get a straight answer out of the child.’

‘She uses it to wrap the hash into little parcels when she’s selling it,’ supplied Helen helpfully.

‘Mary, shut up about the tinfoil a minute,’ said Dad, as he tried to formulate a plan for my rehabilitation.

Then his head snapped back to Helen. ‘She does what?’

Meanwhile, Mum was furious.

‘Oh “shut up about it” is it?’ she demanded of Dad. ‘It’s all very well for you to say shut up about the tinfoil. You’re not the one who has to roast a turkey and goes to the press to get a sheet of tinfoil to cover the fecker with and finds there’s nothing there only a roll of cardboard. It’s not your turkey that ends up as dry as the Sahara.’

‘Mary, please, for the love of God …’

‘If she only told me she’d used it, it wouldn’t be so bad. If she left the cardboard roll out I might remember to get more the next time I went to Quinnsworth …’

‘Try and remember the name of the place that that fellow went into,’ he said.

‘What fellow?’

‘You know, the alcoholic, the one who embezzled all that money, he was married to that sister of the one you go on the retreats with, you know him.’

‘Patsy Madden, is that who you’re talking about?’ asked Mum.

‘That’s the lad!’ Dad was delighted. ‘Well, find out where he went to, to get help for the jar.’

‘But Rachel doesn’t have a problem with drink,’ protested Mum.

‘No,’ said Dad. ‘But they do a whole load of stuff in whatever the name of the place is. Drink, drugs, gambling, food. Sure you can get addicted to nearly anything these days.’

Dad bought a couple of the glossy women’s magazines every month. Ostensibly for Helen and Anna, but really for himself. Which meant he knew about all sorts of things that fathers really shouldn’t: self-mutilation, free radicals, AHAs, Jean-Paul Gaultier and the best fake tans.

Mum got on the phone and made discreet enquiries. When pressed she said that a distant cousin of Dad’s was showing a bit too much fondness for alcohol, thanked the woman for her concern and quickly got off the phone.

‘The Cloisters,’ she said.

‘The Cloisters!’ Dad exclaimed in relief. ‘It was driving me mad not being able to remember. I wouldn’t have got a wink of sleep, I would have just lain there all night racking my brain …’

‘Ring them,’ Mum interrupted tearfully.
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The Cloisters cost a fortune. That’s why so many pop stars went there. Some people’s health insurance covered the costs but, as I’d lived away from Ireland for about eight years, I didn’t have any. I didn’t have any in New York either, come to think of it. I’d always intended to get round to it, some day, when I was mature and responsible and grown-up.

Because I had neither health insurance nor a penny to my name, Dad had said that he’d foot the bill, that it was worth it to sort me out.

But that meant that as soon as I arrived home and staggered in through the front door, jetlagged and depressed with a Valium and vodka hangover, Helen greeted me by yelling from the top of the stairs, ‘You stupid cow, that’s my inheritance money you’re using to dry out with, you know.’

‘Hello, Helen,’ I said wearily.

Then she said in a surprised voice, ‘God, you’ve got thin. Emancipated looking, you skinny bitch!’

I nearly said ‘thanks’ but remembered in time. The usual scenario was that I would say ‘Really? Have I?’ And she’d say ‘No! Nah haaah! You fall for it every time, don’t you? You big thick.’

‘Where’s Pollyanna?’ asked Helen.

‘Out at the gate, talking to Mrs Hennessy,’ I said.

Margaret was the only one of us who spoke to our neighbours, happy to discuss hip replacements, grand-children’s First Communions, the unusually wet weather and the availability of Tayto in Chicago.

Then Paul pushed into the hall, loaded down with bags.

‘Oh Christ, no,’ said Helen, still at the top of the stairs. ‘No one said you were coming. How long are you staying for?’

‘Not long.’

‘Better not be. Or else I’ll have to go out and get a job.’

Despite sleeping with all her professors (or so she said), Helen had failed her first-year exams in university. She’d repeated the year but, when she failed the exams again, she gave the whole thing up as a bad job.

That had been the previous summer, and she hadn’t managed to get a job in the meantime. Instead she spent the time hanging round the house, annoying Mum, badgering her to play cards.

‘Helen! Leave your brother-in-law alone,’ came my mother’s voice. And then she appeared at the top of the stairs beside Helen.

I’d been dreading meeting my mother. I had the sensation that there was a lift in my chest that had plummeted out of control to the pit of my stomach.

Faintly I could hear Helen complaining ‘But I hate him. And you’re always telling me that honesty is the best policy …’

Mum hadn’t come to the airport with Dad. It was the first time since I had left home that she hadn’t come to the airport to meet me. So I figured she was dangerously cross.

‘Hi, Mum,’ I managed. I couldn’t quite look at her directly.

She gave me a sad, little, martyrish smile and I felt a violent pang of guilt that nearly sent me groping for my Valium bottle there and then.

‘How was your journey?’ she asked.

I couldn’t bear the pretend politeness, the skirting round the really big issue.

‘Mum,’ I blurted, ‘I’m sorry you got a fright, but there’s nothing wrong with me. I don’t have a problem with drugs and I didn’t try to kill myself.’

‘Rachel, WILL YOU STOP LYING!’

The lift inside me was going haywire by then. I was getting the plummeting sensation so often that I felt sick. Guilt and shame mingled with anger and resentment.

‘I’m not lying,’ I protested.

‘Rachel,’ she said with an edge of hysteria to her voice, ‘you were rushed to hospital in an ambulance and had your stomach pumped.’

‘But there was no need for it,’ I explained. ‘It was a mistake.’

‘It was not!’ she exclaimed. ‘They checked your vital signs in the hospital, it needed to be done.’

Really, I thought in surprise. Was that true? Before I could ask she was off again.

‘And you have a drug problem,’ she said. ‘Brigit said you take loads and so did Margaret and Paul.’

‘Yes, but …’ I tried to explain. While simultaneously feeling a burst of explosive rage at Brigit, which I had to file away for a later date. I couldn’t bear it when Mum was upset with me. I was used to Dad shouting and yelling, and it didn’t affect me in the slightest. Except maybe to make me laugh. But Mum giving me all this ‘I’m disappointed in you’ stuff was very unpleasant.

‘OK, I take drugs now and then,’ I admitted.

‘What kind?’ she asked.

‘Oh, you know,’ I said.

‘I don’t.’

‘Er, well, maybe a line or two of cocaine …’

‘Cocaine!’ she gasped. She looked stricken and I felt like slapping her. She didn’t understand. She was from a generation that went into spasms of horror at the mere mention of the word ‘drugs’.

‘Is it nice?’ asked Helen, but I ignored her.

‘It’s not as bad as it sounds,’ I pleaded.

‘It doesn’t sound bad at all.’ I wished Helen would go away.

‘It’s harmless and non-addictive and everyone takes it,’ I beseeched Mum.

‘I don’t,’ complained Helen. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘I don’t know anyone who does,’ said Mum. ‘Not one of my friends’ daughters has done anything like this.’

I fought back the rage. From the way she was going on, you’d swear that I was the only person in the whole world, ever, who had been out of line or made a mistake.

Well, you’re my mother, I thought belligerently. You made me the way I am.

But mercifully I somehow managed not to say it.

I stayed
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