










MARIAN KEYES

Rachel’s Holiday

[image: image]






For Tony





Contents

1

They said I was a drug addict. I found that…


2

The stewardess tried to squeeze past Paul and me. “Can…


3

The Cloisters cost a fortune. That’s why so many pop…


4

I’d been on nodding terms with Luke Costello long before…


5

All in all, the idea of sleeping with Luke or…


6

I enjoyed talking to the Real Men. In New York…


7

“That’s it, that’s the Cloisters.” Dad slowed down the car…


8

“Poor bastards,” I thought in sympathy as I looked at…


9

Come now, come, I cajoled myself. Let’s look on the…


10

Mike grabbed me by the wrist and rushed me down…


11

Now what happens? I wondered eagerly. Now do we go…


12

The tea was lovely in a totally disgusting way. We…


13

I loitered in the dining room as the remains of…


14

And so to bed. Cue: yawns, outstretched arms, rubbing of…


15

The first morning I found myself in bed with Luke…


16

After it was over I stumbled out into the hall…


17

In the middle of a lovely dream, I was woken…


18

The day never really got on track for me. I…


19

In the afternoon a nice man that I hadn’t seen…


20

Sunday. Visiting day!


21

It was Monday morning.


22

I had promised myself that Monday would be the day…


23

“I’m afraid you can’t leave,” said Dr. Billings.


24

“You see, Luke isn’t a very nice person,” I was…


25

My consumption of Celine’s last cookie coincided with the others…


26

When I went to bed that night I was confused.


27

In no time at all the place was packed. There…


28

I got lucky that night. I hooked up with a…


29

I was nearly sick with fear that the questionnaire might…


30

We limped back to the dining room, drained after all…


31

The following morning in group my relief was almost hysterical…


32

On this Sunday, I was allowed visitors. What I was…


33

They say the path of true love never runs smooth.…


34

“Take off your dress,” Luke said softly.


35

Naturally I couldn’t go to work the next day. Liberated…


36

“Jesus, it’s nearly nine o’clock!” Chris declared. A great stampede…


37

What was my earliest memory? I wondered, looking at the…


38

I decided not to use the Easter egg story. I…


39

After tea that evening, we were given a talk. We…


40

And so to group.


41

Over the next couple of group sessions, in a scenario…


42

The night Luke stormed out of my kitchen—oh yes, even…


43

Not as such. I didn’t actually, there and then, utter…


44

It was a date, a real one.


45

Another weekend. Two days free from the fear of the…


46

After the visitors left, Sunday Afternoon Suffocation suddenly descended on…


47

On Monday morning in group Josephine turned her attention to…


48

Brigit and I were both lying on her bed, barely…


49

I was eager for Brigit to get together with Joey,…


50

Summer in New York moved into fall, a much more…


51

Lunchtime at the Cloisters. My parents were due in about…


52

The following morning we had the usual stampede down the…


53

Before I knew it I was sitting in a chair…


54

My half-packed bag, lying on the floor, reproached me. Mocking…


55

With Misty’s shocking revelations, the huge amounts of attention that…


56

The days passed.


57

It took two full weeks for my world to cave…


58

Later that week it became clear that my horrors hadn’t…


59

I had a week or more of rampaging around like…


60

My last day finally came. Like my birthday, my first…


61

In honor of meeting Chris, I persuaded myself to have…


62

I had a choice of knotting a rope and kicking…


63

When we escaped into the warm evening, Chris suddenly seemed…


64

I knew it was the wrong thing for both of…


65

I cleaned out my mother’s purse of money. Then I…


66

I woke up in the hospital.


67

As soon as I was liberated from hospital, Dad said…


68

Every time Nola caught me talking to a man, she…


69

Autumn whizzed by and the weather got colder and edged…


70

In the days leading up to Christmas I was very…


71

On into the spring.


72

With shaking hands I opened the letter. It was addressed…


73

It wasn’t a date. It was more unlike a date…


Epilogue

I was just getting ready for bed when I heard…




Author’s Note


Acknowledgments


About the Author


Praise


Other Books by Marian Keyes


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher









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 cheap sneakers that looked like they’d been bought in Woolworth’s, 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, like my two older sisters, Claire and Margaret, 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 beers.) 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 guy with long hair and a beard. He was more like a celestial stand-up comic, 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,” he laughs, “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 pills. 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 a few more.

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 roommate, 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.)

But 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 stuff I often wrote when I was under the influence. Stuff that seemed really profound at the time, where I thought I’d discovered the secret of the universe, but that caused me to blush with shame when I read it in the cold light of day—the parts 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 part—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 gotten weird and uptight, didn’t treat it as the bad drunken poetry 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 called an ambulance and I was in Mount Sinai 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. 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 called 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 straighten me out “For good and for all,” as my father said when he called 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 called me. He had called 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 called 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 it? Oh, Rachel? Hold on till I get your mother.” Then there was nothing except banging 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.

That I could grudgingly admit 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 teenage years. But despite Dad’s lovely manness he wasn’t big on conversation. Not unless I wanted to talk about golf. So the fact that he had called 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 coming 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.

I swallowed. “To who?”

“Eric,” said Dad. “He said he was your boss.”


“Oh God,” I said.

OK, so I was a twenty-seven-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 calling my office 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 called them,” I lied frantically. “You’ve caused nothing but trouble. I’m going to call Eric and tell him that you’re a lunatic, that you escaped from an institution and not to believe a word you said.”

“Rachel.” Dad sighed heavily. “I barely said a thing to this Eric; 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 apartment?” I challenged. “Seeing as you’re so good at messing things up for me?”

“Margaret will settle that with Brigit,” said Dad.


“Settle it?” I had expected the question of my apartment 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 along 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 an apartment. It was out of the question for someone else to move in with her.

“You’ve gathered a lot,” I said dryly.

He said nothing.

“An awful 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 men with mustaches.

“So there’s nothing to stop you coming home and getting straightened 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 on with Margaret and I’ll see you tomorrow,” said Dad.

“In your dreams,” 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 to put a stop to all the nonsense. It was time for me 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 made the trip for no reason, 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 gotten 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 goody-goody, so any amount would seem like lots.”

It was true that Margaret was a brown noser. I had four sisters, two older and two younger, and Margaret was the only well-behaved one. My mother used to look at us all and sadly say, “Well, one out of five ain’t bad.”

“I’m not a goody-goody,” she complained. “I’m just ordinary.”

“Yes, Rachel.” Paul had stepped forward to defend Margaret. “She’s not a goody-goody. 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 defense.

“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, thirty-one, the deserted wife. Me, twenty-seven, allegedly a junkie. Anna, twenty-four, who’d never had a real job, and who sometimes sold hash to make ends meet. And there was Helen, twenty, 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 line into Heaven.

Paul was such a pompous know-it-all. He wore the same kind of sweaters as Dad did and 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 stewardess 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 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 stewardess asked Margaret. “Have you any objections to who you sit beside?”

“No.”

“Fine,” she said patiently. “Why don’t you go on the inside?”

She said this to Paul.

“Then you go in the middle,” she said to Margaret.

“And then you,” she said to me.

“OK,” we all said meekly.

A man in the seat in front of the three of us twisted his neck for a good look. “Do you mind me asking,” he said, “how old you are?”

 

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 Sinai. 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 humor?” 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 blame me.”

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

He stood up and moved toward 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 lifeline.

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 deduction while they were at it) and stayed the requisite couple of months. Then, before you could say “Make mine a Perrier,” they’d stopped wrecking hotel rooms and driving cars into swimming pools, had a new album out, were on every talk show, 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 ditched by Luke 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 a move toward a ban on enjoying yourself there. I didn’t have to go forever, 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 now so worthless that I could walk away from it without a backward glance. 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 apartment, 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 hated 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 around 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 thought about it, a rehabilitation place seemed like a good idea. A great idea.

I hadn’t had a vacation 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 about the Cloisters and it sounded wonderful. I had visions of spending a lot of time sitting round 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 of water a day. To flush me out, to cleanse me.

It would be good to go for a month or so without a drink and without 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 in the evenings 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. 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 arrived back in 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 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 snowy 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 shouted.

“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” 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. I was suddenly very glad to be leaving New York. Life hadn’t been easy lately. So little room to maneuver.

I was low on cash, 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 shriveled 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 fiercely: “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. So I fought back the urge to pick up the telephone receiver built into the back of the seat. Luckily the air hostess was on her way around 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?”

 

Apparently 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 and the big-haired trailer-park trash.

“But 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?” he said, aghast.

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 get a sheet of tinfoil to cover the bird with and finds there’s nothing left but 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 store…”

“Try and remember the name of the place that that fellow went into,” Dad 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 get help.”

“But Rachel doesn’t have a problem with drinking,” 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. 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. So he knew about all sorts of things that fathers really shouldn’t: self-mutilation, free radicals, Jean-Paul Gaultier and the best fake tans.

So 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…”

“Call 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 around to it someday, 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.”

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?”

“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 neighbors, happy to discuss hip replacements, grandchildren’s First Communions, and the unusually wet weather.

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.

That had been the previous summer, and she hadn’t managed to get a job in the meantime. Instead she spent the time hanging around 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 an elevator 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 angry.

“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 around the really big issue.

“Mum,” I blurted, “I’m sorry you got scared, 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!” she said, raising her voice.

The elevator 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 do, 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 my mother was upset with me. I was used to my father shouting at me 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 fun?” asked Helen, but I ignored her.

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

“It doesn’t sound bad at all,” said Helen. I wished she would go away.

“It’s harmless and nonaddictive and everyone takes it,” I beseeched Mum.

“I don’t,” complained Helen. “I wish I did, though.”

“I don’t know anyone who does,” said Mum. “Not one of my friend’s daughters has done anything like this.”

I fought back the rage that filled me. 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—my celestial comic must have been having a rest—I somehow managed not to say it.

 

I stayed at home for two days before I went to the Cloisters.

It was not pleasant.

I was not popular.

Except for Margaret, who hadn’t got past the qualifying rounds, the position as Least Favorite Daughter passed from one of us to the next on a rotating basis, like the presidency of the EU. My brush with death ensured that I had toppled Claire from her position and I now wore the crown.

Almost the moment I was off the plane Dad told me that they’d do a blood test at the Cloisters before I was admitted. “So,” he said nervously, “now, I’m not saying you will, mind, but if you were thinking of taking anything, and I’m sure you’re not, it’ll show up in the test and you won’t be allowed in.”

“Dad,” I said, “I keep telling you, I’m not a drug addict and there’s nothing to worry about.”


I nearly added that I was still waiting for the condom full of cocaine to clear my digestive tract, but as he wasn’t showing much of a sense of humor, I thought better of it.

Dad’s fears were unfounded because I had no intention of taking any drugs.

That’s because I didn’t have any to take. Well, no illegal ones anyway. I had my economy-size container of Valium but that didn’t count because I got it on prescription (even if I had to buy the prescriptions from a dodgy doctor in the East Village who had an expensive ex-wife and an even more expensive smack habit). I certainly hadn’t been fool enough to risk smuggling cocaine and its illicit ilk into the country. Which was very adult and sensible of me.

And not actually the great sacrifice that I’m making it sound. I knew that I’d never go short of a narcotic while Anna was around.

The only thing was, Anna wasn’t around. From Mum’s terse little sentences, I gathered that Anna was as good as living with her boyfriend, Shane. Now, there was a boy who knew how to enjoy himself! Shane, as they say, “lived life to the full.” To overflowing. To bursting point.

Oddly enough, it wasn’t cocaine I missed. It was Valium. Not that that was surprising, I was shaken by the recent and rapid changes my life had undergone and the tension between me and Mum wasn’t pleasant. I would have appreciated something to take the edge off it all. But I managed not to take any of my little magic white pills because I was really looking forward to going to the Cloisters. If I’d had more time (and any money) I would even have bought new clothes in honor of it.

Such willpower! And they were calling me a drug addict?

 

I slept an awful lot in the two days. It was the best thing to do because I was jetlagged and disoriented and everyone hated me.


I tried to call Luke a couple of times. I knew I shouldn’t. He was so angry with me the best thing to do was give him time to calm down, but I couldn’t help myself. As it happened, I just got his answering machine and I had enough of a grip on myself not to leave a message.

I would have tried ringing him a lot more. I had compulsions to do so for most of my waking hours. But Dad had recently gotten a very large phone bill (something to do with Helen) and had mounted a twenty-four-hour guard around the phone. So any time I dialed a number, Dad tensed no matter where he was, even if he was four miles away playing golf, and cocked his ear intently. If I dialed more than seven digits, I would barely be started on the eighth when he would come barreling into the hall to shout “Get off the damn phone!” Which ruined my chances of talking to Luke but was worth its weight in gold in the nostalgia stakes. My teenage years came rushing back to me. All I needed was for him to say “Not a minute past eleven, Rachel. Now, I mean it this time. If you keep me waiting in that car like the last time you’re never going out again” for me to be fourteen all over again. Although why would I want to be that? You try being fourteen and five foot seven, with size-eight feet.

Relations were even more strained with my mother. My first day at home, as I undressed for a post-flight snooze, I caught her staring at me as if I’d just grown another head.

“Christ almighty.” Her voice was shaking. “Where did you get all those terrible bruises?”

I looked down and thought I was seeing someone else’s body. My stomach and arms and ribs were a mess of dark purple blotches.

“Oh,” I said in a little voice. “I suppose that must have been from having my stomach pumped.”

“God above.” She tried to take me in her arms. “No one said…I just thought they…I didn’t realize it was so violent.”

I pushed her away. “Well, now you do.”

“I feel sick,” she said.


She wasn’t the only one.

When I got dressed or undressed after that, I avoided looking in the mirror. Luckily it was February and it was freezing, so, even in bed, I could wear long-sleeved, high-necked things.

During those two days, I had one horrible dream after another.

I had my old favorite, the “There’s-someone-scary-in-my-room-and-I-can’t-wake-up” dream. Where I dreamt—surprise, surprise—that there was someone in my room, someone menacing, who meant to harm me. And when I tried to wake up to protect myself, I found I couldn’t. The force got closer and closer until it was leaning over me and, even though I felt panicky terror, I still couldn’t wake up. I was paralyzed. I tried and tried to break through to the surface, but I suffocated under the blanket of sleep.

I also had the “I’m-dying” dream. That one was horrible because I could actually feel my life force spiral out of me, like a tornado in reverse, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. I knew I’d be saved if I woke up, but I couldn’t.

I dreamt that I fell off cliffs, that I was in a car crash, that a tree fell on top of me. I felt the impact every single time and jerked awake sweating and shaking, never knowing where I was or whether it was day or night.

 

Helen left me alone until the second night I was back. I was in bed, afraid to get up, and she arrived into the room, eating an ice-cream cone. She had an air of restlessness about her that spelled trouble.

“Hello,” she said.

“I thought you were going for a drink with Margaret and Paul,” I said warily.

“I was. I’m not now.”

“Why not?”

“Because stingy bastard Paul says he’s not buying me any more drinks,” she said viciously. “And where am I going to get money for drinks? I’m unemployed, you know. That Paul wouldn’t give you the steam off his piss,” she said as she sat down on my bed.

“But didn’t they take you last night and get you totally blasted?” I asked in surprise. “Margaret said you were drinking double Southern Comforts all night and you didn’t buy a single drink.”

“I’m unemployed!” she roared. “I’m poor! What do you expect me to do?”

“OK, OK,” I said mildly. I wasn’t up to a fight. Anyway, I agreed with her. Paul was cheap. Even Mum once said that Paul would eat his dinner in a drawer and peel an orange in his pocket. And that he wouldn’t piss on the road in case the little birds warmed their feet. Even though she was drunk when she said it—she’d had a sip of wine—she meant it.

“God, imagine!” Helen smiled at me, as she settled herself on the bed and looked as if she’d be there for some time. “My own sister in a loony bin.”

“It’s not a loony bin,” I protested weakly. “It’s a treatment center.”

“A treatment center!” She scoffed. “That’s nothing but a loony bin by another name. You’re fooling no one.”

“You’ve got it all wrong,” I protested weakly.

“People will cross the road when they see you coming,” she said gleefully. “They’ll say ‘That’s the Walsh girl, the one that went crazy and had to be locked up,’ so they will.”

“Shut up.”

“And the people will be confused because of Anna and they’ll say ‘Which Walsh girl? I believe there’s a couple of them that are a little nuts and—’”

“Celebrities go there,” I interrupted, playing my trump card.

That stopped her in her tracks.

“Who?” she demanded.

I named a couple of names and she was visibly impressed.

“Really?”


“Yes.”

“How do you know?”

“I read about them in the papers.”

“How come I never heard about it?”

“Helen, you don’t read the papers.”

“Don’t I? No, I suppose I don’t, what would I want to read them for?”

“To find out about celebrities going to the Cloisters?” I said archly. I was rewarded with a sour look from Helen.

“Shut up, you smart ass,” she said. “You won’t think you’re so great when you’re bouncing around in your padded cell wearing one of those lovely jackets with the long sleeves.”

“I won’t be in a padded cell,” I said smugly. “And I will be hobnobbing with celebrities.”

“Do pop stars really go there?” Her excitement was starting to show, no matter how hard she tried to hide it.

“Yes,” I promised her.

“Really?” she asked again.

“Really.”

“Really, really?”

“Really, really.”

There was a little pause.

“Wow.” She sounded impressed. “Here, finish this.” She thrust the remains of the ice-cream cone at me.

“No thanks,” I said. The thought of food made me feel sick.

“I’m not asking you to take it,” said Helen. “I’m telling you. I’m sick of ice cream—it’s all Dad buys at the store.”

“I don’t want it.” I pushed the offending ice cream away.

“Fine with me.” Helen shrugged and put it on my bedside table, where it proceeded to melt all over the place.

I tore my thoughts back to happier things. “So, Helen, when I’m best friends with the likes of Madonna,” I said airily, “you’ll be—”

“Be realistic, Rachel,” she interrupted. “Although I suppose that’s one of the reasons you’re going to the bin in the first place—because you can’t be realistic…”

“What are you talking about?” It was my turn to interrupt.

“Well,” she said, with a pitying smile, “they’re hardly going to put the famous people in with rest of you, are they? They have to protect their privacy. Otherwise the likes of you would go to the papers as soon as you’re out and sell their story. Sex in my cocaine hell and all that.”

She was right. I was disappointed, but not too disappointed. After all, I’d probably see them at mealtimes and on social occasions. Maybe they had dances.

“And of course they’re bound to have much nicer bedrooms and nicer food,” said Helen, making me feel worse. “Which you won’t be getting because Dad’s much too stingy. You’ll be in the economy rooms while the celebrities will be living it up in the deluxe wing.”

I felt a burst of rage at my tightfisted father. How dare he not pay the extra for me to be in with the celebrities!

“And there’s no point asking him to cough up.” Helen read my thoughts. “He says we’re poor now, because of you.”

I felt very depressed. I lay in silence. So, highly unusually, did Helen.

“All the same,” she finally said, “you’re bound to bump into them at some stage. You know, in the corridors and on the grounds and such places. You might even get to be friends with some of them.”

Suddenly I felt joyous and hopeful. If Helen was convinced, then it had to be true.







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/MSRCover.png
marian keyes

besiseling author of kst chance sakoon and angels

w

s, ... A comig-otoge
-
satsconey . popetet
[ ——
—Boston Gt

rachel's

holiday





OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/images/MSRThumb.jpg





OPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
marian keyes

bestseling author of last chance saloon and angels

o

“Hiarious. .. . A coming-of-age.
jouney of love and

by its unforgettable heroine.”
—Boston Giobe

rachel’'s

holiday





