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Dominique and Brendan – a glamorous couple everyone envies. Until Brendan disappears without a trace and Dominique finds out the truth about their luxurious lifestyle . . .

Dominique Brady’s life changed the day she met Brendan Delahaye. He was a man with big dreams and she was the girl he wanted to take with him. Madly in love, she married him without hesitation. Now she’s half of one of the most powerful and glamorous of couples.

Then suddenly Brendan disappears without a trace.

As her world crashes around her, Dominique must find a way to hold it all together. Will Brendan ever return? And if he does, will Dominique stand by her man?
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Prologue

Dominique was trying to decide the best way to position a dozen coloured Chinese lanterns around the small patio garden when she heard the doorbell ring. Her eyes widened as she glanced at her watch and she hurried through the house, wiping her hands on her black jeans as she walked along the narrow hallway.

‘Hi.’ A petite redhead with a dark green baseball cap sitting unsteadily on her unruly curls looked at her with a hint of curiosity, and then smiled. ‘Mizz Delahaye? I’m Lizzie Horgan. I’m from the caterers.’

‘Bang on time,’ said Dominique. ‘I didn’t realise how late it was getting. Everything’s through here.’ She led the way back along the hallway into the small, square kitchen that she’d tidied that morning. Open French doors led to the enclosed patio where she’d been hanging the lanterns.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said as Lizzie looked around with unconcealed interest. ‘It’s a bit on the poky side.’

‘Don’t worry. There’s not that much stuff. We’ve catered for much bigger events than . . .’ Lizzie broke off, aware that she could be insulting Dominique by (a) insinuating that her party was too small to worry about; or (b) implying that the client herself was someone who didn’t know all about big events. There was a (c) too, of course, and that was that her boss had given her very strict instructions about how she was to treat Dominique Delahaye, and that with her careless remark, she wasn’t sticking to Ash’s instructions at all.

Those instructions, delivered firmly, were that she was to be as professional as possible. To be ultra-polite. To make the delivery and leave. She was not, Ash had warned, to engage the woman in casual conversation or make any comments at all that could be construed as interfering or critical or personal in any way whatsoever.

‘We’re not rubberneckers,’ Ash had reminded Lizzie. ‘We don’t pry into our customers’ private lives. No matter what our own opinions on them might be,’ she added.

‘I’ll be discretion itself,’ Lizzie assured her. ‘But she’s having a party, for heaven’s sake! She must have something to celebrate. I haven’t seen anything on the news, have you? Either about him or about her. I read that she’d gone abroad. That she’d met him somewhere. But that’s obviously all wrong. So why d’you think she’s doing this? Are they right about her having money? Is she back on the social scene again? Or is it a farewell party because she’s leaving the country now?’ Lizzie was almost breathless with excitement.

‘It’s none of our business,’ Ash replied. ‘It’s a private party; she made that perfectly clear. Crystal clear, in fact, so no trying to worm info out of her. We don’t know what her situation is now. If she’s getting back into the whole party scene, there could be lots of work for us in the future, but not if we upset her over this. So it’s simply a question of us doing a good job with the minimum of fuss.’

Lizzie assured Ash that she’d be the soul of discretion, although she couldn’t help thinking that her cool, calm and efficient employer would be much better at that. But Ash was working another function that day and couldn’t spare the time for what was just a simple delivery job, no matter how famous (or infamous) the client might be.

So Lizzie said nothing further to Dominique Delahaye as she continued to transfer the food from the van to the kitchen as quickly and as unobtrusively as possible. But she couldn’t help glancing at the woman from time to time and wondering if any or all of the reports about her were true. Ash frequently  said that newspapers and magazines only ever gave one side of a story; the side that they thought was the most interesting, or fitted with their own philosophy.

In the past, stories about Dominique Delahaye were always about her glittering life, her social standing and her charity work. That had all changed abruptly, and the pieces over the last few months had been completely different. But it was a long time now since Lizzie had read anything about their new client in the paper. Though it was funny, she mused, as she plugged in the small wine chiller that the catering company supplied, how normal Dominique Delahaye seemed to be. There was, of course, no real reason why the woman shouldn’t be normal. But when everything you knew about her was thanks to the news reports in the papers and on the TV, you tended to forget that there was a real person underneath. Lizzie couldn’t help wondering what the real Dominique was like. Normal or not, she doubted she’d ever really know.

Dominique hadn’t missed the curiosity in Lizzie’s eyes. She left the younger girl to finish unloading the van and went upstairs, shutting the bedroom door behind her before sitting down on the edge of the double bed. She released her breath slowly and evenly and then pinched the bridge of her nose with the tips of her finger and thumb. She’d been really looking forward to today, looking forward to doing something fun and frivolous for someone she cared about, looking forward to having some good friends, old and new, to the house; but she was feeling suddenly anxious, and her anxiety had been ratcheted up by the cheerful caterer’s obvious attempt at nonchalance.

Would there ever be a time, she asked herself, when people stopped looking at her the way Lizzie Horgan had looked at her? With a mixture of sympathy and disdain and unbridled curiosity? Would there ever be a day when someone would meet her and not make snap judgements based on things they had read or heard?

Probably not, she conceded, as she released another slow breath. Probably not, and that’s something I have to live with. Something I have to accept. Something, she reminded herself, I’ve already accepted, because I’m here today holding a party. There was a time when I thought I’d never even be at a party again. She got up from the bed and stretched her arms over her head. She was doing the right thing. And the party was going to be great. It would be an occasion to look forward, not to look back. For everyone concerned.

‘Um, excuse me, Mizz Delahaye. Everything’s done now.’ Lizzie’s voice wafted up the stairs. ‘The food’s in the fridge, the ice is in the freezer and the wine is in the chiller. I’ve taken the glasses from the boxes and left them on the table. They’re already washed and I’ve given them a quick wipe too.’

Dominique took another deep breath and ran lightly down the stairs. The caterer was standing in the hallway.

‘Thanks,’ Dominique said. ‘You’ve done a great job. I appreciate it.’

Lizzie beamed at her. She’d thought she’d done a pretty good job too, unloading and storing everything in record time. Nevertheless, it was nice to get praise from Dominique Delahaye, who had, she knew, once been voted Ireland’s Most Celebrated Hostess. Dazzling Domino, they’d called her at the time. Of course, that was before everything had gone totally pear-shaped for her and she’d ended up being called a lot of other things instead. She was hardly dazzling now, was she, in her black T-shirt and black jeans, her hair held back untidily from her face and a streak of dust across her cheek. Although there was still something about her that held your attention, there was no doubt about that.

‘I hope you have a fantastic evening,’ said Lizzie. ‘Housewarming, is it?’ As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished she hadn’t said anything. Ash would freak if she knew she’d asked a question. But she hadn’t been able to help herself.

‘No.’ Dominique hesitated, and then gave Lizzie the ghost of a smile. ‘It’s a divorce party, actually.’

‘Oh.’ Lizzie looked surprised. ‘I didn’t realise . . . well, um, I suppose I should probably say congratulations – would that be the right thing under the circumstances?’

‘It’s not my divorce.’ This time Dominique’s smile was wider and there was an undercurrent of laughter in her voice.

‘My mistake,’ said Lizzie, thinking that the older woman looked a lot less fierce when she smiled. Almost beautiful, actually, with those dark brown eyes softening and two tiny dimples appearing in her cheeks. More like her photographs, in fact. Nearly dazzling after all.

‘That’s OK. Understandable, even.’ Dominique still sounded amused.

‘I didn’t know that you’d moved to Dublin.’ Lizzie felt that Dominique’s smile allowed for a certain level of conversation between them, despite Ash’s warnings. ‘I didn’t even think you were in Ireland, to be honest.’

‘I never left Ireland,’ Dominique told her gently. ‘No matter what you might have heard. And I’m from Dublin, so perhaps it was inevitable that I’d end up back here again.’

‘The house in Cork was magnificent, though.’ Lizzie filed away the information about Dominique’s residency. ‘And the views were spectacular. I remember the pictures of it in the  Hello! magazine spread.’

‘The Curse of Hello!,’ said Dominique ruefully, and then smiled her wide smile again.

It was nice to see that she could still smile, thought Lizzie. Obviously, in recent times, there hadn’t been much for her to smile about. And then she wondered if the stories that talked about secret trysts and hideaways in the Maldives were true after all and if that was why her client could afford to throw parties and smile so brightly. Keep your head, she told herself. It’s none of your business. Remember what Ash said. Don’t ask unwanted questions.

‘Well, look, have a great divorce party for whoever it is.’  Despite the ban on asking questions, she did desperately want to know if Dominique had already got a divorce herself.

‘Thank you,’ said Dominique. ‘We’ll do our best. And thank you for the food and the wine and the ice and everything else. If I ever get around to a divorce party for myself, I’m sure I’ll be in touch.’

Lizzie blushed. Dominique had known what she wanted to find out and had told her. There was something very controlled about her, Lizzie thought. A wariness, too. But she’d probably had to learn that. She remembered a photograph of Dominique in the grounds of her house in Cork, taken with a telephoto lens, in which she hadn’t looked controlled at all. In which she’d clearly been crying. The caption hadn’t been sympathetic. It had said something about Crocodile Tears.

If it was me, I don’t think I’d ever be able to face anyone again after all that, Lizzie reckoned. I’d just be too embarrassed.

Dominique didn’t seem to be embarrassed, though. She was looking straight at Lizzie, her brown eyes steady in a face that was slightly drawn but still attractive, despite the fine lines around the edges of her eyes and a definite crease on her brow. Lizzie wondered whether they’d all appeared in the last few months.

In earlier photographs, the ones in the magazines and the social diaries of the newspapers, before the ones that were taken with telephoto lenses, Dominique had never looked anything other than radiant. But those sort of pictures were always retouched, everyone knew that. Nevertheless, Lizzie was certain that a couple of years ago Dominique wouldn’t have been seen dead like she was now, even if she was just meeting the caterers. Especially if she was just meeting the caterers! It would’ve been unthinkable. All the same, there was something captivating about her. An attraction that wasn’t all to do with her slightly angular face and those huge liquid eyes.

The Domino Effect. That had been the headline on one of  the newspaper articles. But of course they’d only written it then because she was the wife of an influential businessman who’d given her the nickname. Nobody realised the impact that the piece, and its accompanying photograph of Dominique sipping champagne whilst sitting on a marble worktop, would have.

Even people who hadn’t read the original article had heard of her afterwards. She’d become a celebrity in her own right, a must-have person at any glittering event and an inspiration to lots of women.

What would it be like, Lizzie wondered, to have it all and to lose it? To have made your way to the top only to have it taken away so abruptly? What would it be like, she asked herself, to know that people were talking about you and wondering whether every word from your lips was a tissue of lies, whether you knew the truth behind everything that had happened and had been part of it all yourself?

She shivered slightly. During the years when she’d read about Dominique Delahaye, she’d envied her. Envied her looks and her lifestyle and especially her attractive, successful husband. Everyone had loved her. Everyone had loved him. Everyone had called them the perfect couple.

That was then, of course. They weren’t saying that now. Even though, over the last year there’d been more newsprint than ever devoted to them. Lizzie had read most of it and joined in the gossip.

They’d been a couple well worth gossiping about.




Chapter 1

He was the first person ever to call her Domino.

Until then, she’d always been Dominique. At home, her mother resolutely refused ever to shorten it or to use a pet name for her. Evelyn simply couldn’t understand why people would give their children one name only to call them something else entirely. She herself never responded to Eve or Evie but only to Evelyn. Or, naturally, to Mrs Brady. She preferred being called Mrs Brady by people she didn’t know very well. She didn’t like strangers to be too familiar. She hated the way that chit of a girl in the bank called her Evelyn, as though they were the best of friends, when the relationship between them was that of customer and teller. The world, she thought, was becoming far too disrespectful and everyone was a good deal less deferential than they’d been when she’d been growing up. As far as Evelyn was concerned, that wasn’t a good thing, and it wasn’t helped by giving children pet names.

So Dominique it was, even though Evelyn’s own pronunciation made it sound like the male version, Dominic. During her pregnancy, Evelyn had been certain that she was expecting a second boy, and had already chosen his name. The arrival of a girl had surprised her, but she’d promised St Dominic that she’d name the baby after him and she was a woman who kept her promises.

She prayed that her daughter would be blessed with her namesake’s reputed integrity and honour as well as his charitable disposition. Evelyn was heavily involved in charity work  herself and was one of an army of women who cleaned and polished the parish church so that the scent of beeswax mingled with the floral arrangements that were renewed every week, while the pews glowed in the light that slanted through the stained-glass windows. On the day she brought Dominique home from the hospital, Evelyn hung a picture of the saint holding a bible and a lily over the baby’s cot and asked him to bless her baby and keep her on the straight and narrow. When she was a little older and was sleeping in a bed instead of a cot, Dominique begged her mother to take the picture down, insisting that it scared her; but Evelyn told her not to be silly, that St Dominic was there to look after her and he always would. It wasn’t until her teens that Dominique finally replaced the saint’s picture with a large glossy poster of Sting, whom she adored and whose lyrics she once told her brother Gabriel were far more meaningful to her than prayers. She also stuck up posters of Simon Le Bon and Annie Lennox in her room. Evelyn pursed her lips at the sight of them, but realised that as far as Dominique was concerned, there was no point in saying anything at all.

At school, Dominique tried to shorten her name to Nikki, but somehow it never quite worked. There were two other Nikkis at the Holy Trinity School for Girls and both of them were adorable and gorgeous, which meant that to be a Nikki she would have had to be adorable and gorgeous too. Unfortunately, she didn’t have Nikki McAteer’s shiny blond hair and baby-blue eyes, or Nikki Dunne’s bouncing auburn curls and perfect skin, and so she stayed Dominique, or sometimes Dommy, which she hated because it didn’t conjure up the type of person she would have liked to be. Not perhaps as flighty as the most popular girls in the school (whose only interest was in make-up and boyfriends), but someone who was pretty and fun to be with and who was invited to parties and other social events as a matter of course.

But it was hard to be fun, she thought, when she was stuck with parents like Seamus and Evelyn; and hard to make the  most of her decent bone structure and slender figure when her porcelain-pale skin was prone to spots and her almost black shoulder-length hair was boringly straight and curl-free. Tragically, from her point of view, her short sight meant having to wear glasses; and despite the optician telling her that the square tortoiseshell frames (which were all she could afford) were grand on her, she knew that they didn’t really flatter her face.

Dominique longed for the kind of sleek looks and outgoing personality that would have allowed her to be part of the group of girls who were acknowledged to be the leaders of their years. But only a favoured few were like the two Nikkis, or Cara Bond, or – the queen bee herself – Emma Walsh, who would regularly flick her chestnut curls from her face with a careless gesture that managed to convey her superiority over everyone else in the class without really trying.

It was in her fifth year of secondary school that things began to change for Dominique. The change wasn’t brought about by the sudden disappearance of her spots (unfortunately they were as persistent as ever) or by a new hair product that gave her bouncing curls (nothing worked on her poker-straight mane), but by the fact that she was thrust unexpectedly into the limelight as Judas in the school production of Jesus Christ Superstar. This was only because Nikki Dunne was hauled into hospital with appendicitis the morning of the production and Dominique, as her understudy, was told that she’d have to take her place. Dominique had nearly thrown up at the thought. It was one thing singing the part at rehearsals; it was quite another to actually have to perform in front of people. Her original role in the production had had nothing to do with singing at all. She’d been down to sell raffle tickets.

‘Ah, don’t worry about it,’ said Maeve Mulligan, her best friend, as they sat backstage together. ‘You’re Judas, for heaven’s sake. You’re the villain of the piece. If you hit a wrong note, people will almost expect it of you.’

‘Yeah, but they’ll also know I’m not meant to.’ Dominique’s  teeth were chattering with nerves. ‘And Cara and Emma will be creased up with laughing at me.’

‘They won’t,’ said Maeve. ‘They’re not that evil. Besides, they want the show to go well. They’ll help you out.’

‘Someone else should’ve been the understudy.’ Dominique picked at a spot on her chin. ‘You know they only chose me for it because they try to make girls like us part of everything.’

Maeve nodded. She knew what her friend meant. The girls with the smooth skin and glossy hair were the ones who always got picked for the school plays. Everyone knew that. The others, still gawky or spotty or awkward, ended up making scenery and selling tickets, although they were trained as understudies. Most of them accepted that this was merely to make them feel good about themselves. They were never expected to have to actually perform.

‘You’ll be fine,’ she said. ‘Your voice isn’t that bad anyway.’

‘Nothing like Nikki’s, though.’

‘We’ll all be rooting for you,’ Maeve assured her. ‘My mother has promised to clap like mad every time you open your mouth.’

Dominique smiled faintly. ‘Well mine certainly won’t. I’m not sure how she feels about me in this role. Judas Iscariot was hardly her favourite person.’ She picked at the spot again and this time it started to bleed. ‘Damn it,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be dripping blood all over the stage.’

‘If you left them alone, they’d go,’ observed Maeve.

‘If I leave them alone, they multiply,’ Dominique told her. ‘I’ll have to load on the foundation to hide them.’

Maeve grinned. ‘Maybe it’s because you’re so spotty that they got you to understudy. You know, Judas looking a bit mean and pustular while Jesus Christ is kind of cute.’

‘I’m glad you’re my friend,’ said Dominique grimly. ‘Otherwise I’d hit you for saying that. Even if it’s probably true.’

Dominique thought she was going to faint as the curtain slowly parted, but although she knew that her voice was very shaky  at the start, she grew in confidence as she realised that she was managing to keep it all together, so that by the time the performance ended she was actually enjoying herself and was sorry when the curtain finally closed.

As the applause rang around the hall, she felt both pleased and proud. It was good to be the centre of attention for once and have people notice her. She stood between Emma and Cara and the three of them held hands and bowed while the audience clapped enthusiastically. She felt even prouder when Miss Prescott singled her out for a special mention for having stood in so well for Nikki Dunne at such short notice.

‘She’s right,’ murmured Emma Walsh as they took a final bow. ‘You were great, Dominique.’

‘Thanks.’ Dominique glowed. Emma had been very supportive throughout the performance and Dominique was beginning to think that the other girl wasn’t as snooty as she’d originally thought.

‘Who’s that guy beside your mother?’ Emma asked.

‘My dad, of course,’ she replied, unable to actually see him because without her specs she was far too short-sighted to identify anyone.

‘It can’t be your dad,’ said Emma. ‘He’s too young.’

‘Oh, him.’ Dominique squinted. ‘That’s Gabriel. My older brother.’

‘No way,’ said Emma. ‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

Dominique knew why Emma sounded so surprised. While she’d been stuck with the plain gene in the family, Gabriel was almost heart-stoppingly handsome. Three years older than her, he was much taller. His face was chiselled and thoughtful, with a permanent shadow of stubble around his chin. He’d never had a spot in his life. His eyes were brown like hers but not hidden by glasses and a fringe. If she’d looked like Gabriel, Dominique thought, she could definitely have been a Nikki. No question.

After she’d changed out of her costume and into jeans and  a jumper, she went to find her family. As she approached them, Emma joined her.

‘Introduce me,’ she said to Dominique.

‘Pleased to meet you.’ Dominique’s father, Seamus, shook Emma’s hand. ‘You were very good as Mary Magdalene.’

‘Thanks,’ said Emma. ‘I think she’s a tragic figure really.’

‘I never approved of her,’ sniffed Evelyn. ‘But we’re all God’s children.’

‘Even Judas Iscariot,’ said Gabriel warmly. ‘You were very good too, Dominique.’

‘Thank you,’ she said.

Emma turned to look at him. ‘You would’ve made a great Judas yourself,’ she said. ‘All dark and brooding.’

Gabriel smiled and Dominique laughed. ‘He wouldn’t have had the right attitude towards it,’ she told Emma, who, she realised with a sudden spurt of amusement, fancied him. She looked wickedly at her, tickled by the idea that the most popular girl in the class was interested in her gorgeous, unavailable brother. ‘He’s going to be a priest, you see.’

‘No!’ Emma’s eyes opened wide. ‘Not really?’

‘It’s true,’ admitted Gabriel. ‘It’s my vocation.’

‘You’re kidding me!’ Emma still couldn’t quite believe it.

‘He’s going to make a wonderful priest,’ said Evelyn. ‘We’re so proud of him, aren’t we, Dominique?’

‘Absolutely,’ said his sister, although her tone belied her words. ‘He’s our very own Superstar.’

‘God, what a waste!’ Emma said the following week in class. ‘I mean, I can’t believe that you have such a hunk of a brother, Dominique Brady. Or that I never met him before. Or that he’s going to be a priest! Will he go through with it, d’you think? It would be such a loss to women everywhere.’

Dominique shrugged. ‘He’s always wanted to join the priesthood,’ she told Emma and the others who had clustered round. ‘Ever since he was small. Other kids played cowboys and  Indians and stuff. He said pretend Masses. He said he had a vision.’

‘What sort of vision?’ breathed Tanya Johnson.

‘Oh, of God,’ said Dominique dismissively. ‘He said that God came into his room one night and told him that he had a mission for him and that it was to do his work or something like that.’

‘Don’t you believe him?’ asked Natasha Howard.

‘C’mon!’ Dominique looked at her scathingly. ‘God doesn’t come into people’s bedrooms. That’s all church stuff. Gabriel wants to be a priest because my mother brainwashed him when he was a kid by making him be an altar boy and telling him he was special and everything. He’s not.’

‘He’s utterly gorgeous,’ sighed Emma dreamily. ‘I wonder if I could persuade him that his talents lie in other directions.’

‘You wouldn’t be the first to try,’ Dominique told her. ‘But you’d certainly be the first to succeed.’

Dominique had hoped that successfully carrying off the role as Judas would make her more popular with her classmates, but it was actually because of Gabriel that she was suddenly in demand. Girls who’d hardly ever spoken to her before asked her about him, wanted to know when he was at home, and took to calling around to her house on the off chance that he’d be in. Evelyn was surprised and not always pleased by her daughter’s new friends. She was especially wary of Emma Walsh, who always turned up wearing lashings of mascara, shiny pink lip gloss and low-cut tops. Evelyn considered Emma to be a bad influence on Dominique who was spending more and more time looking critically at her own reflection in the mirror and beginning to use mascara and lip gloss herself. She didn’t want Dominique giving in to vanity like so many girls her age. She wasn’t worried about Emma’s influence on Gabriel. She knew that no girl would divert him from his chosen path.

Despite Evelyn’s certainties, saving Gabriel from the priesthood became a mission for the girls in Dominique’s class, and  they embraced it enthusiastically. They wanted to change his mind before he joined the seminary, because he’d chosen to go to college before devoting himself solely to his vocation. The way they looked at it, they had a year to turn his life around and they were all going to do their best to be the one to achieve it. Dominique wondered what would happen to her new-found popularity at the end of the year when Gabriel departed, as she knew he would, for his training. She wondered if Emma, in particular, would continue to call around to the house. Much to her surprise, she was beginning to like Emma, even if she couldn’t help thinking that she was really silly over Gabriel. She was surprisingly generous with make-up tips and suggestions for – as she put it – enhancing Dominique’s appearance, although Dominique herself had to admit that she wasn’t brave enough to go for bright blue mascara and gold glitter on her cheeks. Not that Emma’s flirtation with coloured mascara and glitter was having any effect on her brother either.

‘It’s like The Thorn Birds,’ said Cara Bond in school one day. ‘He should follow his heart and not his head.’

‘Ooh, yes,’ agreed Lisa-Anne Downey. ‘He has to do what’s right for him.’

‘His heart is in the priesthood,’ said Dominique. ‘God knows where his head is. Up his arse most of the time.’

‘Oh, Dominique, you know that’s not true!’ cried Emma, who’d been around at the house the previous night, ostensibly to work on a geography project with Dominique and Maeve. As it turned out, Dominique was the one who researched the project, while Maeve drew up a chart of how it would look and Emma spent much of the time batting her (purple) eyelashes at Gabriel, who pretty much ignored her and continued reading his book on philosophy. ‘He can’t help being perfect.’

Dominique snorted. She was perfectly prepared to admit that Gabriel was a hunk, but as far as she was concerned, his  perceived perfection was bloody irritating; Evelyn and Seamus were forever telling her that she should try to live up to his example, which drove her nuts. Deep down, she couldn’t wait until he joined the seminary and was out of her life, lifting the pressure to be as wonderful as him off her shoulders.

Emma Walsh definitely didn’t want Gabriel to leave. Whenever possible, she would start a discussion with him about God and the Church, which he always took seriously but which left Dominique shaking with suppressed laughter. Maeve, the only one of her friends who didn’t fancy Gabriel (she’d known him all her life and, like Dominique, thought he was too good to be true), sometimes got annoyed with seeing Emma at the house so much. But both Maeve and Dominique agreed that the other girl was actually quite good fun when she wasn’t flicking her hair from her face and mooning over Gabriel. It would do her good, Maeve added, to realise that not every male in the universe could be charmed by her ever-changing lash colour and glossy lippy (although both of them wished that mascara and lippy would work the same wonders on them as they so clearly did on Emma, who, despite her failure with Gabriel, continued to be the girl most of the boys in their year wanted to date).

Gabriel left for the seminary at the Royal English College at Valladolid, in Spain, just after Dominique left school. By then Emma Walsh was the only one of the gang who still fancied him – all of the others had given him up as a lost cause, and Dominique couldn’t help feeling that she’d never again be as popular as she was for the few months when her brother had been the hottest item in town.

Emma continued to drop around to the Brady house until Gabriel left. She was thrilled when Evelyn (despite some reservations, and still thinking that the Walsh girl wore too much make-up and too few clothes) invited her to the family celebration to mark Gabriel’s departure for the seminary. It was at the house, and low-key, just family, neighbours and the local  parish priest. Evelyn fussed around making sure that they all had plenty of tea and sandwiches, while Gabriel appeared both pleased and slightly embarrassed at the attention.

‘I can’t believe he’s really going,’ said Emma mournfully. ‘I mean, who becomes a priest these days? Who’d want to?’

Dominique glanced at her brother, who was in the corner of the room talking to their parish priest. ‘He was always a bit spiritual,’ she conceded. ‘I know my mother influenced him too, but he truly seems to believe he has a vocation and will help people.’

‘Doesn’t help me,’ said Emma glumly, and Dominique laughed.

Evelyn made a short speech saying how proud she was of Gabriel, and then Gabriel himself said some words about the great gift that God had bestowed upon him and how he hoped to be found worthy of it. Meanwhile, Dominique wondered if there was anything she could ever do in her life to make Evelyn and Seamus half as proud of her as they were of her older brother.

She did rather better than she’d expected in her leaving exams. Both of her parents had congratulated her on her results, but since the posting of them had coincided with Gabriel’s departure to Valladolid, they hadn’t given them that much attention. The good results didn’t make a lot of difference to her anyhow, because there weren’t any jobs to be found. Not even in the local shops or businesses, most of which were struggling in an economy that was going nowhere. The only place hiring temporary staff was the local pub, and both Evelyn and Seamus made it quite clear that Dominique wasn’t working in a bar.

‘Dirty, smelly places,’ Evelyn said, even though she’d never set foot inside the door of their local lounge, which was famous for the quality of its Sunday carvery lunches. ‘And not the sort of job you want.’

‘I want anything that can help me earn some money of my own,’ said Dominique.

‘But not a bar,’ said Seamus, who, like Evelyn, was a teetotaller and wore a Pioneer Total Abstinence pin on the lapel of his suit. ‘There’s no way I want you working in a pub. I’ll continue to give you an allowance until you get something suitable.’

‘It’s not the same,’ replied Dominique. ‘And besides, you don’t give me very much.’

‘It’s all your father can afford,’ Evelyn told her. ‘I think he’s more than generous.’

‘Can we go on holidays this year?’ asked Dominique, changing the subject. ‘Can we go to Majorca like Maeve’s family?’

The Mulligans had headed off on holiday after the results of the exams had come out. Like Dominique, Maeve had done better than she’d hoped. Unlike the Bradys, the Mulligans were using it as an excuse to get away for a fortnight.

Evelyn sniffed. ‘I can’t believe they’re wasting all that money on two weeks of lying about,’ she said, ‘when they could put it to so much better use.’

‘I think two weeks lying in the sun sounds fabulous.’ Dominique sounded wistful.

‘Well I can’t think of anything worse,’ said Evelyn. ‘Now why don’t you go down to the parish office and see if you can help with the meals on wheels?’

‘It’s very unfair to be part of a family that considers Lourdes to be a potential holiday destination,’ Dominique told Maeve the following week when she’d arrived back home and shown off her photographs of hunky guys on the beach at Palma Nova. ‘We’re living in the nineteen eighties, not the fifties! I want to go to Fuengirola, not Fatima.’

Maeve sympathised. She’d had a great time in Majorca and enjoyed her first real romance, with an English guy she’d met at the apartment block where they were staying. She’d sent him three letters since she’d come home, although he hadn’t yet replied to any of them.

Maeve always felt sorry for Dominique, who had to live in that dreary house with its pictures of the Sacred Heart and the Virgin Mary on the walls and with both Evelyn and Seamus liable to whip out their rosary beads at any moment. It didn’t help, either, that Gorgeous Gabe (as the girls at school had christened him) had embraced the whole religion thing too. And it didn’t matter how much Dominique might want to live a different sort of life, or even just experience it for a time; it was very difficult to be different in the Brady household.

‘You need to get a job,’ Maeve told her. ‘Any job. Then you’ll have some money of your own and you’ll be able to go on holidays yourself.’

Dominique nodded. ‘I’ve applied to loads of places,’ she said. ‘Banks, insurance companies, the corporation . . . but that all takes for ever and there are so many people looking for work. I’m going into town next week to see if the shops are hiring.’

‘I heard that Cara Bond is off to the States,’ said Maeve. ‘She’s got a Donnelly visa and she’s going to Boston. And my sister is thinking of heading to London.’

‘No!’ Dominique looked at her friend in surprise.

‘There are jobs in the City there,’ Maeve told her. ‘And of course Lorna is good at all that stuff, what with her degree and everything. So she’s giving it a try.’

‘I suppose that’s where having a decent qualification helps,’ said Dominique.

‘Your leaving results were very decent,’ said Maeve.

‘Yeah, but I’m not going to college, am I?’ said Dominique. ‘I didn’t really think hard enough about it, I suppose. Anyhow, my parents couldn’t have afforded it so there wasn’t any point.’ She sighed. ‘My mother has the incredibly dated view that some guy will marry me and look after me for the rest of my life!’ She made a face. ‘How likely is that? It’d be great to go to England and get a job. Then I wouldn’t have to live in Shrine Central any more.’

Maeve laughed. ‘When we both get jobs, we’ll get a flat,’ she said. ‘Then we can do our own thing.’

‘My father would never let me live in a flat,’ said Dominique. ‘Not in Dublin. Not while I could still be at home.’

‘Hey, you’re an adult now,’ Maeve reminded her. ‘You were eighteen last month. You can do what you like.’

‘I wish it felt that way,’ said Dominique gloomily.

‘I promise you,’ said Maeve. ‘We’ll get jobs, we’ll get a flat and we’ll have a great time.’

But it didn’t work out like that. Despite their best efforts, there were no jobs to be found. Dominique eventually enrolled in a secretarial school (Evelyn agreed that it would help her employment prospects if she could type, although she complained that after thirteen years in the education system, it was a bit much to be forced into forking out more money for her daughter to learn a useful skill), while Maeve joined her sister, Lorna, in London. Lorna had landed a good job at Lloyds Bank and was sharing a house with two other girls. There was room for a fourth and, she told Maeve, as there were some vacancies for juniors going in the bank, she should come over and take her chances. Maeve had gone, been offered a position, and happily accepted.

Dominique couldn’t blame her friend for going but she missed her when she’d left. Emma was still around but Dominique didn’t have the same easy friendship with the prettiest girl in the school as she’d had with Maeve. It seemed to her that everybody was either getting jobs (Emma was working on the beauty counter in Arnotts department store) or leaving the country, and she was doing neither. The trouble was, she wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted to do and had no idea what she’d be good at. It wasn’t that she was stupid – her exam results proved that – but she didn’t have a burning ambition. Or a dream about the sort of life she wanted to lead.

Sometimes she wished she’d been born with Gabriel’s certainty. But on the nights she went out with Emma and her  other friends – occasionally drinking a little too much and hoping that her parents wouldn’t notice the next day – she knew that she did have a certainty about one thing: she sure as hell didn’t want a life of penance, poverty and celibacy like him!

The first job offer she got was as a waitress in a hamburger restaurant on George’s Street. Evelyn was both pleased that she’d got a job and annoyed that her newly acquired shorthand and typing skills were going to waste. It was the first time Dominique had ever had a wage of her own and, even though the money wasn’t great, she felt a rush of independence when she opened her pay packet.

The following morning she went into Peter Mark in Grafton Street and asked for a new hairstyle with a bit more life in it.

‘You need to lose the fringe for starters,’ the stylist told her bluntly. ‘You can carry off something more fashionable. Anything like these.’ She handed Dominique a magazine with pictures of Kylie Minogue, Bananarama and the Bangles. Dominique looked doubtful.

‘Maybe not quite so . . . so big,’ she said finally as she looked at the styles. ‘And not too tarty.’

The stylist sighed deeply. She liked giving people up-to-the-minute cuts but she could tell that the girl in front of her was a bit conservative for some of her favourites. She told Dominique that she’d give her something less radical than Cyndi Lauper but she’d try to make her look good all the same.

‘You should get contact lenses too,’ she advised. ‘That way people would be able to see your eyes. You’ve got lovely eyes.’

Nobody had ever told her that she had lovely eyes before. Dominique felt unexpectedly pleased to think she had a feature that anyone could consider lovely. She couldn’t afford lenses, but she did buy herself some new frames for her glasses – big, white and square. They didn’t show off her eyes but they were very fashionable. She also invested in some bright blue eye  shadow, dark red lipstick and high-heeled shoes. (Years later, when she’d learned what suited her and what didn’t, she shuddered to think that she’d been so proud of her primary colour make-up, oversized glasses and ridiculous hairdo.)

She enjoyed her job at the restaurant. She had a good memory for faces and always recognised regular customers. She remembered their favourite meals and would ask if they wanted ‘the usual’, which made them feel welcome and a little bit special. And she never got an order wrong.

So when the letters started to come back from the banks and the building societies and the insurance companies and everyone else she’d applied to for a job, saying that the positions had been filled by someone ‘more suitable’ or that she was on a long panel from which vacancies throughout the year might be filled, she didn’t feel despairing or rejected. She liked what she did, and even though Evelyn felt she should be chasing up office jobs, she was happy.

Her social life began to improve because she started meeting some of the other waiters and waitresses after work and they’d go for a drink in the Old Stand or Bruxelles, which were always noisy and crowded and fun. Dominique enjoyed being with people who didn’t know everything about her and who hadn’t known her when she was spotty and unattractive. (Much to her joy, the spots had disappeared almost as soon as she’d left school and even though she still hadn’t quite cracked make-up, she realised that she seemed to be growing into her looks a little.) She saw her new friends more and Emma and her gang less. She felt as though she was breaking away from her past and setting out on the road to her future.

Neither Evelyn nor Seamus was entirely happy with the lifestyle Dominique was beginning to lead. They wanted to know what the point of all this partying was. They believed that life was a journey towards something better and they wanted her to be a spiritual person, like Gabriel, and to spend her spare time doing good works, not just having fun. Dominique knew that she wasn’t a spiritual person. Especially  not now that she was earning her own money and staying out until the early hours of the morning, something that caused intense rows between herself and her mother.

The number of novenas that Evelyn left on her bedside table increased almost daily, especially whenever Dominique stayed out until dawn and threw clothes into the laundry basket that reeked of smoke and alcohol.

‘It’s not from me,’ she told her mother one day. ‘I only have one or two drinks at the most and I don’t smoke at all. I don’t know what you’re worrying about.’

Evelyn reminded her that it was easy to acquire loose morals and dangerous to drink too much because you never knew what it could lead to. It was, of course, she told Dominique, a sin to have sex before marriage, and no man would want her if she had a chequered past. Dominique looked at her mother in irritation and said that she didn’t think God spent his time keeping tabs on her sex life, but if He did there was something decidedly weird about Him, and besides, her past certainly wasn’t chequered. There were times when she wished it was, but so far, despite having snogged a number of men after nights in the pub, she hadn’t slept with any of them. No matter how irrational she told herself she was being, she still harboured images of a bolt of lightning striking her down if she lost her virginity to a man she hardly knew.

She served Brendan Delahaye on the third Friday he came in to American Burger for lunch. She knew that he was a regular customer even though he hadn’t sat at one of her tables before, and so she smiled the smile that caused two dimples to appear in her cheeks and that did more for her looks than the new haircut and dramatic eye shadow ever could.

‘Mushroom burger, well done,’ he said in a soft Cork accent. ‘And I mean well done. Not just scorched. Cremated.’

‘Mushroom burger, cremated,’ she repeated.

‘An extra portion of chips and a glass of milk.’

She stopped, her pencil poised above her notebook. ‘Milk?’

‘Yes, milk. Comes from a cow?’

‘Gosh, thanks for that information. Otherwise I mightn’t have known what you were talking about.’ She smiled at him, not intimidated by him as she sometimes was by her customers, because his expression was open and friendly, and because he was from the country after all, and everyone knew that people from Dublin were far superior to their culchie cousins. ‘You didn’t strike me as the milk type, that’s all.’

‘Oh.’ He sat back in the booth and looked up at her. ‘And what type do I strike you as?’

She studied him thoughtfully. Even though he was sitting down, she could see that he was a big man. Older than her by a good few years, she reckoned; must be in his late twenties. Tall and broad. His face strong-featured and slightly weather-beaten. Light brown hair, gelled but curly. Deep blue eyes. Which were now regarding her equally thoughtfully.

‘A rugby player,’ she said eventually. ‘A pint drinker.’

‘Rugby!’ he snorted. ‘That sissy ol’ game! Gaelic football is the only game in the world for a man to play.’

His accent had become a little stronger and Dominique stifled a giggle.

‘And milk is the only drink worth drinking?’ she suggested. ‘Preferably from your own cow?’

He stared at her and then laughed, loud enough so that the people nearby turned to look at them.

‘When I’m working, yes,’ he said. ‘I like milk. But I don’t have a cow of my own. Not in Dublin, anyway.’

‘Where d’you work?’ She knew that she should be getting on with taking his order – the restaurant was busy and all her tables were full – but she was enjoying the banter with him.

‘On the building site the other side of St Stephen’s Green,’ he told her.

She nodded. There was an office development being built on the site. She’d read in the papers that the economy was finally beginning to pick up and that there was a real need for office space in the city. She couldn’t quite believe it herself,  because she still hadn’t got a better job offer, but she hoped it was right.

‘So you’re a brickie, are you?’ she asked.

‘Jeez, girl, you do know how to put a man down. You don’t have to use the term “brickie” as though I’m a no-hoper. I’m working on the site, yes. But when this job is over I’m setting up my own company.’

‘Really?’ She looked at him in astonishment.

‘Absolutely,’ he told her. ‘That’s the only way forward. Things will pick up in this country, and having your own company is what’ll make you money.’

‘What’ll you build?’ she asked.

‘Houses,’ he told her. ‘Lots of them. And I’ll make a big profit from it.’

She laughed. ‘I hope someone buys them from you, so.’

‘They will,’ he said confidently.

‘Everything all right?’ Kirsten Jacobs, the supervisor, came over to the booth and looked at Dominique with a degree of irritation.

‘Absolutely,’ said the customer. ‘My fault for delaying your waitress. I was debating what to drink. You know what? I’ll have two of those milks.’

Kirsten looked from one to the other and frowned.

‘You sure?’ asked Dominique.

He nodded.

‘Well get to it,’ said Kirsten as Dominique hesitated.

When she returned with the two glasses of milk, he apologised for getting her into trouble.

‘Sorry, Domino,’ he said.

‘What?’ She was startled.

‘Domino.’ He grinned at her. ‘That’s what you reminded me of as you walked back to me, all dressed in black with your white specs and the two white glasses of milk in front of you. A little domino. It’s a good game, dominoes. You need luck and strategy and a willingness to take a chance to play it well.’

‘That’s so weird,’ she said slowly as she put the milk down on the table in front of him.

‘It’s not. It’s a very old game,’ he told her.

‘No. I don’t mean that. I mean – what you called me. It’s . . . it’s almost my name.’

‘Really?’

She nodded. ‘I’m Dominique,’ she said.

‘I prefer Domino,’ he said. ‘It suits you better.’

‘Why?’ she asked.

‘Oh, because I think you’re someone who would be willing to take a chance,’ he said.

‘Depends on what I’m chancing,’ she said.

He laughed.

‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Brendan,’ he said.

‘Not a very chance-taking name,’ she chided and went off to get his burger and chips.

She was prepared to chat with him again, but he’d opened his newspaper and was engrossed in the sports pages when she came back. He looked up briefly and thanked her but he didn’t engage her in conversation. She was vaguely disappointed. But later, when he was leaving, he waved goodbye to her and called, ‘See you, Domino,’ even though she was taking another order at the time and so couldn’t reply.
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