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​The Morning After

Chanel Amos woke to the sound of a suitcase wheel catching on the threshold outside her room.

Someone lifted it. Her father spoke quietly to someone else. She kept her eyes shut and waited for the front door to close.

At six fifteen in the morning, leaving the house was an activity best admired from a distance.

Her phone vibrated against something on the bedside table. She reached for it and found a wineglass first, empty except for a shallow purple stain. A photograph filled the screen: Chanel smiling beneath restaurant lights. 

There had been a birthday. Or the announcement of something that had justified a birthday-sized bill.

She dismissed the photograph.

Footsteps returned along the corridor.

“Chanel.”

She looked towards the doorway. Her father stood there in a navy suit, his travel coat over one arm.

“I thought you were leaving.”

“I was.”

He looked at the glass, then at the shoes lying separately on the carpet. One had landed near the wardrobe. The other had apparently made an independent decision beside the door.

Chanel sat up.

“If you’re looking for the second shoe, we’re both concerned.”

He did not smile.

She reached for the cardigan at the foot of the bed and pulled it around her shoulders. Her head hurt. So did the small patch of skin where she had slept with an earring pressed beneath her cheek.

“What time did you get home?”

“Late.”

“Four twenty.”

“Then I’m not sure why you asked.”

“Because I hoped you might answer me properly.”

She looked down at the screen in her lap. Another photograph arrived. This time, she turned the phone over.

Her father stepped into the room.

“You graduated two years ago. Tell me what you intend to do.”

“Today?”

“With your life, Chanel.”

The question was familiar. She had answered versions of it at family dinners, after discarded interviews, and on mornings when she had already known what the conversation would be before he entered the room.

She had once had better answers. A communications role. A project at the company. Something of her own, although that one had never acquired enough detail to survive a second question.

“I’m considering things.”

“For two years?”

“It hasn’t been two years of doing nothing.”

“Then tell me what it has been.”

She could have listed the work she had begun. He could have supplied the dates on which she stopped attending. Neither would learn anything.

“That position with the foundation wasn’t right for me.”

“You left before the first project was finished.”

“They wanted me because of you.”

“And the role at Amos Marine?”

“Samuel had already decided I would be useless.”

“Did you give him reason to change his mind?”

Chanel drew the cardigan tighter.

From the hall came the faint sound of the driver moving the suitcase. Her father glanced towards it, then put his coat over the chair.

He was making time. Somehow that felt worse than being fitted between two appointments.

“There was a charge last night that the bank queried.”

“I approved it.”

“That isn’t an explanation.”

“It was dinner.”

“For how many people?”

She could not give him an accurate number without opening the photograph again.

His face altered when she did not answer.

“Chanel.”

“It was one evening.”

“There have been a great many evenings.”

She turned her face towards the window. The curtains were not quite closed. Through the gap, the morning had begun without asking whether she was prepared for it.

“Not everyone wants to spend their life in a spreadsheet, Dad.”

“Do you imagine that is what I’m asking?”

“You keep asking what I’ve accomplished.”

“I’m asking why nothing you begin seems important enough for you to finish.”

She picked at a loose thread on the cardigan. There were answers she could use to make him angry. Anger at least gave her something to push against.

He looked tired already, and he had not reached the airport.

“There’s a summit in Cape Meridian next week,” he said. “Ocean technology and sustainability. Samuel and Isaac are attending with me.”

“That sounds very nice for all of you.”

“You’re coming.”

She lifted her head.

“I have plans.”

“Change them.”

“Dad—”

“You will attend the sessions. You will learn what the company does beyond paying for your plans.”

Her cheeks warmed.

“You could have said you wanted company.”

“I want you to take responsibility.”

He spoke without raising his voice. She wished he would give her an interruption she could call unreasonable.

“And if I don’t want to go?”

“Then you will need to make arrangements to support the life you prefer. I won’t continue funding this one indefinitely.”

She looked at him properly.

He had threatened restrictions before. There had been spending limits, arguments about cars, the cancelled trip she had eventually persuaded him to reconsider.

This sounded different.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

Her phone vibrated again between them. Neither looked at it.

He picked up his coat.

“The itinerary will be sent to you. Read it.”

At the doorway, he stopped.

“I don’t need you to become your brothers. But I need you to stop behaving as though your days have no consequences.”

Then he left.

Chanel listened to the front door close and the car pull away. The glass remained on the table. The shoes remained where she had dropped them.

Nothing in the room looked different enough to account for the feeling in her stomach.

She got up, carried the glass to the bathroom, and emptied the last stain into the basin.

On her phone, someone had written that last night had been exactly what she needed.

Chanel looked at the message for a long moment.

Then she opened the itinerary.
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​CHAPTER 2
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​Someone Else’s Shirt

Henry called while Chanel was standing in front of her wardrobe, trying to find something she could wear downstairs without appearing to have slept in it.

She answered with the phone balanced between her shoulder and ear.

“My father has decided I need an educational vacation.”

“Morning to you too.”

His voice was warm and faintly amused. She found herself relaxing before he had said anything helpful.

“Cape Meridian. A conference. We’ll have to postpone Mozambique.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know. Until I demonstrate sufficient gratitude towards marine technology.”

He laughed. Somewhere behind him, a cupboard closed.

“You could tell him you already committed.”

“He was there when the credit card statement was invented. I don’t think that defense will move him.”

She took a blouse from the rail.

Then a woman’s voice came through the telephone.

“Babe, can I wear this shirt?”

Chanel’s hand stopped against the hanger.

There was a rustle, followed by a change in the sound, as though Henry had moved the phone away from his face.

“Who was that?”

“Chanel.”

She waited.

“Who is in your apartment?”

“Don’t start.”

The blouse slid off the hanger and fell at her feet.

“Answer me.”

“I’m not doing this on the phone.”

The call ended.

She rang back. It went unanswered. On the second attempt, he declined it.

Chanel stood looking at his name. Only a few hours earlier, she had sent him a photograph of herself in the restaurant bathroom mirror, and he had told her she looked beautiful.

She had thought of him looking at it alone.

She put on the first skirt she found, took her keys, and left without the blouse she had chosen.

By the time she reached his building, she had composed several questions. At the security desk, the man who recognised her greeted her with his usual pleasant nod. The familiarity made her feel briefly foolish for being frightened.

Perhaps there was an explanation that would embarrass her rather than him.

She could endure that.

Upstairs, she pressed the bell and waited. When no one came immediately, she pressed it again.

The woman who opened the door was barefoot, wearing a shirt Chanel recognised from a weekend away.

The explanation she had offered herself in the elevator disappeared.

“Oh,” the woman said.

Chanel looked past her.

“Where is he?”

“I think—”

Chanel stepped into the apartment before she finished. Henry appeared at the kitchen entrance holding a mug.

The room was unbearably ordinary. A cushion she had bought stood on the sofa. Her preferred coffee was beside the machine. Nothing had moved aside to make room for the discovery.

“You hung up on me.”

He set down the mug.

“We could have discussed this later.”

“When she went home?”

The woman moved towards the bedroom. Chanel heard a door close.

“Who is she?”

“Keep your voice down.”

“You don’t get to decide the volume before answering the question.”

He rubbed his forehead.

“You came here looking for a fight.”

“I came here because somebody called you babe while asking for your shirt.”

For a moment, he had nothing to say. She waited, almost willing him to offer something she could believe.

Instead, he looked towards the closed bedroom door.

“This is humiliating,” she said.

“It doesn’t need to become a performance.”

He had used that word before. At dinners when she was upset. After arguments in cars. It always left her trying to prove her distress was reasonable enough to deserve an answer.

“How long?”

“Chanel, we’ve both had a difficult few months.”

“How long?”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

She looked at the vase on the side table. Blue glass. She had helped him choose it, though he had insisted on the larger one.

Her hand closed around its neck.

“Put that down.”

She threw it at the wall.

The sound stopped them both. Glass struck the floor and scattered beneath the table.

For one second, the force of doing something overtook the hurt. Then he said her name, sharply, and the hurt returned with nowhere useful to go.

She caught up the smaller ornament beside it and sent that against the wall too.

“Enough.”

He stepped back, then reached for his phone.

Chanel stared at the damage. A piece of blue glass lay near her shoe. She had expected to feel powerful, or at least relieved.

Her hands were shaking.

The bedroom door opened. The woman stood there fully dressed, holding her bag.

“I’m leaving.”

Nobody stopped her.

Chanel looked at Henry.

“You could have told me.”

“Look at what you’ve done.”

She did look. That was the difficulty. The broken things were hers to account for now, however they had arrived at this morning.

Someone from the building came to the door first. Then the police arrived.

Henry explained while she stood beside the sofa. She tried to interrupt when he described her coming into the apartment, but an officer asked her to wait and she found that the words would not remain neatly inside her mouth.

“He’s been lying to me.”

The officer looked from her to the broken glass.

“We need you to come with us.”

The officer explained that she was being arrested over the damage. Chanel heard the words, but for a moment she could not fit herself into them.

She waited for Henry to explain that this was unnecessary. A quarrel. A private matter. Something they would discuss after everybody left.

He remained beside the kitchen entrance.

When she said his name, he looked tired of her.

That was the expression she carried into the corridor.

Downstairs, the man at the security desk did not offer his usual greeting. Chanel kept her gaze on the doors.

She had entered the building hoping there was an explanation that would only make her feel foolish.

Now an officer held the door for her, and she could not bear to look at the people watching her leave.
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​The Quiet Ride Home

Her father’s assistant arrived carrying a folded cardigan and a cup of coffee.

For several seconds, Chanel could not decide which kindness made her feel worse.

“Your father thought you might need this,” he said, offering the cardigan.

She took it.

James had worked with her father long enough to remember collecting her from school when a meeting ran late. She had once persuaded him to stop for cake before going home. He had let her choose the larger slice and sworn her to secrecy about the crumbs in the car.

Now he waited while someone finished explaining the paperwork she needed to keep.

She listened carefully. There would be further contact. The damage had not ceased to matter because someone had come to collect her.

Outside, the afternoon light made her eyes water.

James opened the passenger door.

“Where are we going?”

“Home.”

She looked at his face, but he appeared occupied with making sure her bag was clear of the door.

In the car, she put the coffee between her knees. It was too hot to drink. A traffic light changed, and they moved forward with everyone else.

She had expected the city to look different after the morning she had endured. People were still crossing roads with shopping bags. A woman outside a bakery was trying to fold a pushchair. Two men argued over a parking space.

Chanel looked down at the cardigan sleeves.

“Did he ask you what happened?”

James kept his eyes on the road.

“I told him what I knew.”

“Henry called?”

“The building had your emergency details.”

Of course it did. Her father’s name belonged in forms throughout her life, waiting to be summoned when she could no longer manage the consequences herself.

“He missed his flight.”

It was not quite a question.

“He changed his arrangements.”

She turned towards the window.

Her phone was back in her bag. She took it out, saw messages from friends, and put it away before opening any of them.

There was nothing she wanted to say that would remain true once someone repeated it.

“You can drink that,” James said gently. “It should be cooler now.”

She took a sip. He had remembered how she liked it.

For the rest of the journey, neither spoke.

* * *
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HER FATHER WAS IN THE living room, standing beside the window with his phone in one hand.

He ended the call when she entered.

“Thank you, James.”

James nodded to them both and left.

Chanel remained near the doorway. She could have gone to the sofa. She knew which chair her father preferred. They had lived in this house for years, and she had never been so uncertain where to put herself.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Use words.”

“No.”

He set the phone down.

“Sit.”

She sat on the edge of the sofa with the paperwork on her lap.

For a while, he looked at it rather than at her.

“Tell me.”

She began with the call. The woman’s voice. Henry hanging up. She heard herself explaining the shirt as though enough detail might persuade her father to understand why the next part had happened.

“Then?”

“I broke some things.”

“What things?”

“A vase. An ornament.”

He sat opposite her.

“Did you throw them?”

“Yes.”

“Was anyone close enough to be hurt?”

Chanel looked at her hands.

She had chosen the wall. She had not thought about where a piece of glass might go afterwards.

“I don’t know.”

His shoulders lowered slightly.

She would almost have preferred the raised voice she had prepared herself to withstand.

“He was lying to me,” she said.

“I heard you.”

“I didn’t go there planning to—”

“Did that prevent it?”

She shook her head, then corrected herself.

“No.”

He leaned forward, his hands together.

“You can be hurt by someone and still be responsible for what you do next.”

“I know that.”

“This morning, you did not behave as though you knew it.”

The words settled between them.

There were explanations she could give about Henry, about how long things had been wrong, about the particular humiliation of finding another woman among objects Chanel had helped choose.

None would put the glass back on the table.

Her father watched her for another moment.

“Do you want to destroy yourself?”

She looked up.

“No.”

“I am trying to understand what you think happens if you continue.”

Her eyes filled before she could look away.

“I don’t think that far ahead.”

It was the first answer she had given him that did not arrive carrying a defense.

He sat back.

“I know.”

She wiped beneath one eye with the edge of the sleeve and immediately regretted it. James’s cardigan deserved better than the remainder of her makeup.

Her father passed her the tissue box.

“We’ll deal with the next steps properly. You will read what you’ve been given and attend whatever is required. You will also take responsibility for the cost of the damage.”

“All right.”

“From money you save. Not another charge you assume I won’t notice.”

She nodded.

He waited.

“All right,” she repeated.

“And you’re coming to Cape Meridian.”

This time, she did not remind him she had plans.

“I’ll come.”

“You’ll attend. You won’t spend the week upstairs.”

“I said I’ll come, Dad.”

He looked tired enough that she added, more quietly, “I’ll attend.”

* * *
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IN HER ROOM, CHANEL put the paperwork inside an empty folder.

Her phone lit up with Henry’s name.

We need to talk about what happened today.

She read it twice. He had found words at last, and they began after the part she needed him to explain.

Her thumb moved towards the reply box.

Then she put the phone face down.

She did not feel strong. She felt tired, embarrassed, and deeply unwilling to hear his voice. For now, that was enough to keep her from answering.

She hung the cardigan she was wearing over a chair, washed her face, and sat at the desk she mostly used to hold deliveries.

The summit itinerary waited in her email.

This time, she read past the hotel address.
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