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Climate change denialism may be more about fear and inertia than genuine belief. We have to give governments of the world something they’re more afraid of to make them act.

Seraphina Rose

Chief Scientific Advisor

The Circle

Back a wounded animal into a corner, make them feel threatened? Don’t expect a reasonable reaction.
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Part 1

Denzi
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I didn’t see it coming. Nobody did.

I say that, but there was something that last night: a tightness in my chest, a pressure, inside and out, that made breathing feel like an effort even when I was still.

I couldn’t sleep and I thought it was the relentless weather. Hot, humid, the air not moving at all, and OK, it was summer, but it shouldn’t have been that hot in England. At least that’s what they say, but it’s mostly what I remember growing up: hot, endless summers, the only relief in the sea. I’m sure that has a lot to do with why I’m a swimmer.

So, I couldn’t sleep, and I remember wondering why I hadn’t told Tabby everything. Not about that Penrose Clinic she was worried about – I didn’t know anything about it yet, then – but in relation to the other things she told me that were seriously weird. The way she, Isha and Zara had never even trained before, but were discovered and brought there – to the elite summer swim school. It was meant to be training for future stars of the sport; that they’d never even competed before didn’t make any kind of sense. And also that between the three of them and Ariel, two of their parents were geologists and two worked for oil and gas companies. I’d said my dad was a politician – true, he’s an MP in London – but didn’t mention my mother.

I don’t, generally – mention my mother. I don’t even call her that. It felt too weird saying ‘Mum’ or even ‘Mother’ to a stranger, so I’ve always just called her by her first name, Leila. I see her so seldom that she seems kind of like a story I’ve been told rather than one I’ve lived. But I could have told Tabby that Leila was on the other side – that she was part of Big Green in Washington DC, the umbrella environmental group that stands against oil and gas companies like Industria United.

So, lying awake, thinking, I decided I would tell Tabby about her the next day. And we could ask some of the other swimmers about their backgrounds, see if these parallels continued. And if they did, try to work out why – what it meant. This was a puzzle, and nothing gets my attention more than not understanding how something fits together.

But then there was a knock at my door.
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Who could it be?

I squint at my tracker in the dark: 2.40 a.m.

There’s another light tap tap.

I get up and open the door.

Becker? If there is anyone I wasn’t expecting to see standing there at this time of night, our running trainer is it.

His hair is rumpled like he’s just got up.

‘Sorry to wake you, Denzi. You’ve got a call – Director Lang’s office downstairs. Come on.’

A call. When we’re not allowed our own phones, and only get to use theirs for one call home a week? And in the middle of the night?

‘What the hell? Has something happened?’

He shrugs. ‘I don’t know. She just asked me to get you.’

I follow Becker down the stairs, through the front lobby and down a hall to the director’s office.

He taps once, opens the door.

She’s there at her desk – Christina Lang, the director of the swim school – and, OK, maybe I should be wearing more than my boxers. But she only looks concerned, and my gut is clenching.

‘Denzi, take a seat. Here you go.’ She passes me the phone.

‘Hello?’

‘Denzi?’ It’s Dad. Relief floods through me to hear his voice, followed by panic at all the other things that could have happened.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s your mother. I don’t know how serious it is – we haven’t got all the details yet – she’s been involved in an accident. Oliver called from the hospital. They’re asking you to go.’

‘What? What kind of accident?’

‘She was knocked off her bike by a car. That’s all I know.’

‘Shit.’

‘Yeah. Well, it’s totally up to you, I promise. What do you want to do?’

And I’m sitting there, not saying anything – not knowing what to say. She’s never been there for me, so why should I? But what if . . . this the last time I will ever see her?

‘Denzi? If you’re not sure what to do, consider this. In my experience, if you are ever in doubt about whether to do something or do nothing, it’s usually the things you don’t do that you regret.’

And I know he’s talking about something else completely, yet . . . he’s right.

‘I’ll go,’ I say.

‘All right. Jax has been checking flights. We can get you on a seven a.m. direct to Washington, DC if you can get to Heathrow in time. Can I speak to Christina again?’

‘Thanks, Dad.’

I hand the phone back to her. They’re talking details while my mind is reeling: my mother? An accident?

Director Lang hands the phone back to me.

‘Dad?’

‘All sorted. We’ll meet you at the airport with your passport; Jax is packing you a few clothes and things, too.’

‘Thanks.’

We say goodbye and I hang up.

‘All right, Denzi,’ Director Lang says. ‘Go get dressed and be out front in ten minutes. Becker will drive you to Heathrow.’

‘Thanks. Both of you: thanks.’

We don’t talk much on the way. It’s almost three a.m. when we leave; Becker’s sat nav says three hours. Will that leave enough time to get through security for a seven a.m. flight? But there’s hardly any traffic and we make it there in nearer two and a half.

He pulls up in front of departures.

‘Thanks again,’ I say.

‘No problem. Though this’ll be the first morning ever I’ve not made the six a.m. run. Hope everything is OK, kid.’

I get out, rush into departures and, as I do, wonder about Becker. I’ve never liked him much, mostly because he seems to pick on weaker runners. Maybe away from training he’s all right.

I find Dad and Jax.

‘Quick, they’ll close the gate soon,’ Dad says. ‘I’ve checked you in; here’s your boarding pass, passport, cards and cash, and your mobile. I’ve charged it. There’s a driver and car arranged to meet you there; he’ll have a sign with your name at arrivals, OK? I’ve texted you Oliver’s number in case you need it.’

Dad gives me a hug; Jax does too.

Jax hands me a small bag. ‘Only packed a carry on, no time to check anything,’ he says.

‘Go, go,’ Dad says. ‘We’ll wait a while in case you miss it. Text me. Love you.’

‘You too.’ I start to rush towards security.

‘Call us when you get there,’ Jax calls out.

‘Will do!’ I turn, wave as I go through and out of their sight.

Security is even slower than usual and, once I’m through, the gate is about as far away as it could be. I run full tilt to get there. A woman in flight-crew uniform is pulling the door closed.

‘Please! My mother has been in an accident. I have to get on this plane.’

She hesitates, then opens it again. ‘All right. You’ll have to hurry.’ I hand her my passport and boarding pass to be scanned.

‘Thank you,’ I say and rush up the tunnel to the plane.

I’m shown to my seat and sink into it before it registers – this is business class? God. It must have cost a fortune last minute like this.

I text Dad. Made it. Thanks for the posh seat.

Hope it’s all OK. Call whenever you need or want to.

Thanks.

I turn my phone to airplane mode, do up my seat belt. They start the usual inflight safety stuff.

I’d been so focused on worrying about catching this flight that now that I’m here, I’m remembering why.

Is she all right? I didn’t ask Dad if they knew anything else. They’d have told me if they did, wouldn’t they?

But if she isn’t all right . . . what if I’m too late?

I can’t think about that now and force my thoughts away, back to what I’ve left behind.

Tabby. I should have given Becker a message for her; I hope they’ll tell her where I’ve gone. Not sure anybody else will notice I’m not there, except maybe Dickens, the school cat.

So much for summer swim school and being in the next Olympics. I guess that’s something else I can blame on Leila. Then I feel guilty for thinking that when I don’t know if . . . well. I carefully don’t think about that any further.

I hope Dad really is OK with me making this trip. Whatever went wrong between my parents all those years ago, he’s never really been able to tell me. I mean, he’s gay, which would be enough to end things once he’d worked it out, but somehow I sense there is more to it. Not that he’s trying to keep things from me; it’s more like he can’t bear to talk about it.

We taxi to our runway. The engines power up and we’re speeding down it now, then lurch as we climb into the sky. The mad pace of my heart gradually slows.

My mind is still spinning. I usually can’t sleep on planes; I’m not great at getting to sleep anywhere, really – even at home it takes ages. But exhaustion has me.

I’m gone.




3

I come out of passport control and look for the promised driver holding a sign with my name. They’re not there.

Don’t panic – maybe they’re stuck in traffic. I scan back and forth across the crowd. People are being met all around me with hugs and flowers, or drivers in hats. I hang back, wondering what I’ll do if no one turns up. Call Leila’s husband, Oliver? I can’t get a taxi; no one said which hospital.

Then there’s a girl walking towards me. She’s tall, stunning with that white sundress against dark skin. I haven’t seen her for years so it’s hard to be sure, but is that my stepsister, Apple? Actually, Apple Blossom, but she once twisted my arm behind my back and told me she’d kill me if I ever called her that again. Yes, it must be her: she’s waving.

‘Denzi! Hi! Welcome to the USA.’ A big smile.

‘Hey, Apple. I was expecting a driver. Is everything OK?’

‘As far as I know. I volunteered to come get you. I had to get out of there; I hate hospitals,’ she says, and I’m remembering now that her mum died of breast cancer. She hesitates. ‘Your mom is in a coma.’

I swallow. ‘She’s in a coma? Is she going to be all right?’

Her smile goes. ‘Honestly, they don’t know. Let’s get you there.’
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It’s like a TV hospital drama. Leila is hooked up to machines that beep, and Oliver is holding her hand.

‘Thanks for coming, Denzi,’ he says.

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘Car knocked her off her bike. She had a helmet on but still has a head injury, though from what they can tell it is only minor – they don’t know why she’s not regained consciousness.’

He lets go of her hand, stands. Rolls his shoulders like he hasn’t moved in hours. ‘Look, have a moment with her. I’ll be back soon.’ He leaves with Apple.

I sit in the chair by her bed. Her face is pale, bruises down one side. A bandage across her forehead.

Her face: it’s so still. There are lines there now, around her eyes, that I don’t remember. Grey streaks in her hair. It was, what – four years ago? – the last time I saw her. I was thirteen. She was on a work trip to London. We had lunch and it was weird, awkward; I’d felt like she only did it because it was something she should do rather than something she wanted to. Though maybe I put what I was feeling on to her; I don’t know.

I can’t even work out how I feel right now. Though if she died and I hadn’t come, I’d have felt guilty. Is that the only reason I’m here?

Sitting here, watching her breathe, I know it’s more than that. There has always been this sense of something missing – especially when I was younger. I’d see my friends and cousins with their mums, and wonder why my mum didn’t want me. She left me with Dad when I wasn’t even a year old, and to make the break more thorough and complete, left the country, too.

And I never asked her why she was never there for me. I think I have a right to know her reasons – I’m old enough for her to be straight with me now.

And I guess that’s how I feel: I want her to live, so I can ask her why.

But that isn’t the only reason. Can you lose something you’ve never had? I don’t know, but I don’t want to lose her again. Not like this.

Later we go for a walk in the hospital grounds, Apple and me. It’s a hot, still day; even hotter here in D.C. than England has been lately, or maybe it’s just the contrast between air-conditioned private hospital and the outdoors. I can’t shake this weird feeling that the world is holding its breath, waiting, like something is coming. It makes me edgy, jumpy, and – most of all – longing for the sea. To swim in salty depths so far and fast that this would all go away.

‘I can’t handle being in a hospital room for long,’ Apple says. ‘I was ten when Mom died; I’ll never forget sitting there, watching her die. Waiting for it to be over.’

‘Were you close?’

‘Of course we were, she was my mom! Oh. Sorry.’

‘It’s fine. How do you get on with Leila?’

She shrugs. ‘OK, I guess? I never felt she was trying to replace my mom – she’s not the momsy type – but we get on all right most of the time.’

‘What was your mum like?’

‘Like sunshine. Not this sort,’ she says, and gestures at the sun blazing relentlessly down on us. ‘More like that first warm day in the spring. That probably sounds silly.’

‘No. It doesn’t.’

‘Dad wasn’t sure if you’d come.’

‘She’s still my mum.’ I say the words, but don’t feel them. My family has been Dad and Jax as long as I can remember: two dads, or is Jax kind of like my mum should have been? Doesn’t matter, either way. And now I’m remembering I’d said I’d call when I got here.

‘I forgot to call home. I should do it now, sorry.’

‘It’s fine.’

Apple goes back inside. I sit on a bench and dial home.

It rings once.

‘Hello?’ It’s Jax.

‘Hi, it’s me.’

‘How’re things? What’s happening?’ And I tell him all I can – that she’s in a coma, we don’t really know – but I can sense something, some tension, behind his voice.

‘Is Dad there?’

‘No. Something’s going on, not sure what it is this time. He’ll be sad to have missed your call.’

‘Tell him that I’m all right. And if there is any news, I’ll call and let you know.’

We say goodbye. I wonder what is happening this time to have Jax sounding worried and Dad working late, if it is the usual political crap or a crisis of some sort. As the Home Secretary, he’s often part of COBRA, the group that meets when there are serious emergencies or threats – pandemics, terrorism or natural disasters, mostly. I check the BBC on my phone: nothing like that has made the news. At least, not yet.

I’ll message Dad, I decide.

I open Signal – Dad doesn’t like it if I text or call his mobile with mine; he says you never know who is watching or listening in. Signal is secure, though it’s pointless most of the time because nobody I know uses it – apart from Dad and Jax.

Got here, she’s in a coma – will let you know if anything changes. All ok with you?

I’m walking back when it vibrates.

Thanks for letting me know. And I’m ok, though things are . . . interesting . . .!

Which could mean just about anything.

Later, Oliver manages to convince Apple it’s OK for her to go home. He tells me to go with her, but this is why I’m here, isn’t it? So I stay.

He goes to get a coffee. A doctor comes in while he’s gone, checks the equipment connected to Leila, does something to her IV bag.

‘Why is she like this? Is she going to wake up?’

‘We don’t have all the answers with head injuries. But it may be that she’s taking a rest, healing, that she’ll wake up when she’s ready. Try talking to her – it might help. Even if she doesn’t respond, she may still be able to hear you.’

Once she’s gone, the door shut behind her, I hesitate. Glance to the door; Oliver isn’t back yet.

I swallow and take her hand. ‘OK, hi. It’s Denzi. How’re things? I guess you can’t answer me. It’s been a while. Um, so, school is going OK. I’ve mostly been focusing on swimming.’ And I start to tell her how I love it, that it’s the only place I feel at ease with myself and the world, my place in it. How happy I’d been to be invited to this elite training programme that was held at my school over the summer. It hits me that this may be the only time I can remember talking to her about anything important to me, and here she is, in a coma.

‘Anyhow, that’s me. But if you come out of this, we need to talk. There are things I want to ask you, and—’

Wait. Did she move? Her hand – it felt like it tightened a little in mine. Did I imagine it?

I hear the door open behind me and glance towards it: it’s Oliver. I look back at Leila, staring at her, willing her to come back.

Her eyelashes move, her eyes – are they part open?

‘I think she’s coming around,’ I say. Oliver rushes over as her eyes open and look into mine. Then to Oliver next to me.

She turns her head a little, winces. Licks her lips. ‘What the hell is going on?’ she says.

Oliver hits the call button and soon a nurse and a doctor come – a different one than before. Everyone is smiling, they’re checking her readings, and Oliver is calling Apple. I stand back, watching.

When they’re done Oliver goes to Leila, holds her hand.

The doctor smiles at me. ‘You must be Leila’s son from England.’

‘Yes. I’m Denzi.’

‘Maybe she was waiting for your arrival to come around,’ the nurse says.

‘Could it be because I was talking to her? Like that other doctor said to try?’

‘Other doctor? What other—’

‘Hey, remember me? The patient? When can I get out of here?’ Leila says.

He turns to her. ‘Not just yet. We need to check you out thoroughly, make sure everything is all right.’

Oliver asks questions about Leila’s head injury; the doctor says it was unusual the way she woke up all at once, without changes in brain activity that normally happen first. That they need to do tests and scans.

Leila’s eyes find mine. Did me talking to her have anything to do with her coming around? It couldn’t. Could it? I’m looking at her and she’s looking back, and even though neither of us is saying anything, it feels like the first time we’ve ever had an honest conversation.
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