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Dark Ages - Synopsis

Dark Ages opens with the moment fifteen year old Cassie’s life changes forever. News of her sister’s attempted suicide rips the Goddards from ex-pat comfort in Bangkok to the bleak family farm in Lincolnshire. Cassie brings with her the guilt of not passing on her sister’s last phone message. Rumour of a second suicide on the same night spreads, and so does word of the family’s arrival. Caught between the local paper’s questions, and her family’s silence, Cassie finds herself shipwrecked in this fenland community. When sixteen year old Aaron appears, things finally start to get better. But the excitement of Cassie’s first love has dark unexpected consequences. From nicking a mobile, to joy-riding, to firing a gun, it’s an easy path to walk.

Dreams of escape and quests for redemption mark their rites of passage. But they aren’t the only ones, and the number of suicides keeps rising. The same scrawled message is left at every scene, and Aaron and Cassie become convinced they are the only ones who can stop the deaths. Aaron’s brother was the first to die and Cassie has lost everything even though her sister is still alive. As their relationship grows so do the limits they push each other to. Their plan to make the town face up to its responsibility for these deaths begins to escalate out of control.

These are dark ages, a family in crisis and a town in decline.  As Aaron’s paranoia grows so do Cassie’s dreams of retreating back to her life in Bangkok.  But this isn’t a fairytale and they must finally face the reality they have created. Will they find a way out or will they be forced to go through with Project F?

Falling in love, it’s a dangerous game to play.
DARK AGES  Chapter 1

Bang. The gun sets me free. My head is under the water before the echo bounces off the sun-white tiles. Arms slicing, legs kicking against the blue. Bang, bang, bang, the metronome in my head. Count the breaths. In front of me the pool churns and boils in the panic of other racers.  A buzz spreads through the water like mosquitoes caught in a net. Those girls have forgotten I am back here. But I see the waves softening around them as they slow down. This is what all those chlorine soaked mornings have been for. I can do this. Nothing else exists except the water around me. I swoop past one, two, three black shadows. My body rolling. Flip turn. Deeper under again. As long as the edges stay sharp then I am out in front. They can’t catch me. Break the surface, smile as I suck down air. But it slows me down. Hands stretching and scooping back energy, every muscle trained to extend and not snap. The whole school will be cheering me on, feet stamping. Sunlight breaks through the surface like being surrounded by mirrors. I am finally going to win something. Inter-regional champion. I will be somebody. Goggles pressing against eye sockets, no room to blink. 

A blur of pink comes up beside me. I break, take a long breath, keep my head under. I pull away. I can make it without surfacing again. I am breathing underwater, oxygen fizzing through me. I can keep the lead. The end is coming. For weeks I have been visualising myself with that medal, my fingertips itch for it. My palm slaps against the side, cool under and scorching above. I burst up and the water stretches over me like Clingfilm. I want to laugh but there isn’t enough air left in the world. I pull myself out of the pool and it feels like I am slipping out of my skin. I shake out my goggles and my long plait unravels from the swim hat. The water hisses applause as it hits the floor. Cassie Cassie. But in those short laps the world up there has changed. 

No clapping. I squint against the sunlight, searching the stand. None of the pink faces even look at the water. Red flags cracking in the wind make the only sound. The other girls drag themselves out too, no one moves and maybe the race hasn’t even started. But my legs ache and my eyeballs squeak as I blink. It is finished. But nothing is happening the way it is supposed to.  My stomach flips upside down, twists inside me trying to right itself. Dad is always the first to congratulate me, but he is still sat in the front row with the other teachers. The faces are staring at him. Above water Bangkok steams in the city heat and the empty pool softens to a still green. The other girls drift away and there is just me left on the side.  Somebody come and get me. A man stands in front of Dad, a shiny suit and slicked down black hair. I am in one of those naked dreams in the school canteen. I might not have much to show for being fifteen but it is all on display, my swimming costume drying and flaking in the heat like snake skin. No shadows, the midday sun has wiped them out just like the race. I want to dive under again, I don’t need air, but instead I stand there and shiver in the white heat.  All that training but nothing prepared me for this. 

The whole school is staring at Dad, row upon row of faces like pickled plums in jars. He tries to stand up, his knees wobble, and the man in the suit grabs his arm. I want to help but I can’t move. It is like the time Diana and I saw a yellow dog get hit by the school bus. If I shout, wave my hands, everyone will look away, the spell will be broken, and the dog will run free.  The man’s body tenses as Dad staggers forward. 

‘Dad.’ My feet slap on the concrete as I run towards him.

If he falls now there won’t be anyone to hold him up. Mum and the others are out there somewhere, but no one calls me. I want to bring him back from where ever he is. He lifts his head as I dart around to his other side. The man is small next to Dad, a Thai, and his face is already smudged red with embarrassment. He knows everyone is watching them. I slip my shoulder under Dad, prise him upwards. He is heavier than I expect but I won’t let him fall. My body shakes but it isn’t from the race. There is a school security badge clipped to the man’s leather belt. The silver crest winks at me, laughing at its secret: no one answered the phone at your house so we came looking for you. Everyone knows it is only bad news that can’t wait.

‘Mr Goddard. Please, let us go to your home.’ The man has an American accent.

He speaks slowly, searching for the right words, everything must be correct or he hasn’t done his job. Dad doesn’t answer. I am wedged under his arm and can’t see his face properly but I see the dark stain my wet skin is leaving on his shirt. I twist my head around. No Mum, just a carpet of green uniforms like creeping mould. Dad is getting heavy and the man has to press his other arm against the vending machine to stay upright. A Lemon Fanta drops out and nobody notices but me. I feel like that shaken up bottle waiting for the lid to be loosened or I will explode. Whatever it is I want to hear it.

‘Dad, what’s wrong?’ 

The man is edging away and if Dad cries he will turn his back. But Dad doesn’t sink. His arm still grips me around the damp towel and he is pulling me closer like a cushion on the sofa. It is something terrible, an accident, a mistake... but my head runs out of words.

‘Where’s my wife?’ He says the words out loud but doesn’t look around.

If he takes his eyes from the still water it might fly up into the air, gravity might fail, the world will fall on its head. And I have changed my mind, don’t say it, whatever it is don’t give it a name. I bite my bottom lip. Miss Petcher is already taking the steps two at a time to find Mum on the high rows. I swallow hard. There is that sniff of vinegar at the back of my nostrils before the tears come. I can’t cry, can’t make things worse. I try to convince myself it is just the chlorine. Mum runs along the poolside, skirt flapping around her legs like the red flags, hair tumbling down. She will put everything right, laugh like she usually does when a bill hasn’t been paid on time or someone jumps the queue. She arrives at last, panting. Dad reaches for her and keeps me squashed up against his ribs.

‘Cassie, go and wait with your brother and sister.’ Mum brushes her hand over my hair.

It is dripping green from the chlorine water, usually she sniffs my head, says she loves the clean smell, but not today. Theo and Diana stand off to one side, uniforms on, the same small family features and pale hair. Dad stares over as if he doesn’t recognise them.

‘Please, madam. We can go back to your home and talk.’ The security man is sweating in his suit, his white collar turning grey.

His eyes pass over each of us with a quick blink. He is terrified of where the tears will come from first. Dad grips hold of Mum’s arm. I feel like I have slipped down into the grouting between the brown tiles, they have forgotten I am here. They are so close together now that they look like one blonde clump of hair. As long as nobody speaks it is still gala day, I am still the winner, and nothing else will change. The security man fiddles with his tie like he is trying to drag himself away. The faces on the stand are whispering behind hands, nodding their heads and pointing at the Goddards. Any moment now, like a Greek Chorus, they are going to stand up and speak. Whatever the race is we have lost.
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Someone has turned the world inside out: it is light in the garden but dark in the house. The towering blue and orange sparks of downtown Bangkok are too far away to reach us in here.  Mum and Dad are on the sofa, the security man has a chair from the kitchen but he keeps his back to us. We sit opposite them and stare like the TV is on. But nothing they are saying makes sense. It is like watching BBC World News with the sound down, just nodding heads, patterns and shapes. The red glow of a mosquito coil simmers and sparks next to me, the only spot of colour in the black and white of the room.

‘Maybe we talk somewhere more private.’ He is missing out words, hurrying to get us over and done with so he can go back to handing out car passes and signing in visitors.

‘They should hear this too.’ Dad shakes his head.

 ‘Neil, perhaps he’s right...’

 ‘They are staying right here.’ He cuts Mum off, his voice getting louder with each word. ‘Pheadra is their sister they have a right to know.’

Diana is crying again, noiseless drops falling on my arm. Scrunch and release, her fist works at her skirt. My hand is beginning to cramp from stroking her arm.  Theo pours out more iced lemon tea. My teeth are already crystallised with sugar, the powder not quite dissolved, but I take the top-up he hands me anyway.  A golden mist swirls in the glass but it can’t tell me anything. 

‘Very well.’ The security man leans back in the chair like he is distancing himself from insects disturbed under a rock. 

We look transparent next to his dark hair and skin, blue veins on our arms and bluer eyes.  

‘She was admitted yesterday morning.’ He coughs up the words. 

I keep my eyes fixed on the yellow spider lurking in the coving above their heads.  I want so badly to pretend this isn’t happening but I can still hear them. I spoke to Phe the day before yesterday. A good sister would have seen this coming.

‘In England.’ 

He tags that last bit on as if he is trying to show there is no mistake that he isn’t talking about me or Diana, someone else’s daughter. 

‘How did it happen?’ Mum clutches the coral necklace around her throat. 

I spoke to Phe Sunday morning, no one else was up. I was going to leave a note on the fridge door. The spider rises up onto its back legs, its watching me. 

‘An overdose.’ The man’s voice drops to a whisper as if he is afraid any echo might stick to him. 

I know I picked up the pad but the pen didn’t work. I ripped the page trying too hard. But the spider stares at me without blinking, it knows I am lying. I was too busy to stop, didn’t want to be late for my last training session. I made this happen. 

‘Drugs?’ Mum’s head nods forward.

Everyone freezes as a gecko in the eaves clucks a warning.

‘Suicide attempt?’ Dad leans in towards Mum.

It doesn’t sound right as he says it out loud. 

‘Phe wouldn’t do that.’ Diana shakes her head.

I want to believe her because how can someone who collects red nail varnish, and loves me brushing her hair, do something like that?

‘Pills were involved that is all I know.’ The man lowers his eyes. 

Maybe the security man knows what I did. He is just waiting for me to say something, to admit I let them all down. I want to cry like Diana, distract myself like Theo, but that won’t plug up the hole widening inside me. 

‘Is she going to be all right?’ Mum turns to the man and twists the pink coral tighter.

His eyebrows rumple together as he looks at Mum in silence. He doesn’t have the answers. He glances up at me. He knows nothing is going to be right again. Mum laughs and her hand shoots up to her mouth. It is too late to push the sound back inside. It isn’t a joke. I bite into the skin at the side of my thumb to keep myself quiet. Phe always used to get me to squash the roaches and spiders in the bathroom. She cried after watching The Incredible Journey, all five times and I gave her my hankie with CG embroidered in yellow thread. She always took dissolvable aspirin. I suck on the side of my thumb to stop the blood. The skin is gone, just a red slit around my nail. She wanted my help again but I wasn’t there.

‘We do not have the full details but the English police will want to speak to you and your wife. A young man was found dead at the party. The boyfriend of your daughter maybe...’

‘She doesn’t have a...’

‘Let him finish.’ Dad puts a hand down on Mum’s knee.

It is enough to send her spinning away. She passes in front of the security man.

‘We need to check the next flights with the airline. I want to be there when she wakes up tomorrow. Thank you for coming.’ 

She is gone again, rearranging the batik cushions, plumping them between her hands, putting everything back into its place. Bang, bang, bang. A fly rockets itself against the window, it wants to get out. I know how it feels. The street out there is washed in lamplight but inside it is too dark.             

‘I have the telephone numbers for the hospital and the police station.’ He wipes a perfect white handkerchief across his forehead. 

It won’t stay that way for long. I can see the sweat bubbling on his skin. He lays down a piece of paper on the table as he nods and backs his way out of the room. 

‘So she is going to be questioned?’ Dad follows him until his knees are almost touching the crisp lines of the man’s grey suit.

‘That will be for the English police to discuss.’ He glances towards the door. ‘There is some suspicion about writings on the skin but they will have all information for you.’

He wants to get out. With every little shudder he is dislodging us further. Mum and Dad can’t cling on anymore and they look away. Diana stops crying. Theo sinks down onto the sofa, it squeaks and sags. Phe was trying to tell us something. I wasn’t listening before but I won’t make that mistake again. 

