
Chapter One

`

the sOund OF the alarM pulsed against the walls, and 

echoed back so loud it filled my head as well as the hospital 

corridor. I ran for the stairs, no way I was going to take the 

elevator. down them, two at a time, my heart pounding in 

my chest, my feet pounding on the steps, my head pounding 

as if it were about to explode. One floor, another, another. 

six, five, four. Between the third and second floors, I bumped 

into a woman who was inching down the steps, clutching the 

railing. she yelped, but I didn’t turn around—kept moving 

as fast as I could.

when I reached the main floor, there was chaos. nurses 

flew by me, charts in hand, ushering flocks of hobbling, 
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shuffling patients towards the doors. a few people pushed 

intravenous stands ahead of them, the Iv bags wobbled as 

they threatened to come loose from their supports. hospital 

gowns flapped open, backsides flashed. not pretty. a couple 

of wheelchairs were pushed toward the main doors by people 

in street clothes, probably visitors. One nurse held a crying 

baby. another held the arm of an old man, urging him to 

keep moving. he was also crying. I blended into the frantic 

crowd and left the hospital.

I walked a few blocks until my heart settled down, then 

called the theatre, even though I knew it was too late. Maybe, 

just maybe, they’d waited for me; maybe the director really 

wanted me for the part. this audition was for a large role in 

the first community theatre production of the season. It 

wasn’t just another high school play; this was my chance to 

act with really good amateurs. the part was made for me, 

and the role was a big one. I’d be on stage almost all the time. 

If I got this part, I would show everyone what I could do. It 

could be my big chance—for a minute, in spite of everything, 

I had another vision of my name in lights in times square.

I’d made it through two earlier auditions. at first there 

were nearly twenty of us, then eight, and today was the final 

call-back—only me and a blonde girl. I was the better actress. 

I deserved that part. I could have had it if . . .

I got the director’s voice mail, left a message. “hi, this is 

darrah Patrick. I had to go to the hospital with my brother. 

an emergency. I’m sorry I missed the audition, could I please 

come tomorrow?”
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I was going to say that I’d memorized the lines in the scene 

he had given me to study, blah, blah, blabbity-blah. But in-

stead I gave my phone number and hung up.

It wasn’t two minutes before my phone buzzed. “Got your 

message, darrah. I hope there’s nothing seriously wrong with 

your brother, and I’m very sorry you couldn’t be at the audi-

tion. when you didn’t show up, we assumed you’d changed 

your mind. so I told the other girl the part was hers. I’m sure 

you understand.”

“Of course,” I lied.

“we’d love to have you help backstage. we could use some-

one to handle the props. would you be interested?”

My voice was tight as I said I’d let him know about being 

props girl, goodbye and thanks. thanks for nothing.

Props? Moving coffee mugs and vases around during scene 

changes and making sure the whiskey bottle was filled with 

tea steeped to the correct colour—no thanks. I wanted to be 

on stage, under the lights, acting.

But I wouldn’t be because, instead of taking me to that 

 final audition, my hysterical mother had made me come with 

her to the hospital. she was speeding and leaning on the horn 

as if this were a real emergency instead of just another one of 

andrew’s seizures. he’d had it in the car while they were 

waiting for me in the school pick-up zone. But by the time I 

got out of class, it was over. he’d already passed out, the way 

he always did after one of his “fits,” and Mom was doing what 

she always did—rushing him to the hospital. she didn’t need 

me to sit beside him and hold him up; his seat belt was doing 
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a good job of that. I should never have climbed into the car 

with her.

after the director’s call, it took me half an hour to reach 

home. I had left my jacket in Mom’s car, and the sunny sep-

tember day had turned cold and cloudy, but I walked slowly 

anyway, ignoring my freezing fingers. My phone buzzed once, 

then twice more. Mom. I ignored it. It buzzed again. dad. I 

ignored him, too.

when I got home, it was late, after five. dad was home, 

early for him, and there was a policewoman in our living 

room.

“we’ve been waiting for you, young lady,” said the consta-

ble. “sit down.”

“Oh, darrah!” said Mom. “Oh, darrah, oh, darrah, oh . . .”

? ? ?

at first I denied it. “Of course I didn’t pull the fire alarm. why 

would I?” there had been no one in the hallway to see me. as 

mad as I had been, I’d still had sense enough to look around.

the constable grinned. “ever hear of security cameras, 

miss? hospitals are full of them.”

“whatever.” I shrugged. “so what? It’s not a crime.”

“actually, it is. you have violated section 437 of the Crimi-

nal Code of Canada.”

Mom gasped. “what’s that?”

“darrah is guilty of ‘willfully, without reasonable cause, by 
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outcry, ringing bells, using a fire alarm, telephone or tele-

graph, or in any other manner making or circulating or caus-

ing to be made or circulated an alarm of fire . . . ’” the con-

stable itemized, reading from her notebook. “section 437.”

I shrugged. “whatever. It’s no big deal.”

“It’s against the law to shout ‘fire’—or pull a fire alarm—

when there isn’t any danger. Just as much as stealing or mur-

der is against the law. It’s a very big deal.”

“But I’m not a criminal.”

“you are now.” the constable’s face was serious. 

“why did you . . . oh, darrah . . .” Mom again, crying 

harder.

“I don’t know. I guess I was upset.” My voice was thin, my 

throat seemed to have tightened so much I could barely get 

words out.

“upset? Please explain.” the constable poised a pencil over 

her notebook. the constable was short and had dark, curly 

hair. her uniform fit perfectly, and she had a dimple on her 

cheek. But even though she was tiny and cute, she scared me.

“Mom promised I could audition, said she’d take me, then 

she wouldn’t drop me at the theatre.”

“But, darrah, andrew was . . .”

“Mom, the doctors told you not to take him to the hospital 

every time he has a seizure. they taught you how to look 

 after him. you could have—”

“your mother was worried about your brother.”

“sure, dad. like always.”
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