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Maggie woke coughing. It was dark but there was something other than darkness in 
the air, something that climbed into her mouth, scratched at her throat and stole her 
breath. It made her eyes sting and tear. And it made her heart stall. Flames burst 
through the doorway like dragon breath. Maggie tried to scream but more coughs 
came, one after the other, after the other. She backed up in the bed, eyes wide, as the 
blaze began to engulf the room. She thought of her family, asleep in their beds. She 
had to waken them – with something other than her voice.  

She hurried from her bed, peering through flame-lit smoke in search of her jug and 
washbasin. Reaching them, she flung water in the direction of the fire and began to 
slam enamel against enamel, fast and loud. She had to back away as flames lapped 
and roared and licked at her. But she kept on slamming.  

Her arms grew tired. Her breath began to fail her. And she felt the heavy pull of 
sleep. She might have given in had she been alone in the house. But there was her 
father. There was her mother. There was Tom. And there was David. She could not 
give up.  

Then like a miracle of black shadow, her father burst through the flames, his head 
tossing and turning. His frenzied gaze met hers. 

‘Maggie!’ 
She began to cry with relief but relief changed to guilt as she realised that she had 

only drawn him further into the fire. 
‘No! You were meant to take the stairs. You were meant to-’  
‘It’s all right, Maggie Mae. It’s all right,’ he said, hurrying to her. He scooped her 

up and held her tight as he carried her away from a heat that burned without touching.  
She felt cool air on her back as he opened the window. Wind rushed in, blowing the 

drapes aside. The flames roared louder, rose higher. But her father only looked out at 
the night sky. And down.  

‘Missus O’Neill! I’m dropping Maggie down to you!’ he called. ‘Catch her now, 
mind. Catch my little girl.’ Then he looked deep into Maggie’s eyes. ‘Missus O’Neill 
is down below with her arms out for you. I’m going to drop you down to her.’ 

‘Will she catch you too?’ 
But he just smiled and kissed her forehead. ‘Make a difference in the world, 

Maggie.’ 
The sadness in his eyes filled her with a new terror. ‘But you’re coming too?’ 
He smiled once more. ‘I am, as soon as I get the others out. Now keep your eyes on 

mine, Maggie Mae. Keep your eyes on mine all the way down.’ 
 


