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Poignant and uplifting, political  
and personal loyalties are tested in  

nineteenth-century Sydney. 

Colonial Sydney in the final weeks of 1899:  
a city striving for union and nationhood but dogged by 

divisions so deep they threaten to derail, not just the 
Federation, but the colony itself. There are chasms opening, 
too, when a clandestine note reaches the wrong hands in the 
well-to-do household of aspiring politician Alasdair Dunlevy 
and his wife Eleanor. Below stairs, their maid Alice faces a 

desperate situation with her wayward sister.

Despite sharing a house, Eleanor, Alice and Alasdair are  
each alone in their torment and must each find some  

solution, but at what cost to themselves and those they love? 
Evocative, immediate and involving, this is the sweeping  

story of three people, their passions and ambitions,  
and the far-flung ripples their choices will cause.
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The Past and Other Lies
‘Joel is particularly good at depicting the kind of small, casual cruelties 
family members can inflict on one another.’ Sydney Morning Herald

The Second-Last Woman in England
‘The mesmerising story crackles with atmosphere and delivers some 
great twists.’ Australian Women’s Weekly

Half the World in Winter
‘Maggie Joel explores the way human fates as well as fictional plots can 
turn dramatically on a small and fleeting thing . . . a page-turner full 
of detail and colour.’ Sydney Morning Herald

‘If you like a robust period drama, with the occasional dash of dark 
humour, then you will love this.’ Daily Telegraph

The Safest Place in London
‘Maggie Joel’s The Safest Place in London is a beautifully written explor-
ation of desperation and hope in a time of war. The novel captures the 
essence of the era with subtlety and style, while the shifting new world 
pushes characters to extreme lengths. A remarkable story of family, 
survival and how one decision can change lives for better or worse.’ 
Jane Harper, bestselling  author of The Dry

The Unforgiving City
‘Maggie Joel plunges the reader into the brutal heart of Federation, 
taking us beyond the silk curtains of lawmaking. She holds us in the 
harsh Sydney streets as characters—and indeed an entire country—
scramble for a sure footing. Secrets and deception whisper from every 
page of The Unforgiving City and force us all to question what it means 
to be a united country, but also . . . how far are you prepared to stretch 
your heart to forgive someone?’ Kirsty Manning, bestselling author of 
The Jade Lily
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1

C H A P T E R ON E

THE NOBLE LEGACY

Evening had come already, a June evening in the final winter of the 
century and the rain had not let up for a week. In Macquarie Street 
and College Street and Phillip Street the leaves lay in great damp, 
decaying piles, which was odd, the trees native to the colony being 
chiefly evergreens, but the settlers had brought their trees with 
them (or how would they know it was autumn, if the leaves did not 
turn brown and fall from the trees?). In nearby Hyde Park (for the 
settlers had brought their parks with them too) the wide avenue, 
along which in more clement weather elegant couples strolled, ran 
with torrents of rainwater and soon became impassable.

At a municipal hall a mile or two to the west of the city a 
meeting was in progress. At the doorway of the hall young women 
in neat white blouses and wide-brimmed straw hats quite unsuited 
to the weather handed out ribbons emblazoned in large bold letters 
with the words federation yes! Because it was wet, and because 
every man to whom they handed a ribbon was wet too, the ink 
on the ribbons ran and everyone’s hands turned black, but still 
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the men took the ribbons, because the women were young and 
ardent and the men wished to be obliging. Already a quan tity of 
the ribbons had found their way onto the floor of the hall and 
had turned to a sodden mass beneath the men’s boots and the 
legs of the chairs.

The hall was a functional one, distempered rather than panelled, 
a place of betterment and learning and, until the Methodist Hall 
was completed, of theological dissent too, where chairs and tables 
could be stacked and folded away to make room for dancing 
and music. This evening the chairs were in rows and the piano, 
a Charles Stieff upright that had not been tuned since the Queen’s 
Jubilee, had been pushed into a corner beneath a dust cloth. At one 
end of the hall was a raised dais, above which a banner proclaimed 
in the same large bold letters as the ribbons—only this time a foot 
high—one people, one destiny, one flag. And here was the 
flag—snowy white with a pretty blue cross on it and the Union 
Jack stuck up high in the top left-hand corner—a thing hastily 
fashioned and poorly manufactured in the manner of a flag not 
yet officially adopted and likely to be changed at a moment’s notice 
once votes were cast and counted.

For a great bill had been proposed, and in twenty days the 
colony would vote and this time it would vote Yes. Nothing 
barring a catastrophe could stop it now. True, the very same 
thing had been declared the year before and the people of New 
South Wales had decided Federation was not for them. But a 
year later, with a newer bill—a better bill!—the fears that had 
sunk the vote a year earlier were appeased. Nothing barring a 
catastrophe, they said.

And so the hall was full, or if not quite full then certainly half 
full. Upwards of fifty or sixty men, and some women too, had made 
the journey on such a dreadful night to hear what the gentlemen 

Bh3141M-PressProofs.indd   2Bh3141M-PressProofs.indd   2 11/06/19   10:03 AM11/06/19   10:03 AM



3

The Unforgiving City

from parliament and their own local aldermen had to say. They 
already knew how they would vote, but it was a thing, was it not, 
the men from the parliament coming out to your suburb, to your 
local hall? And on a night like this.

On the dais a row of uncomfortable folding wooden chairs held 
the by-no-means-slight figures of the mayor, various councillors 
and aldermen, one or two of the more important local business-
men and the Hon. Alasdair Dunlevy MLA, the only member 
of the Legislative Assembly to have braved the downpour and 
made it to the meeting. But one member was better than none, 
and Mr Dunlevy cut an impressive figure in a black tailcoat and 
pinstriped trousers, a tall man in a tall black silk hat, powerfully 
built; a man barely contained by a tightly buttoned silver-and-
black-striped waistcoat and a pale grey Ascot tie at his neck. Above 
the tie was a smooth, clean-shaven face that spurned the whiskers 
doggedly retained by the more senior members of the Assembly, 
a face that said it had nothing to hide, that said here is the future 
and it has no beard!

Alasdair Dunlevy stood at the lectern and surveyed the crowded 
hall. He knew these men, knew what was in their heads, knew—
more importantly—what was in their hearts, understood their 
fears, their hopes, their prejudices, and this understanding calmed 
him, it filled him up, it made him powerful. His fingers gripped 
the lectern’s smooth wooden edges, not to steady himself, but 
as a man does who sees an opportunity and who seizes it with 
both hands. The mayor, a man whose name Dunlevy had already 
forgotten, had spoken—trite platitudes and dry clichés for the 
most part—as had a councillor and one or two of the notable local 
businessmen, but it was not until Alasdair began his speech that 
the men sat forward and nodded their heads and shouted their 
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approval, for he had shown them a vision of what their nation 
might be:

‘You have heard my reasons, gentlemen, and I will summarise 
them for you. Federation will remove these absurd custom bar-
riers between the colonies. It will mean a uniform railway gauge 
and new railways traversing our continent; it will finally open 
up the interior for settlement. Settlement for Australians—for 
Federation is the only possible way of preserving Australia for the 
white races. It will engender confidence in British investors. It will 
mean improved defences. For make no mistake, gentlemen—’ and 
here Alasdair paused just long enough to allow each man in the 
room to lean an inch closer ‘—should there be a European war, 
disunion would mean disaster for Australia.’

And they all, to a man, liked what they heard.
Well, perhaps not to a man. Alasdair spotted the fellow a 

moment before he spoke:
‘We cannot trust ’em! We all know we cannot trust the Victorians.’
The speaker, a storekeeper or an artisan in shabby Sunday best, 

jumped to his feet and a chorus of voices followed him, agreeing 
or not, and some of the other men now also got excitedly to their 
feet and their wives pulled them down again to their seats.

Mr Dunlevy held up his hand, but before he could reply the 
heckler, red-faced and sweating despite the cool night, spoke again:

‘If you believe the Victorians will willingly give up a federal 
parliament—not once they have got their hands on it—and let us 
build a brand-new capital someplace else, you are a fool!’

‘They want Ballarat for the capital—the Premier hisself admitted 
it!’ called out a man in a bowler hat standing towards the back of the 
room. A further chorus of calls followed and some applause, a fair 
amount of derision too, but the tenor of the meeting had changed.
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For the man had a point—could the Victorians be trusted? And, 
yes, the Premier had indeed said that about Ballarat, for all that it 
had been an unwise and unpropitious thing for him to concede.

A ripple swept through the hall, and the mood that a moment 
earlier had been one of high-minded camaraderie infused with 
a heady dose of patriotism now became something else entirely.

‘He’s right—how can we trust ’em?’
‘S’not just parliament—they want to take our money and put it 

in their own coffers and leave nothing for us!’
‘What’s the good of a Federation anyway? We managed for a 

hundred and ten years without one, why d’we need one now?’
And, yes, the arithmetic was wrong (for it was actually a 

hundred and eleven years), but the point was made and it was 
greedily swallowed up, for ill forebodings are more easily gorged on 
than fair ones. On the dais the mayor and his councillors shifted 
in their chairs. Their frustration at the ill-informed truculence of 
their fellow citizens—whose opinions seemed to them belligerently 
dogged and also, somehow, fleetingly changeable—was clear.

Or it was clear to Alasdair, and the smile he allowed himself 
was wry, for if they anticipated this crowd—indeed, any crowd—to 
be rational and consistent, then they had fundamentally misun-
derstood their fellow men.

And so he stood, unruffled, at the lectern. He smiled. He waited. 
He had brought no notes with him to the meeting. His tailcoat 
and waistcoat had been designed in Italy. This silk top hat cost 
more than the collected wardrobes of every man present. This 
was not his first such meeting nor indeed his tenth. He had lost 
count of the number of Federation meetings he had attended and, 
the human mind being what it is, and men being essentially the 
same whether they be at Bondi Beach or Emu Plains or any point 
between, the same questions came up. Oh, patriotism and slogans 
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and flags were all very well, but what it all boiled down to was that 
men feared change.

And so he smiled, he waited for a pause, and when it came he 
seized it:

‘Gentlemen . . .’ (And, yes, there were women in the audience, 
but none of them had questioned the Federation, had they? None 
of them had questioned his sound reasoning. Besides, none of them 
had the vote.) ‘I understand your concerns. Indeed, I have shared 
them. New South Wales has always been a champion of free trade, 
and you want assurances it will remain so, that our Federation 
tariff policy will not be based on protectionism. Gentlemen, I can 
make that assurance. There is nothing in this draft constitution 
to suggest it. You are concerned about losing out—you worry that 
customs collected from your pockets will go into a central govern-
ment coffer. Worse, that we in New South Wales will find ourselves 
subsidising our poorer cousins in the other smaller, struggling 
economies—’

‘Too right! Those South Australians, Tasmanians and Western 
Australians want to bleed us dry!’

‘—and that is why Mr Braddon inserted his clause into our 
bill which provides an assurance to us that customs revenue will 
be returned to each state for the first ten years. And that  is why 
Mr Braddon assures us that there will be a new federal capital—a 
brand-new city!—and it is to be built not in Victoria, not in Tasmania, 
not in South Australia, but here in our own New South Wales!’

‘But a hundred miles away!’
‘Yes, a hundred miles away!’ (Alasdair pounded the lectern.) 

‘And what is that in our country which is two thousand miles 
across? Our city, which has grown to half a million souls in less 
than a hundred years, will stretch out to the north and to the south 
and to the west to cover that hundred miles in less than a century!’
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A cheer followed this prediction, as it generally did.
‘Before it is completed, this new federal capital will be part of 

our western suburbs!’
This brought another cheer and some laughter.
‘Gentlemen, look to the other brave new nations of the world 

that have embraced federalism: Argentina, Canada, Switzerland, 
the United States—’

‘And look what happened there—they all but wiped ’emselves 
out in a bloody great civil war!’

Alasdair smiled and released both hands from their grip on 
the lectern, holding them before him, palms upwards. Someone 
always mentioned the American war.

‘Our nation will be created out of peace not out of war. This, 
gentlemen, will be our legacy. And is it not a sweet and noble 
legacy to leave our children and our children’s children? Does it 
not stir the blood to know that we here today, and at the polling 
booth on the twentieth of June, will make history?’

The red-faced man made some reply to this, but as the hall had 
erupted into applause and loud cheers his reply was lost.

The speeches were over. A show of hands was called: those for 
Federation and those against, the result being not quite unanimous 
but surely a clear majority in favour. The mayor beamed and his 
councillors congratulated each other with vigorous handshakes 
and jocular slaps on the back.

Alasdair Dunlevy shook every hand that was offered to him, 
making a point of greeting each member of the council and all 
the aldermen and the irritating little shopkeeper who had spoken 
out against him, and keeping one eye on the door and his fob 
watch and on his secretary, who lingered near the stage with their 
coats and umbrellas making hurry-up gestures, and on the photo-
grapher from the local paper who, surely, was going to ask for a 
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picture?—yes, here was the fellow now—and striking just the right 
pose as the flash went off. Time for another? Yes, certainly—this 
time with the minister in the centre. And if the glow of victory had 
begun already to dissipate, it was only because Alasdair had been 
here at this very same hall with these very same men a year ago, 
almost to the day, and the mood that evening had been buoyant, 
celebratory, just as it was tonight, and a few days later they had 
lost the referendum.

Y

Outside the rain continued to fall. Evening had become night.
A short carriage ride east of the city lay the inlet of Elizabeth 

Bay. Here the straight lines to which men aspired and which they 
had largely achieved in other parts of the city were abandoned. 
One road led directly down to the water, it was true, but the rest 
followed their own path, twisting and snaking and turning back 
on themselves seemingly on a whim. To live in Elizabeth Bay was 
to be forever climbing and descending, so the horses that pulled 
the carriages, the tradesmen’s drays and the hansom cabs that 
stepped lightly elsewhere, here laboured and strained and lost 
their footing. This was a shoreline still in the process of being 
tamed, where retaining walls and waterside parks and mooring 
for pleasure craft vied with sheer cliffs and rocky escarpments and 
scrub, where the newly built villas overlooking the bay perched 
tentatively, not quite yet master of the landscape.

On one of the newly paved streets was a row of villas made of 
honey-coloured sandstone, built in the Italianate style—with slate 
roofs and bay windows and cast-iron balustrading—by a team 
of Italian stonemasons brought to the colony at some expense. 
The new villas all had names, but they were not the Berwicks or 
Amblesides or Windermeres of a hundred other merchants’ houses 
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that imagined a homesickness for a mother country most had never 
visited; these houses were named for the men who had built them, 
for the men who had bought the land and subdivided it, and for 
the politicians who had smoothed the passage of development. 
(One or two even echoed the ancient names the people of the Eora 
nation had once used, names cut down and made palatable to the 
European tongue, but these were very much the minority.) The 
new villas had bathrooms, they had running water and the new 
electric lighting. One or two subscribed to the telephone service. 
They were houses for the new century, built in the dying months 
of the old one.

Inside one of these houses a maid moved from room to room 
lighting fires, drawing curtains, trimming wicks—for the house 
still retained a handful of kerosene lamps and the maid avoided, 
where she could, the new electric lights. This house was named 
Yarran, a Jewish-sounding name, perhaps, though more likely a 
corruption of Yarrandabby, the old Gadigal name for the head-
land, though it had been many years since an elder had stood on 
this headland and uttered its name.

Her tasks completed, the maid—whose name was Alice 
Nimrod—went silently upstairs to the room of her mistress.

She was a slight figure, insubstantial—not in height, for she was 
as tall as anyone in the house, taller than some, but in presence. 
She had worked five years in the large, newly built house, though 
she was not yet twenty, and she moved warily in the manner of 
one who dwells in another person’s house.

Tonight her head was very full. She had got through the work of 
the day in fits and starts, hurrying over some tasks, lingering over 
others, her fingers moving restlessly, as restlessly as the thoughts 
in her head, and sometimes spoiling her work so that she must 
start afresh. Her throat was full too, she found now, full of strange 
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words that she dared not utter and had not thought ever to utter 
in her life before. Yet the words fought to come out.

How full her head was!
At the top of the stairs Alice Nimrod stopped and turned about. 

She had no business to be here, and a maid in a place she had no 
business to be was in a precarious position. She walked the short 
distance along the landing and paused at her mistress’s bedroom 
door, her hand raised to knock.

But she did not knock. Her hand fell to her side. She closed 
her eyes.

Y

Inside the room rain lashed the window.
Eleanor Dunlevy looked up from her journal. It was already 

quite dark outside. The curtains had not yet been drawn, and 
in the window she saw only the darkness of the night and her 
own face made indistinct by the rivers of water on the pane. The 
face was very white in the strange light, and featureless, the eyes 
blank, obscured by the little round-framed spectacles that she 
had recently been obliged to adopt. Her husband, a man with 
his nose always in a newspaper or an official document of some 
description and who was five years her senior, did not require 
such aids to his vision. She pulled the spectacles off. They were 
attached to a little chain about her neck and she let them fall 
to her chest. She had not yet told her husband she wore them, 
spent her evenings staring unseeing at the blurred pages of her 
novel until he retired to bed.

Outside leaves swirled and stuck to the pane, held fast by the 
force of the wind before being swept away into oblivion, and now 
Eleanor could make out two bright points of light in the darkness, 
which she thought must be the distant pilot lights of some vessel 
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negotiating the safety of the harbour, but they turned out to be 
the unblinking yellow eyes of a possum wrapped around a branch 
of the Moreton Bay fig outside her window.

She took up her spectacles and reviewed what she had written 
in her journal:

Blanche wore a feathered piece on her head, ostrich, one presumes—
Her eyes moved down the page.
. . . the turbot was a rather odd colour though no one remarked 

on it  . . . R. made some fatuous observation about the Prem. that 
amused everyone—not A., of course, who cannot afford to mock 
the P.!

What was R’s fatuous remark? She could not for the moment 
recall. She and Alasdair had gone to a dinner at the Pykes’ and 
some of the gentlemen had come directly from a meeting at a 
town hall where someone had made a great speech and someone 
else had proposed something and three cheers had been offered 
and the future of the nation was, apparently, assured. Over the fish 
there had been a great deal of discussion about tariffs and free 
trade and the new federal capital. Someone had said, It boils down 
to just one thing: can we trust the other colonies?

Could they? Eleanor did not know. She had put none of this 
in her journal. She had noted the ostrich feather and the colour 
of the soup.

A. observed how the Prem’s speech had been particularly well 
received and that the bill was all but assured this time.

Had Alasdair said that? It was the kind of thing her husband 
might have said, the kind of thing he would like to have said. She 
had written it in her journal and so it became true. She wondered 
if she wrote the journal for herself or if it were not for some face-
less scholar years hence, sequestered in a dusty university library 
researching a dull biography. Alasdair’s biography.
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On their way to the dinner at the Pykes’ they had seen two 
constables pull a body from the bay, the sodden, clothed body of 
a female. It was not a common spot for suicides but any place, 
presumably, would do if one were determined. Sometimes they 
jumped from the quay and a day later were washed up in the 
bay by the current. Sometimes they jumped from the steamers. 
(Imagine sailing all this way across so many oceans simply to 
jump overboard with your destination in sight!) Occasionally the 
Herald reported the suicide, supplying a name and how many 
children were left behind; often there was no name, just a body 
fished from the harbour. When she and Alasdair had returned 
home, passing the same spot, the constables were gone. Eleanor 
had put none of this in her journal.

How proud I was then of my husband, the statesman, who 
has stood at the Premier’s side this whole time and whose tireless 
campaigning must surely rival that of Mr Reid himself, she wrote 
and then she stopped writing and placed her pen on the blotter. 
Her hands were quite pale in the lamplight; a flattering light, but 
still the lines were visible. One could disguise the cruel march of 
time on one’s face, one’s body, but on the hands there was no hiding 
it. Gloves, yes, while in company, but alone there was no denying it. 
A flicker of panic stirred within her, consuming all momentarily, 
then as quickly dissipating.

She snapped the journal shut and pushed it away from her, and 
at the same moment a knock came at the door.

The room had become dark, but the hallway outside was brightly 
lit so that the opening door cast light into her room and, for a 
startling moment, the slight figure of the maid, Alice, appeared 
immense and monstrous.

No servant was ever quite invisible. Alice, who had the features 
of utter banality and unremarkability true to her class but a face 
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which ought to have been free of expression and somehow never 
was, had never achieved invisibility. She stood now quite motion-
less in the doorway, not speaking, her face and hands an extension 
of the plain black dress and starched white apron, collar and cuffs 
she wore so that it was not at once clear where the uniform ended 
and the girl began. Her shoulders were a little stooped, a strand 
of hair had worked its way loose from her cap, her hands hung at 
her sides as though lost without something to carry.

‘The curtains, madam,’ she said at last.
If the kitchen had caught on fire, or a ship wrecked in the bay, 

one imagined she would announce it in just the same tone.
But this evening two bright red spots showed clearly, one on 

each side of her face.
The girl plunged into the room. She made for the window, 

drawing the curtains then pausing to caress the thick crimson 
velvet, smoothing it out so the folds fell just so. She stood back 
as though to admire them, though she must have drawn them 
and opened them every day of her life for the last five years, and 
nothing about the way they fell this evening was different to how 
they had fallen any other day of those five years.

‘Thank you, Alice.’
But Alice did not leave. Alice remained where she was, taking 

up so little space yet taking up all the space in the room.
‘Was there something else?’
Those livid spots on either side of her face.
The girl must be unwell or she wanted an afternoon off or she 

had broken some piece of china. Was she giving her notice? But, 
no, apparently it was none of these things, as Alice bobbed a brief 
curtsy in the vague direction of the window and said, ‘No, madam.’

The door clicked shut behind her. Eleanor let out her breath. 
A slight weight of oppression slid away. She stared at the window. 
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Though it was obscured now by the thick crimson curtains, she 
could still hear the rain lashing the pane.

A hatbox lay opened on the bed, a number of pairs of gloves 
laid out beside it.

It was monstrous that one should have to go out in this weather.
She was dressed already in white brocaded satin, the bodice 

embroidered with gold, and her diamonds. It was the dress she 
had worn to the Governor-General’s ball in April for the opening 
of the special session of parliament. Mrs Dunlevy wore white, the 
Herald had reported the following morning, though it had listed 
almost every other lady’s dress in detail—Lady Darley’s silver 
appliqué and shaded heliotrope chiffon, Mrs Barton’s pale pink 
silk and deep flounces of lace, Mrs Dickens’ embroidered netting 
and black trimming. But Mrs Dunlevy wore white.

The morning edition of the newspaper lay on her writing desk, 
where she had placed it after lunch so that she might read it alone 
in her room. A steamer, the Albatross, had gone down in the Cook 
Strait with the loss of all hands. It had been missing since Tuesday 
and now the captain of another ship had reported seeing pieces of 
decking and masting floating in the water. It was a wholly inaus-
picious name, wasn’t it, the Albatross? Surely one was anticipating 
catastrophe by naming a ship thus. Eleanor saw, for a moment, the 
pieces of decking, the masting floating in the water. The newspaper 
listed the names of the perished officers and crew, recording their 
rank and whether or not they were married. Most were.

She picked up her pen and became aware that Alice was stand-
ing just outside the door. She held her pen above the page, and 
did not move. The page narrowed into a tiny white dot before her 
eyes. What did the girl want? Why did she stand there? She would 
get up and fling open the door and demand of the girl what she 
meant by it.
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But Eleanor did not get up, she did not fling open the door, and 
after a time she heard the floorboards creak and Alice went away.

She had been holding her breath and she let it out now in 
a rush. She picked up the newspaper and read again the list of 
passengers. She had scanned the list already, but what if she had 
missed the name of someone with whom she was acquainted? For 
here was a Mrs Pavey travelling with her daughter—there had 
been a Miss Pavey, had there not, many years ago, the sister of 
a friend of someone? But if Miss Pavey had married, her name 
would no longer be Pavey; she would have some other name. 
There was no one, then, on the list whom she knew. She ought 
to be relieved.

Beneath the story of the lost steamer the paper reported an 
outbreak of plague at Alexandria. The rain beat at the window 
and she thought of infested rats in some far-off land and primi-
tive people crowded together in makeshift dwellings. It was not 
Egypt, of course, to which the news item referred; it was a suburb 
of the same name here in this very city, a place perhaps two or 
three miles to the south-west. A poor place. A part of the city she 
had never visited.

She put the newspaper to one side and picked up her pen 
once more.

How proud I was then of my husband, the statesman—
Eleanor raised her pen to strike out the words but then could 

not do so. To strike out something one had written in one’s journal, 
was that not censorship of the most insidious sort, censorship of 
one’s own thoughts? But they were not her own thoughts. Whose 
thoughts were they? How proud I was— She hated those words! 
They contaminated her journal. But she could not strike them out. 
She closed the book and placed it in her desk drawer and turned 
the key in the lock.
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Did Alasdair have a duplicate key? she wondered. She unlocked 
the drawer. Beneath the journal was a note, a single page—two 
or three lines, no more—on unheaded notepaper folded inside a 
plain cream-coloured envelope. The note had arrived with the first 
post a few days earlier. It was a note she was reasonably certain 
had not been intended for her eyes but that had, somehow, found 
its way to her. She had read the note just the once and put it away. 
She had told no one about it.

She slowly turned towards her dressing table, a fussily ornate 
mid-century piece of polished walnut topped by a large bevelled 
mirror, and regarded herself. She had dressed, had skilfully 
arranged her own hair, without studying herself at all, but now she 
made herself look. Her eyes filled her face. It was an illusion, but 
she could not shake it off. The pleasing regularity of her features, 
a strong nose and chin, a prominent brow, a clear complexion, 
all these things eluded her gaze. She turned to see her profile but 
could not quite catch herself. Were her features too regular? Did 
one tire of them over time? Did they hint at a conventionality, an 
absence of some kind? She had fought long and hard to hide the 
most secret parts of herself, but was it possible she had succeeded 
too well? She had turned men’s heads once and sometimes did so 
now, though she had accepted the first proposal she had received 
and had not regretted it. But did one tire, eventually, of pleasing 
regularity?

She locked the desk drawer a second time and stood up.
An urgent tap at the window stopped her heart and she put a 

hand to her chest. She went to the window and threw back the 
heavy crimson curtain, at first seeing nothing, but a second tap 
proved to be the overgrown Moreton Bay fig reaching out in the 
darkness and in the wind and in the rain with its outermost branch 
towards the house, towards her. And the giant possum, a male, 
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unmoving as the rain splashed onto its sodden brown pelt, its 
yellow eyes unblinking and unsurprised. They—the possum and 
the monstrous ancient tree—had something timeless about them, 
as though they had both been here a great many years, before 
this house and this suburb, before even the city itself. There was 
a recrimination in the tap-tap-tap, in the unblinking yellow eyes.

Eleanor let fall the curtain and turned away. She was going 
out. She must get ready.

The rain continued to fall. The night lengthened and the city, a 
place of sparkling water and dazzling light in the daytime, became 
a place of shivering misery from which men scurried.

Eleanor sat in a hansom cab as it splashed through the  deserted 
streets. She had sent Alice out into the night to find the cab and the 
girl had taken an umbrella and gone all the way up to MacLeay 
Street before she had found one.

It was a filthy night, and Eleanor wondered about Alasdair’s 
meeting and who might see fit to attend it on such a night. But 
they were all well attended, he said, and the newspapers said it 
too. Two hundred people had come, they reported, or two hundred 
and fifty, to hear the Premier speak, more to hear Mr Barton. Yet 
Eleanor was yet to attend a single one of Alasdair’s meetings this 
time around, when she had attended a dozen or more the last time, 
a year ago. She had intended to go with him this evening, but in 
the end she had not. The rain; it was the rain that had stopped 
her. But there were still three weeks to go. Twenty days. She leaned 
back in the cab as a weariness overcame her.

They had left William Street and turned north into College 
Street. A void on her left, utterly black and impenetrable, was 
Hyde Park. Soon they would be at Macquarie Street and the 
moment of arriving would be upon her. She awaited with a 
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growing dread the slowing of the cab, the opening of the carriage 
door, the dash through the puddles and the cold gripping the 
back of her neck, but it could not be put off. One could hardly 
tell the cabbie to turn about and take her home again. She pulled 
her fur closer about her.

Mrs Dunlevy wore white.
‘We’re here, lady,’ called the cabbie above the pounding of 

the rain.
Eleanor gazed at the rain as it beat against the carriage window, 

drumming an insistent and incessant rhythm. It had been there 
for days—not the rain, though that had been present for days too, 
but the insistent and incessant drumming. She could pinpoint its 
beginning precisely to the moment she had received the note that 
was folded now inside an envelope in her writing desk drawer, 
a note that began My dearest and went on to confirm a meeting 
of which she had no knowledge; a note that was unsigned, though 
she recognised the florid and careless hand of her husband.

She understood her husband was having an affair.
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