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Blurb
I can split myself in two . . . something I have to do because of Joy and Matilde. They are my 
grandmothers and I love them both and they totally love me but they can’t stand each other.

Eleven-year-old Allegra shuttles between her grandmothers who live next door to one 
another but couldn’t be more different. Matilde works all hours and instils discipline, 
duty and restraint. She insists that Allegra focus on her studies to become a doctor.

Meanwhile free-spirited Joy is full of colour, possibility and emotion, storing all her tears 
in little glass bottles. She is riding the second wave of the women’s movement in the 
company of her penny tortoise, Simone de Beauvoir, encouraging Ally to explore broad 
horizons and live her ‘true essence’.

And then there’s Rick who lives in a flat out the back and finds distraction in gambling 
and solace in surfing. He’s trying to be a good father to Al Pal, while grieving the 
woman who links them all but whose absence tears them apart.

Allegra is left to orbit these three worlds wishing they loved her a little less and 
liked each other a lot more. Until one day the unspoken tragedy that’s created this 
division explodes within the person they all cherish most.

About the Author
Suzanne Daniel is a journalist and communications consultant who has also worked for 
ABC TV, the Sydney Morning Herald, the United Nations, BBC (London) and in crisis 
management and social services. For the past twenty years she has served on community, 
philanthropic and public company boards. Suzanne lives in Sydney with her husband and 
family. Allegra in Three Parts is her first novel.

Plot Summary
In 1970s Bondi eleven-year-old Allegra is being raised by her hardworking and austere 
maternal grandmother, Matilde, while her dad, Rick, lives in a flat above their garage. 
And on the other side of their fence lives Joy, Allegra’s eccentric and warm paternal 
grandmother. For as long as Allegra can remember the three most important people in 
her life have never gotten along.

While constantly treading the boundaries between the three adults Allegra must also 
contend with school bullies, transitioning from primary school into high school, having 
her first period, and all the other inevitable trials of coming of age. Along the way she 
makes a vital friend in new student Patricia O’Brien, learns to surf while bonding with 
Rick, becomes entangled by association in a workers’ strike and is initiated into the 
culture of women’s liberation. 

When Allegra is accused of helping her fourteen-year-old neighbour get an abortion all 
hell breaks loose between Matilde, Joy and Rick, as old and deep wounds are exposed. 
It is revealed that Allegra’s mother, Belinda, died from complications after having an 
abortion when Allegra was three, and everyone blames each other for her death.  
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In the emotional pressure and chaos surrounding her, Allegra experiences an episode of 
heart arrhythmia and she collapses. 

A significant contributing factor of Allegra’s heart condition is determined to be 
the excessive psychological and emotional baggage Matilde, Joy and Rick have been 
unwittingly unloading onto her. This heartbreaking revelation forces them to try to 
resolve their grievances with one another and come together for Allegra’s sake. 

After Allegra is discharged from hospital she and Rick travel up the coast to Crescent 
Head where Rick finally tells her about Belinda. When they return to Bondi, Allegra is 
amazed to find Joy and Matilde working side-by-side in the garden of the new women’s 
refuge. Together the three of them lay down tiles that spell out ‘BELINDA’S GARDEN’. 

Twenty-seven years on, the now thirty-eight-year-old Allegra is preparing for Matilde’s 
funeral with her daughter Molly, and Joy, by her side.

Writing Style
I am Allegra on one side and Ally down the other. And sometimes I split myself in two. Patricia 
O’Brien can keep a hula hoop going around her hips for nineteen minutes and Scott Perkins can ride 
his bike the entire length of Blair Street with both hands on his knees and a kitten around his neck. 
And me . . . well . . . my trick is: I can split myself in two. (p. 1)

1. Allegra has a strong and memorable point of view. Told from Allegra’s perspective, 
what do you think the advantages and disadvantages of the first person narrative are 
to the story? Could the story have been told by a third person omniscient narrator 
to the same effect? Why or why not?

2. The author Suzanne Daniel is, ostensibly, not an eleven-year-old girl but she 
presents the reader with the voice of a fully formed eleven-year-old character. 
Discuss how she has achieved this narrative voice. What distinguishes this voice 
from that of an adult? 

3. Could you imagine another character as the narrator? For instance, Patricia, Rick 
or Belinda? How differently would the story unfold? What would we lose? What 
would we gain? 
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Characters
Allegra

That part of my heart that draws blood from the tips of my fingers, between my toes, under my liver 
and around my oesophagus, is sending it all up the front of my neck to my face. And it’s pulsing: 
This is weird – this is weird – this is weird. (p. 101)

4. Allegra’s repetition of ‘that part of my heart’ and ‘words starting with’ when describing 
how a certain experience affects her is a device used throughout the story. Discuss 
Allegra’s character and her various quirks.

‘There’s a huge lot of good in you, Al,’ Rick says. ‘Just like your mum. And you should know . . 
. despite it all, I do see the good in your grandmothers too. You’ve got the best parts of each one of 
them.’ (p. 266) 

5. What character traits do you think Rick is talking about here? What has Allegra 
inherited from Matilde and Joy? In what ways do you think she is different? 

6. Do you think events would have unfolded in the same way, and/or culminated in 
the same breaking point if Allegra had been raised by Joy or Rick? Please discuss. 

Matilde & Joy

There I see her own special mark: a number tattooed on her wrist. When I was nine I knew enough 
not to ask Matilde why she always had numbers written in texta on her wrist, so I asked Rick 
instead. He said that bad people put it there when she was in a concentration camp during the war, 
but that it was best not to mention this to Matilde. (p. 9)

‘Well . . . Frank started out as a good solid fellow, pet, but he was never my choice for a husband. 
My father was so taken with his job and his family that he encouraged – well, more accurately, 
insisted – on our engagement being announced before Frank left for the war. But unfortunately he 
came back a broken man before it ended . . .’ Joy looks slightly sad but surprisingly no tears are 
flowing. (p. 154)

7. We are given snippets into both Matilde and Joy’s pasts, what effect do these 
glimpses provide in how we as readers relate to these characters? 

‘This work pays for your piano lessons, your swimming lessons and it will pay for your university 
education so that you can become a doctor and be respected and never have to put up with this or the 
Bully Boltons of this world.’ Matilde is pushing her foot hard on the throttle of her sewing machine. 
(p. 77)

8. Matilde is doubtlessly a, if not the, dominant force in Allegra’s upbringing. As she 
did with Belinda, Matilde is also pushing Allegra down a life path that Matilde 
envisions for Allegra. How do you think Belinda’s death has influenced Matilde’s 
approach to raising Allegra?
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Rick

9. Suzanne Daniel presents a cast of characters dominated by strong independent 
women, from Matilde and Joy to Sister Josepha and Whisky Wendy. The male 
characters are portrayed in a less positive light: the bully Mr Linton, the patronising 
Mr Renshaw, Matilde’s husband who abandoned her in Australia. Though Rick is, 
in some ways, an aloof father figure with his Riffraff tendencies and Játszik sickness, 
there are many characteristics that make him a good father. Discuss the male 
characters in the novel in contrast to Rick. 

Patricia O’Brien

The weather is cooling and first term is flying: days at school move along with a happier beat now 
that I have a friend in Patricia O’Brien. (p. 23)

10. Discuss Patricia’s role in Allegra’s character development and her role in the overall 
narrative. 

The Lintons 

Mr Linton moves forward and stands over Matilde at her machine. It’s easy to trace the origin of 
every festering feature of Kimberly Linton. He has that same cruel expression Kimberly gets when 
she’s about to lash out. (p. 182)

11. Both Allegra and Matilde face bullies in their respective school and work life, 
bullies who also happen to be from the same family. What do they reveal about 
Allegra and Matilde as characters? What does this say about nature versus nuture?

Darce

He tells Rick that meeting us on this trip was bloody fantastic and that this girl here – Alligator – is 
every bit as good as a boy and in some ways a good deal better. (p. 273)

That part of my heart that feels engorged with someone else’s sorrow lifts me out of my camp chair 
and onto my feet. I catch up with Darce, so I can tell him, in case I never get to see him again, 
‘You’re a good dad, Darce, and a good mum too. And a bloody great bloke.’ (p. 274)

12. Allegra’s encounter at Crezzo with Darce, Glen and Matt is a poignant vignette in 
the narrative. This could be specifically attributed to the character of Darce, his 
story and how this influences his interaction with Allegra. What are your thoughts 
on Darce as a character and as a father figure? In what ways is he different from the 
other adult male characters in the story?

I wrap my arms around his middle and rest my face against his smoky chest. His weeping becomes a 
whole-body wheeze, then a cough, then a croak, then a big belly laugh and even though I shouldn’t 
be doing all this swearing, I am kind of pleased that I have, because I think that tonight under the 
stars at Crezzo it might have just helped slightly reverse a situation. (p. 274)

13. Darce also plays a significant part in Allegra’s personal growth; their interaction 
allows Allegra to discover an ability within herself, an ability to ‘reverse a situation’. 
Please discuss what is meant by ‘reverse a situation’ and how this relates to Allegra’s 
self-discovery? 



Page 66

Themes
Feminism 

‘Women have always blamed themselves for their unhappy circumstances, pet, when in fact their 
diminished lives are not the outcome of their individual choices but are part of systematic patriarchal 
oppression: men are holding all the power in society, and holding it over women. We need to 
challenge this. And we need to press on and campaign for other rights too; equal opportunity, equal 
pay, and childcare to make it all possible.’ Joy’s voice is marching now. ‘We need to overturn this 
age-old notion of women being inferior to men. Put an end to this servitude. It’s only through true 
equality that women will ever be in control of their lives and free of violence.’ (p. 156)

14. There is a prominent theme of feminism that runs throughout the narrative.  
What significance does it have to the overall story? 

Joy gently passes the penny tortoise to Patricia and shares with us out loud, ‘de Beauvoir summed 
up the female condition so well when she said: “her wings are cut and then she is blamed for not 
knowing how to fly”. That’s it exactly! And yet she still urges us, “Be loved . . . be admired . . . 
be necessary . . . be somebody”.’ . . .‘And here . . . just listen to this, girls,’ Joy continues. ‘Simone 
says life has value so long as one attributes value to the life of others, by means of love, friendship 
and compassion.’ Joy closes her eyes and pauses for a moment before adding, ‘So even in the face of 
robbed choice and curbed freedom, Simone still speaks of love as the greatest principle.’ (p. 128)

15. Simone de Beauvoir, icon of feminist theory, is quoted throughout the story and in 
homage Joy’s beloved penny tortoise is named for her. Please discuss the theorist’s 
presence and role in the overall narrative. 

16. The feminist spirit is most apparent in Joy, for instance in her Liberty Club and 
the naming of Simone de Beauvoir. While Allegra establishes that Joy is indeed a 
‘women’s libber’ to what extent would you consider Matilde a ‘women’s libber’? 
Why? 

Annabel’s mother is quite altered now, and stationed in the kitchen . . . more Mrs Warwick 
Renshaw than jean-wearing Jen. The embroidered denim flares and vest have been replaced by a 
Liberty-print floral dress nipped in at the waist. She has coral-coloured lippy on and her long hair is 
now tied back in a clip. She looks like a completely different person. (p. 167)

17. What do you think the author’s intentions are by including this scene between 
Allegra and Annabel’s family and in particular Annabel’s mother?

18. The women’s refuge in this story is inspired by Elsie, the first refuge for women and 
children in Australia. Discuss the importance of Whisky Wendy and the creation of 
the women’s refuge. 

19. Discuss how the women’s refuge, which comes to be called ‘Belinda’s Place’, the 
Liberty Club and St Brigid’s are considered sisterhoods and how these women’s 
collectives affect the overall story.
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‘We’re making a garden, Ally, isn’t it wonderful! The men from Rotary came and fixed the back 
fence and made a swing and a slide for the children. (p. 287) 

She would let Rick know directly – speaking with him respectfully – when a tap at the refuge needed 
fixing, furniture needed collecting or a light bulb needed to be changed. (p. 291-292)

20. Amidst the revolution of the second wave and the fight for female empowerment 
it is easy to slip into thinking that all men were representatives and gatekeepers of 
the patriarchy, simply put, the enemy of feminism. But of course there were many 
men who also championed gender equality. To remedy this Suzanne Daniel has 
deliberately involved the role of men in setting up the women’s refuge. To what 
extent do you think men were ‘pushed out’ during this time and what did the 
‘expansion’ of things for women mean for mens’ sense of their selves and their roles? 
Did they all feel like they were tarred with the same brush?

Loss, Grief and Guilt

‘But hey, you have me. And you have your two grandmothers. . . what have they told you about 
your mum?’

‘Nothing. They don’t talk about her, except Joy says that she’s watching over me from heaven. 
I tried asking Matilde about my mum a long time ago but her face set like cement. She quickly 
changed the topic and got busy with a bunch of urgent chores. I knew not to ask again.’ (p. 80) 

‘Was your mum called Belinda?’ whispers Patricia. ‘Ally?’ She brings her forehead gently against 
mine. ‘You can tell me. Was that her name?’ ‘I don’t know,’ I squeeze out with held-in old air.  
(p. 143)

21. Belinda is essentially erased from memory to the extent that Allegra doesn’t even 
know the name of her own mother. What are your thoughts on this particular 
situation?

22. Belinda’s death is shrouded in mystery for most of the story, what did you think had 
happened to Belinda? 

‘They don’t really need to get along with each other,’ I tell her, turning my head down and a little 
away from her line of bad breath so that now I’m facing the open window.

‘Why not?’ she asks.

‘Because . . . well, they don’t usually need to speak to each other. And if they do, they just give me 
the message and I take it between them.’

‘What sort of messages do you take between them, Allegra?’ This Stephanie is pretty nosy.

‘Just stuff, things they need to know . . . mostly about what each of them is doing with me, if 
they’re taking me places, you know, on their own.’

‘So you’re something of a go-between then, Allegra?’ (p. 240)
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23. Much like her role passing notes between Lucinda and Rob, Allegra is the go-
between for Matilde, Joy and Rick. Belinda was the link that brought Matilde, 
Rick and Joy together, and Allegra is now what holds them together. However it’s 
also their shared loss, grief and even guilt, that connects them. How is Allegra is 
being used interchangeably as a symbol for their loss? 

‘Joy, you see, has kept every tear she’s ever shed throughout her adult life, all in coloured bottles, 
lined up, dated and labelled. Whenever she feels inclined we go through the bottles and she tells me 
the stories behind each one.’ (p. 5-7)

24. Is Joy’s eccentric habit of bottling her tears a coping mechanism? What do you 
think Matilde, Rick and Allegra’s coping mechanisms for their loss are? 

25. Allegra is symbolically the heart of the foursome – she holds them together and 
all their love is poured into her. So it is even more devastating that the ‘heart’ of 
their group is pushed to a point where her own heart literally breaks. Discuss the 
multilayered use of ‘heart’ in the story. 

I work hard at the cupboard under the sink until it springs open, revealing the thirty-two bottles 
labelled BLAMED FOR BELINDA. And now the mother angel is swinging at the bottles, 
swinging hard, smashing them one at a time in all directions, spraying coloured glass and tears and 
emotions into the air. They are all over the walls, dripping down the windows and shattered across 
the floor. (p. 227-228) 

26. What is the significance of Allegra smashing and releasing Joy’s bottled emotions? 
What does this mean for Joy? Allegra? Matilde? The memory of Belinda? And the 
story in general?

Identity and Coming of Age

I have her completely encircled. Releasing slightly after a hug that she’s actually returning, I realise 
that our eyes are now almost at the same level. So Rick is right, I have definitely grown, but it could 
also be that Matilde has shrunk. (p. 280)

27. By the end of the narrative Allegra has grown, both physically and emotionally. 
Would you agree that this is a story of Allegra’s coming of age? What are the 
indicators?

I’m not split in two, but made by two, who were made by two, who were made by two, who were 
made by two . . .  (p. 293)

28. What is the underlying message the author is conveying with this line in regard to 
how we understand the narrative resolution?

29. Allegra began with the idea of being ‘split’ and now ends with being ‘made’. What 
does this line and the overall story tell us about the concept of identity and our 
sense of self ? 

Setting
30. Suzanne Daniel has set her story in a veritable melting pot: 1970’s Bondi, brimming 

with its surf culture, multiculturalism and second wave feminism. Please discuss the 
story’s evocative and distinctive sense of time and place. 


