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To the custodians of family stories.
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Prelude
He could hear nothing. Light snow continued to fall, slowly 
turning pallid the rows of upright stones and wooden markers. 
Powder thickened on the paths, and on the clothes of the shiver-
ing boy. As he stared at the small mound in front of him, near 
the boundary wall, its raw covering of newly dug soil began to 
fade under the blanket of whiteness. 

With each breath, the cold was piercing his chest. His feet 
and fi ngers ached. He shuffl ed along the paths towards the gate, 
hardly glancing at the graves on either side. An empty glass vase 
glinted at him. He smashed it against the nearest stone. Picking 
up a jagged piece, he stabbed his hand repeatedly and stood 
trembling as bright blood dripped. Upon the solitude, upon the 
blank desertion, crimson splashes printed his pain.
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Part 1

Dunedin, 1892–97
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One
Not knowing what had really happened: that was the worst of 
it. But other things mingled with their craving to discover the 
truth. There was the frustrating diffi culty of having to depend on 
fragmentary information from a medley of second-hand sources 
that seemed incomplete and sometimes inconsistent – the letters, 
newspaper articles, reported rumours. Being so distant from the 
many places she had travelled through was a further hindrance, 
protracting all enquiries and making the Phillips brothers feel 
powerless. There was a tinge of guilt, too. Perhaps they could 
have done more. But it all came back to that lack of certainty 
about what to believe, about Hammond’s actions and motives, 
and even about Frances herself. How well did they know their 
own sister? 

* * *

As soon as Edward saw the fi rst report he took a carriage up to 
Half Way Bush. His temple throbbed in unison with the thud 
of hooves on the wet clay road. It was a miserably wet evening, 
and when they reached the house he told the driver to wait. The 
snuffl ing horse twitched its fl ank, sending up small sprays of 
misty discontentment. 

It must have been the maid’s night off: Frederick him-
self opened the door, Mary just behind him in the passageway 
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wiping her hands on an apron and peering to see who had come 
unannounced.

‘Ted! This is a surprise. Why the frown? Everything all 
right?’

Shaking his head, he drew out a folded newspaper from 
under his damp coat and slapped it peevishly against his palm.

‘Have you looked at today’s Times?’
‘Why, no, I…’
‘Listen to this!’
Edward turned to a small item and his voice quavered as 

he read aloud to them. After he fi nished they sat in a long silence, 
broken only when Mary put her hands to her face and started 
to weep.

They decided that Edward would write to Melbourne 
seeking further information, but some days passed before he 
could bring himself to do so. Frances had been headstrong 
and foolish and now his warnings were turning out to be well 
founded. Yes, he was anxious, of course – but also angry with 
her, angry at such wilfulness. She had made her bed. 

But shared blood stirred him. Penning a short enquiry, he 
sealed it with a sigh and walked through chilling drizzle to the 
post offi ce.

No. 2 London Street
Dunedin

New Zealand
28 September 1892

The Superintendent of Police
Melbourne
Sir,
I herewith enclose a cutting from the Otago Daily 
Times of 22 September 1892. It is a portion of 
the ‘American Letter’ to the ODT, in which the 
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correspondent states that the chief of the Melbourne 
police is making enquiries concerning ‘a certain Rev. 
William Hammond.’ The Rev. Hammond, or Dr 
Hammond as he is known in Dunedin, is wedded 
to my sister; and, as I have not heard from her for 
some considerable time, you will quite understand 
how deeply it concerns me to know whether the 
statement contained in this paper is true or not. I 
shall therefore take it as a great favour if you will be 
kind enough to inform me whether the Melbourne 
police are indeed looking for Dr Hammond, and 
if so, provide some enlightenment concerning the 
charge against him.
Yours respectfully
Edward A. Phillips
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The Melbourne police never responded, but a few weeks 
later a letter came to Frederick and Mary from Frances herself, 
describing an apparently idyllic life in an inland region of British 
Columbia. Another Canadian letter followed not long after-
wards from the west coast. She seemed contented, and made no 
mention of any diffi culty or unease; so, when writing back, her 
Dunedin relatives could think of no prudent way to refer to the 
alarming report about her husband, and it went unmentioned. 
Perhaps, they told themselves reassuringly, the ‘pious fraud’ 
was not in fact her husband. There might well be some 
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confusion – a case of mistaken identity. William Hammond was 
surely a common name, after all.

* * *

Frederick and Mary often spoke to each other of Frances, and 
made particularly solicitous mention of her welfare when they 
knelt together by their bedside at the end of each evening.

‘Lord, we ask Thee to watch over our dear sister Frances as 
she journeys through the wilderness of this world. Keep her, we 
beseech Thee, from all harm. Bring her and her little ones safely 
home to us at last…’

Safely home. Frederick had no doubt that Dunedin was 
indeed his sister’s proper home, and that she would return to 
it when she tired of all this restless travelling. She belonged 
here, though she didn’t seem to know it yet. Coming home 
meant recognising the importance of solid familiar things. For 
Frederick, homeliness was most happily present in the furniture 
he had shaped so painstakingly from rimu heartwood with its 
fi ne streaky grain. Few things gave him as much pleasure as 
rubbing his fi ngertips over one of his own well-fi nished chairs, 
tables or cupboard doors. It had become increasingly diffi cult 
to make a decent living as a cabinet-maker, but that was the 
only work he knew. These were not comfortable times. Several 
people owed him money, including some from his own congrega-
tion. Downright disheartening, it was, to fi nd that his Christian 
brethren often put themselves fi rst and took advantage of his 
patience. Having two young daughters now and hoping for more 
children, he and Mary would need to live more frugally. 

Church matters claimed his earnest attention as an offi ce-
bearer of the Tabernacle in Great King Street, and the growth of 
new places of worship in surrounding districts had brought addi-
tional calls on his time. Mornington, North East Valley, Burnside, 
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and other sister congregations further south in Kaitangata and 
Mataura – wonderful to see them all carrying the Lord’s work 
into fresh fi elds; but they looked to senior brethren such as him-
self for practical support. Recently the North East Valley Sunday 
School teachers had sought his guidance in creating a Boys’ Bible 
Band in order to attract the local lads. While Frederick laid no 
claim to musicianship, his hymn singing was hearty and he knew 
how to link it to the drum and fi fe that could make young pulses 
race.

But not everything in the life of his church was moving 
to a cheerful rhythm. The Tabernacle elders had resolved, after 
soul-searching debate, to refuse any affi liate recognition to 
the divergent group that had begun to meet separately in the 
City Hall. Schismatic tensions troubled Frederick deeply. The 
Christian faith should bring believers together, not drive them 
apart. Were they not all pilgrims on the same road, travelling 
towards the same ultimate destination?

* * *

On a Friday afternoon, Edward was at his most irritable. Trying 
to teach the basic rules of Latin syntax – let alone the nuances of 
that noble language – to scruffy New Zealand schoolboys was 
an irksome task. Not for the fi rst time, he thought his choice of 
career had been unwise. He could have done better for himself 
than this.

‘Qui trans mare currunt,’ he repeated impatiently. ‘Currunt, 
currunt – can none of you translate the verb? Jackson? Smither?’ 
He whacked his desk with the textbook. ‘Think of English 
derivatives like “current”…’

‘Does it mean “fl ow”, sir? Flowing through the sea?’
‘No, Jackson, no. The literal sense is “run”, but linking 

it here with the preposition we might say “traverse” or simply 
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“cross”. So this Horatian aphorism, “Coelum non animum 
mutant qui trans mare currunt”: how is it to be rendered, then?’

‘They who cross the sea change their sky but not their soul.’
‘A satisfactory approximation, hardly elegant. But do you 

grasp the meaning, lads? What point is Horace making here 
about travellers?’

He let the silence hang in the stifl ing air of their little 
classroom. A blowfl y zigzagged across the room, blundered into 
a coil of fl ypaper and stuck there in a buzzing frenzy. The smell 
of blood drifting up the hill from the slaughterhouses was even 
more pungent than usual. Wiping his pallid brow, Edward twid-
dled the chain of his fob watch.

‘No inspiration, anyone? Well, I’ll ask you the same ques-
tion on Monday, so turn your attention to it in the meantime. 
Class dismissed.’

That evening he found the passage he was looking for. 
He would read Emerson’s words to his dim-witted class at the 
beginning of the next Latin lesson. Perhaps he should also copy 
them out and send them to his sister, the wilful wayfarer.

Travelling is a fool’s paradise. Our fi rst journeys discover 
to us the indifference of places. At home I dream that at 
Naples, at Rome, I can be intoxicated with beauty and lose 
my sadness. I pack my trunk, embrace my friends, embark 
on the sea and at last wake up in Naples, and there beside 
me is the stern fact, the sad self, unrelenting, identical, that 
I fl ed from.
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