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DEDICATION

For Agatha Christie, the greatest mystery writer of all time, whose classic whodunnits filled my young imagination with mystery, murder and mayhem.


I am from the never never, a long time gone by 

The Dreaming is my creation, I am at home when I die.

—Stephen Clayton


CHAPTER ONE

What strikes me first is the sunlight. Not your ordinary kind of sunlight, but the extraordinary kind that’s brighter than a dozen summer’s days rolled into one. Surreal, yet somehow commonplace for this faraway land. Before me on the bed, diamond-faceted shards of light slant and slide in a hypnotic rhythm, carrying me to a distant time when life was far simpler. The Beatles classic Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds pops into my head, and I hum along while the light teases me to join it in a boat on the river. Although I long to do just that, I know this isn’t the time to be swept away by the song’s mystical mood or the light’s playful antics. Instead, I revert to my unpacking. But like an excited child on Christmas morning, my elation gives me pause once more.

Tucked away in a luxury cliffside retreat atop the Chamberlain Gorge in the Kimberley region of Western Australia, I can finally tick this vacation off my bucket list. Being here in one of the most ancient places in Australia, in fact, the world is the fulfillment of a lifelong dream to connect with the cultural heritage, isolation, and primitive harmony of the vast country I call home. Hugging some T-shirts to my chest, I stare spellbound outside. What a place. A slight pang nips at my heart. Tom would have loved this adventure. He’s been dead now two years and though I’ve grown accustomed to being a single woman, there are times, like this, when I miss him. With a soft sigh, I shake off the melancholy and return my full attention to the vast landscape. Except, my appreciation of the spectacular vista is short-lived because smack-bang in the middle of it is the back of my sister-in-law’s head.

“I could use a little help in here, Mimi?” I call as a joke.

She doesn’t answer, but that’s not unusual. Mimi’s immersion in her surroundings is oftentimes to the abandonment of her five senses. An endearing, yet irritating quality. I wander outside onto the open, timber-decked balcony, cantilevered over the red, rugged rock a few steps below. The unfenced edge of a sheer escarpment, only a couple of meters beyond the retreat, is an accident waiting to happen. However, I remind myself, this is a holiday, not one of my risk assessment consultancies.

Mimi sits cross-legged on the wooden deck chair, humming softly, her hands on her thighs, palms upward with index fingers and thumbs touching. I lean close to her ear, my voice a brusque whisper. “Mimi.”

She doesn’t stir but prizes open one glittering gray eye which scrutinizes me with mock displeasure. “Can’t you see I’m meditating? I’m connecting with the Dreamtime.” Her lips curve upward in a serene, yet cheeky smile.

Mimi’s the funniest person I know. With the rare knack for finding humor in just about every situation, she can be either hilarious or so politically incorrect she makes me want to cringe. Currently, she’s neither. Just a little annoying. I check my watch. “There’s plenty of time to meditate later,” I scold. “We’re meeting the manager in ten minutes for the orientation. So, let’s get a move on please.”

She unfolds her legs with a groan, stands and faces me. “Seriously, Diana, you need to ditch the watch while we’re here.” Her glance of disdain catches my wrist.

I disagree with a scowl.

Not to be thwarted, she flourishes a wide sweep of her arm toward the dramatic landscape across the river. “El Kwestro is seven hundred thousand acres of pure magic. Listen to it.”

She closes her eyes, and I do the same. Of course, she’s right. Aside from the incessant rustle of millions of leaves as the wind gusts through paperbark and eucalypt trees, and the intermittent shrieks of birdlife, there’s nothing but blissful silence. This is what we came away for, peace and quiet. I exhale a deep breath and the knot of tension in my shoulder eases its grip.

Yet despite my best efforts to stay in the moment, my punctual nature prevails, and my eyelids snap open. “I know this place is magic. But let’s at least be on time to begin with. Come on.” I stride into my room with Mimi tutting behind. “I can’t believe you unpacked so fast,” I say over my shoulder.

“I didn’t. I just dumped my bag and came down to you.”

That’s Mimi. I smile to myself careful to hide my amusement.

She’s booked into Woolybutt, the furthest retreat from the homestead, while I’m next in Kurrajong, and the third is Pandanus. Named after well-known Australian plant species, they’re the only three, luxury, free-standing retreats at El Kwestro. Their namesakes can be found growing risk-free on the property, whereas our accommodation is built precariously on the top of the gorge. I figure my fear of heights is a little price to pay for the breathtaking views.

“Sometimes I wish I could be more like you,” I say, stacking my T-shirts neatly into the closet. “But I like to unpack, get everything organized, and settle in straight away.”

“Each to their own. Personally, I like a little bit of mess.” To make her point, she drops my jeans onto the floor.

Tossing her a glare, I bend down and clip them onto a hanger. “And that’s precisely why we’re not sharing a retreat.”

We laugh at our differences, knowing they make our relationship stronger. When Tom died, it was Mimi who’d been there for me. She may have been Tom’s biological sister, but she’s my spiritual sister. With her love and support, I made a new start in life, and now with her chaotic assistance, we finish unpacking my clothes and are out the door with a couple of minutes to spare.

Arm in arm, we stroll down the snaking pathway, past Pandanus, and toward the main homestead. On our right lies a sprawling, irrigated lawn the size of two football fields boasting luscious green grass and bordered by well-maintained, colorful gardens. Beyond the homestead’s two-meter high, chain-linked-fenced boundary, the turmeric-colored earth speaks of the true nature of this place. Like an oasis in the desert, El Kwestro homestead is a remote sanctuary in a parched landscape sucked dry of visible life. Many might say this northern tip of Western Australia is a god-forsaken place, but beneath its inhospitable facade, lies a land that’s sustained the most ancient civilization on the planet for over fifty-thousand years.

Shattering the silence, a sleek black helicopter buzzes overhead. Its rotating blades blur against a vivid blue sky, reminding me of a giant honeybee, readying itself to land. We veer left and up a few timber steps onto the long, wide-planked veranda of the main homestead. Built in the mid-twentieth century, the homestead has changed hands several times before being converted into its present incarnation of exclusive accommodation. And it’s pleasing to note nothing of its authenticity has been lost in the conversion.

In the garden beside the veranda, a fresh-faced young man rakes fallen frangipani leaves into small piles. He works by the rule of no leaf is left behind, and I marvel at the care he takes. On hearing our steps on the wooden floorboards, he glances up. “G’day.”

We slow to a stop. “Morning.”

I return his sunny smile. “And you are?”

He breaks from his chore, swipes his tattered Akubra hat across his damp brow, and rests on his rake. “Andrew, ma’am.” His flushed face wears the unblemished expression of contentment.

“You enjoy your work,” I say more as a question than a fact.

“Yes, ma’am. I do. I love this top end of the country. I’d rather be raking leaves in the boiling heat than stuck in one of those smoggy cities trussed up in a suit and tie.” He laughs, tips his hat, and returns to the tedious task.

“Well, you’re doing a fine job, Andrew. Thank you.”

Once out of earshot, Mimi giggles. “He’s not one of your employees, you know.”

“I know, but he seems such an industrious, likable young man. A little encouragement goes a long way.”

The veranda flanking the homestead’s six guest rooms on our left stretches like a long fashion runway. I recall from reading the brochure that three of the rooms lead out onto leafy gardens at the rear while the other three have spectacular Chamberlain Gorge views. I point down another long veranda to our right. “I think the great room’s this way.”

After passing the kitchen and office, we enter a spacious, well-appointed room. With its vaulting cantilevered ceiling, open walls screened to prevent the entry of bothersome insects, and an impressive shoulder-high stone fireplace, it’s reminiscent of Karen Blixen’s homestead from the movie Out of Africa. Only much larger. A few glass-paneled armoires line the walls, their contents a selection of Aboriginal artifacts and stunning pearl jewelry. Charmed by the cozy atmosphere, I’m keen to grab a good book, snuggle into one of the sofas, and while away my days.

A tall, red-headed woman in her mid-thirties strides toward us, pale-skinned hand out-stretched. “Hello, Diana, Mimi, I’m Amy Gillis, the homestead’s manager. Welcome.” Her black pencil skirt, black pumps, and fitted white blouse accentuate her trim, taut body, though she seems more suited to a board meeting than an orientation tour. She’d be described as a stunning woman, except she possesses a long, hatchet face with a severe underbite. Yet the warmth of her greeting draws attention away from her excessive genes. “Did you settle in okay?”

I shake her hand. “Yes, thank you. The cliffside retreats are spectacular.”

Mimi glances past her. “I can’t wait to see the rest of the place.”

“Well, let’s get to it. Follow me.” We flank her as she heads outside onto another veranda, part of which is roofed, and part uncovered. She points to the long table under the covered section. “This is where lunch is served every day at one, while dinner is served on this section under the stars at night.” She moves to the furthest section banked by a lush garden teeming with semi-tropical shrubs and trees. The outlook from both settings is splendid, with nothing but the gorge and virgin Australian bush beyond.

A young waitress folding and setting linen napkins for lunch glances up. “Hello.”

“This is Nellie,” Amy says. “You’ll probably be seeing a lot of her at lunch and dinner.” She redirects to Nellie. “This is Mrs. Daniels and Mrs. Kramer.”

“Diana and Mimi,” I correct. When the young girl smiles, it’s like she has sun in her eyes, and when she returns to her work, it’s with the same care as the young gardener. They’d make a good couple.

Amy guides Mimi and me down four wide timber stairs, and when we step onto the crisp, manicured lawn, my mind congratulates Andrew once more on his meticulous work.

“Is Nellie bi-racial?” I ask Amy.

“Yes, she’s part Aborigine. When her mother died, her father took off and left her with her Aboriginal grandfather who raised her. She’s had a tough life.”

“That’s sad,” Mimi says. “She’s such a beautiful looking girl.”

“And a fine worker too.” Amy stops in front of another splendid sight. “This is the pool. It’s not heated and can be quite chilly because of the lower night-time temperatures. But after a day hiking the gorges, it’s refreshing.”

“Great.” Mimi beams. “This is where I’ll be every afternoon.”

I shiver at the thought of plunging into the icy water of the lagoon-shaped swimming pool, but the dozen deck chairs and six umbrellas on top of its sprawling deck give me hope. That’s where I’ll be. Sipping a cocktail under the umbrella while Mimi challenges her resolve in the water.

We wander further down the gently sloping lawn until we come to the grass’s edge. The only barrier preventing someone from walking off the edge and falling down the gorge into the Chamberlain River below is a low rock wall, no higher than my knees. I instinctively step back. “My goodness, isn’t this dangerous?”

Mimi peers over the spine-chilling drop. “You certainly wouldn’t want your guests to drink too much and tumble over, would you?”

Amy appears unconcerned. “That’s why we don’t allow children at the homestead.”

“But haven’t you had instances of people falling off?” I lean over and shudder. The chance of survival is slim. If you didn’t break your neck on the protruding rocks on the way down, the fall to the massive rock shelf fifteen meters below would certainly kill you. Or at least, put you in hospital for a long time.

“No, we haven’t. The guests who stay here aren’t normally the types who get drunk.” She winks and gives us a shrewd smirk.

I recall the cost of this all-inclusive holiday, understanding her inference. “Still it seems risky.”

“Don’t mind my sister-in-law . . .” Mimi wraps an affectionate arm around my shoulders and squeezes. “She’s a management and specialist recruitment consultant. She’s always on the look-out for the right people for the right job with the minimum of risk. The risk here is way out of her comfort zone.” She laughs.

I shrug off her arm with a mock sneer. “Maybe so, but I for one, will be careful particularly at night if I come down this way.”

“It’s well-lit and the staff always have eyes on the guests. There’s no cause for alarm. Look, here’s the private dining ledge where you can have dinner under the blanket of billions of stars.” Amy steps down a narrow staircase of three uneven stairs and onto a rock ledge no more than four meters long and two meters wide. A square table with two chairs balances unsteadily in the middle. “This is the best spot to have dinner, away from everyone else.”

“This is even more dangerous.” I shudder and hug the back of the low ledge, not daring to even look over.

“Once you’re at the table, it’s a wonderful dining experience.” She lowers her voice. “To be honest, when I was serving here once, I stepped back a little too far and fell off.”

Mimi and I gasp. “Did you hurt yourself?”

“Just a few scratches. There’s another ledge below that broke my fall.” She motions us over and points to a wider ledge a couple of meters further down.

I’m stunned at how casually she speaks of her accident. “You’re lucky you didn’t kill yourself.”

She shrugs. “I’m sure I would have if the ledge hadn’t been there. But don’t worry, ladies, you’re perfectly safe here at El Kwestro. That’s why we do the orientation as soon as you arrive, so you know the lay of the land.”

“Literally,” I murmur, still unsettled.

Amy strides back up the stairs, while we follow with less assurance, until our feet feel the squishy security of the lawn. Onward she marches, regaling us with the layout and highlights of the homestead. “We’ve two resident crocodiles in the Chamberlain River. You may be lucky enough to see them from your retreat, sunning themselves in the afternoon on the opposite bank.”

Not sharing her enthusiasm for the reptiles’ proximity, I decide there’ll be no self-drive boating alone on the river. That up-close-and-personal connection to the Outback isn’t what I’m looking for.

“John and Sylvia Torrens from Melbourne are already here. And Tony and Trish Wilson from America just came in on the chopper.”

I did the math, remembering the homestead accommodates eighteen guests at full occupancy. “Not a full house yet?”

“Not yet, but we’ve more arriving tomorrow.” Amy flicks her ponytail over her shoulder and quickens the pace back into the great room. She marches to the tall fridges and flings open both doors with great drama. “It’s a twenty-four-hour open bar, so help yourself. Champagne, beer, wine, soft drinks, whatever you like. And the staff can make all sorts of cocktails.”

“Terrific.” Mimi wanders over to inspect the variety of wines and champagnes on offer.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to greet the Wilsons. Nellie will be able to assist you. If you need anything, I’m usually in the office. Have a lovely day. I’ll see you here tonight for sundowners.” Pivoting a sharp turn, she walks off, her ponytail swishing behind her.

Mimi leans across the waist-high timber bar, watching the manager’s brisk exit. “She’s certainly one smart cookie.”

“What I call a human dynamo. I wonder why she’s way out here. She seems far more suited to a high-flying job in the city.”

“Maybe she’s like Andrew. She just loves the Kimberley. They say once the Outback gets in your blood, it’s hard to leave. Who knows?” With a shrug, she tosses her hands in the air and returns to the fridges. “It’s time for a drink. I’m parched. What do you want?”

“I’m not sure.” I twist my mouth, waiting for it to tell me what I’d like. “Something really cold.”

“Perhaps I can help?” The sweet childlike voice belongs to Nellie.

Mimi was right when she’d called her beautiful. There’s an innocent sexuality to her. Probably in her mid-twenties, she shines with the glow of flawless youth, amplified in her big, brown eyes, charming smile, and generous lips. “What do you normally like to drink, Diana?”

“I love dry martinis, but I think it might be a little early for one of them. We’ve been up since the crack of dawn.” What with the hour flight from Darwin to Kununurra, followed by a one-and-a-half-hour road trip to El Kwestro, half of it on an unpaved road, I’m not sure alcohol is a good idea.

“For god’s sake, Diana. You’re on vacation. Relax. Have a drink.” Mimi upends a white wine bottle, filling her oversize glass past half.

Nellie’s face shines jewel-bright. “I can make you a deadly kiss, if you like.” The girl with kaleidoscope eyes.

I drag myself back from my musical musings. “What’s in it?”

“It’s a martini cocktail with vodka and rose and violet liqueurs.” She cocks a brow, waiting for my decision.

I relent with a nod. “Okay. A deadly kiss it is. But not too strong.” I settle onto a barstool while she sets to work. “How long have you been here?”

“About a year.” She selects three bottles.

“Do you enjoy it?” I watch her stir rose liqueur and ice cubes into a mixing glass.

“Mostly. You know how it is. Because all the staff live and work together there’s a bit of friction. Like in a family.” She tosses the ice and liqueur away and stirs the vodka into the mixing glass.

“Do you live here, on-site?”

“Gillian and Christopher Richards do. She’s the General Manager for the entire El Kwestro property including the station, camping grounds, and tented cabins. He’s the Executive Chef for the homestead. They live in the unmarked room at the far end of the homestead veranda.”

I recall passing it earlier when we stopped and spoke to Andrew.

“But the rest of us live down at the station in staff quarters.” Into a mixing glass, she adds the violet liqueur, pours in the vodka, strains it into a chilled martini glass, and slides it toward me. “A deadly kiss.”

“It looks amazing.” Tipping the frosty glass to my lips, I take a gentle sip. The floral liqueurs subdue the hit of vodka, bringing a grateful smile to my lips and a warm glow to my throat. “It’s heavenly.”

Nellie giggles. “No, it’s a deadly kiss.”

“It may start off as heavenly, but I bet it’s got a deadly kick to it,” Mimi warns.

“I’m sure you’re right. I better go easy.” I take another sip. “Just out of curiosity, Nellie, since you’re so far away from family and friends, does El Kwestro have a policy about staff fraternizing with each other?” I glance at Mimi not to interject.

Nellie’s eyes dart from side to side before she leans forward over the bar. “Even though management doesn’t allow it, the staff have a saying . . . don’t screw the crew. We only have sex with staff from different departments, not our own.”

“So hypothetically, someone from front-of-house could have a relationship with someone from gardens and maintenance?” I flash her a half-smile.

Her eyes widen. “How do you know about me and Andrew?”

Ah. I was right. “Just a hunch. You two seem a perfect fit for each other.”

Mimi huffs. “Don’t mind her. She’s got a gift, or so she likes to think.” She twitches me a cheeky smirk. “Diana gets hunches about things, about people. It’s terribly tiring being around her because she’s usually right.” She salutes me with her glass before taking a hefty slurp of wine.

“Oh, you’re like my grandfather, Tommy George,” Nellie says. “He’s an Aboriginal elder. He knows things too. He sees them in the sand.” Deep affection floods her face as she talks about her grandfather’s gift and the Dreaming—the Aboriginal stories and beliefs behind creation.

“I’d like to meet your grandfather while I’m here, if he agrees.”

“He doesn’t take visitors, but I’ll see what I can do.” Before I have a chance to ask more, another couple enters the great room. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Torrens, what can I get you?”

Mimi and I smile in their direction and allow Nellie to serve them uninterrupted.

Crooking my arm, Mimi bundles me outside to the veranda. “I can’t believe it. We’ve only just arrived and you’re already on the scent. What is it?”

“I’m not onto anything. We came here to get in touch with ourselves and connect to nature. Meeting an Aboriginal elder will enhance that experience.” I sip my deadly kiss, feeling it creep into my brain.

Mimi faces me, frowning and smiling at the same time. “I know you too well, Diana Daniels. You’re picking up on something. What is it?”

I stare past her to the cloudless blue sky. More luminescent than any sky I’ve seen before. Even more than the sky at the Galapagos Islands, where I exposed a jewel thief and caught a murderer. Then it hits me. The sensation squirming in my gut is the same as it had been back then. An insistent nagging to dig deeper into things, to ask seemingly random questions, for no apparent reason. A ragged breath rushes into my lungs. Not again.

Light-headed, but not from the alcohol, I sense something’s brewing here at El Kwestro, and I’m the only one aware of it.


CHAPTER TWO

From the corner of my eye, I glimpse Tony Wilson fork the last of his grilled barramundi into his mouth, like a sea lion swallowing a whole mackerel.

He burps and pardons himself. “The fish was awesome.”

Beside him, his embarrassed wife arranges her cutlery indicating she’s finished. Though Tony’s plate is dish-washer clean, Trish’s is still laden with food. She’s barely taken more than a few mouthfuls, which gauging by her underweight appearance, appears to be her normal eating pattern.

He frowns at her plate. “Aren’t you going to eat more than that?” She ignores him.

Sylvia Torrens clears her throat and raises her plate to Nellie. “Yes. It was delicious.” She’s a striking woman in her forties. With pixie-cut, brunette hair, and polished alabaster skin, she reminds me of one of those cover models on a high-end lifestyle magazine. The sort who gaze out to sea from their beach-side apartments, dressed in understated, designer-chic clothes and oozing sophistication. John, her equally handsome and stylish husband, nods a silent thank-you when Nellie clears his plate.

Mimi reclines in her chair, and catching Nellie’s attention, points to her wine glass for a top-up. “Tell us a bit about this art gallery you own back in the states, Tony.” Mimi loves painting. In fact, she loves all art. Her husband, Aaron, built a small studio in their back yard where she paints most days. Her works feature mainly abstracts, which I joke are representative of her eccentric personality. But now, as I examine her well-scrubbed face and hands, the persistent traces of paint which have become her trademark over the years are missing. And I suspect, she’s craving her creative fix.

“It’s called the Wilson Art Gallery.” Tony’s drawling Californian accent reminds me of Detective John Nash who I worked with on the Silver Galapagos expedition ship. It’s easy on the ear, though John was a lot easier on the eye. Tony’s a big barrel of a man, overflowing with his own importance. “Trish majored in art at college, while I did business management. When we married, we decided we wanted a business in the art world. The gallery came up, so we bought it.”

“Business must be good, then?” I ask, interested in more detail.

“It has been since Aboriginal art became popular in America.”

“That’s why we’re here at El Kwestro,” Trish says. Though she’s a bird-like woman, she speaks with commanding fervor. She wears no makeup, her mousey-brown hair is pulled back in a low bun, and her pale blue eyes glisten with intellect. There’s a sincerity and authenticity about her I like. “We’ve come for the annual Kimberley Art and Culture Festival.”

Mimi straightens, sending the wine in her glass swirling. “When’s the festival?”

“This weekend in Kununurra. But there’s a special dinner here at El Kwestro on Friday night for the art sellers and buyers. The Kimberley Under the Stars art event.”

Mimi turns to me with unrestrained excitement. “I’d love to go.”

“Maybe there’s a couple of tickets left. We’ll ask Amy.”

She turns her attention to Sylvia and John Torrens. “And what about you? What line of business are you in?” The wine, the Outback heat, and the topic of art have made Mimi even more chatty, nearly to the point of pushy.

I notice Sylvia glance sideways at her husband. “Ah . . . we sold our antique business in Sydney recently and moved to Melbourne. We decided to take some time off and travel a bit.” She clasps his hand which is wrapped around the stem of his wine glass, his knuckles whitening. For an instant, I wonder if he’ll snap it clean in two.

“Ooh, antiques. I love antiques.” The slightest of slurs laces Mimi’s voice.

I give her a discreet nudge. “Well, if you’ll excuse us, we’re going to unpack. Maybe we’ll see you on the Chamberlain River Gorge cruise this afternoon?”

Tony and Trish affirm they’ll be going, while Sylvia glances at John who merely shrugs. Mimi murmurs her disappointment at my insistence to leave but eventually relents, bringing her glass with her.

“Why did you do that?” she grumbles, as we stroll back through the great room.

“I think you need to go a little easy on the wine out here.”

“But I haven’t had that much.”

“I know, but the heat makes the effect of the alcohol worse. Besides, I’ll help you unpack so we can go on the gorge cruise this afternoon.” I hook my arm through hers and smile away her pout.

“Okay,” she says with reluctance and tosses the last of the wine onto the lawn. She does a slow turn on the spot. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Stunning. And we’ve only seen the homestead property. Wait until we get out into the gorges and do the hikes.” My workload for the past year has consumed most of my time and energy. Though non-stop work has been a preferable alternative to loneliness since losing Tom, it’s had health consequences, which I intend to rectify with loads of R & R on this trip.

Mimi wraps her hand over mine. “So . . .” Her mischievous voice matches the gleam in her eye. “What do you think of the Torrens and the Wilsons?”

“The Wilsons seem nice enough, although I suspect Trish uses her weight to control him.”

“What do you mean? She doesn’t have a weight problem.”

“Oh, yes she does. She’s emaciated, and she drinks. She eats like a bird because the alcohol suppresses her appetite. And because he hates it. Tony probably controls everything else in the marriage and the business, but she controls what she eats. I suspect it drives him mad.”

She laughs. “My god, the things you see. I thought they were a happily married couple in business together.”

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned is that nothing is what it seems. There’s always something going on below the surface.”

“And what about the Torrens? What’s going on there?” She wags her empty wine glass under my mouth like a paparazzi reporter’s microphone.

“There’s something sad and angry about him. Sylvia’s the good wife. She’ll stand by him, whatever it is.” A glint from the garden to our right catches my eye. “Look, there.” In a ground nest of twigs and small broken branches, the aluminum bases of tea light candles glisten in the sunlight.

Mimi moves to the edge of the path where it veers off to my retreat. “What is it?”

“I think it’s a bower bird’s nest.” Being as quiet as possible, we step onto the ground about a meter from the nest. “The male bird collects bright objects and scatters them around the bower, trying to attract a mate to the nest,” I whisper.

She tilts her head backward, looking up at the trees. “I can’t see him anywhere.”

“He’s probably off finding more swag to add to his collection.” I bend down and take a couple of photos. “It’s our first encounter with Australian wildlife.”

“Oh, god. Don’t go all David Attenborough on me.”

“I promise I’ll go easy on the natural world if you promise to go easy on the wine during the day.”

She raises her empty glass in an oath. “I promise.”

“Good. Now let’s get you unpacked, we’ll put on our hiking gear and grab a coffee before the gorge cruise.”

* * *

By the time we settle into the old tin dingy with our naturalist guide, a gentle giant of a man named Bob, the sun’s begun its slow descent in the western sky. Steering the rusty boat’s two-stroke engine, Bob heads down the bark-brown tinted Chamberlain River through the towering gorge. On either side, giant cliffs of millions-of-years-old stacked sandstone dazzle us with their fiery colors while the sun blazes into each nook and cranny as if searching for ancient hidden treasure.

“The colors are intensified at sunrise and sunset,” Bob says, while we ooh and ahh at the terracotta oranges, burnished golds, and flaming reds.

In front of me, Mimi chats to Trish and Tony about how renowned artists, both Aboriginal and Western, capture this natural spectacle. They’re so enthralled in their art discussion that I take the opportunity to chat with Sylvia.

“Didn’t John want to come on the cruise?” I don’t want to pry, but his reluctance at lunch to converse tweaked my interest.

“He isn’t feeling well.” She sounds casual, but I notice her fingers fidget at the mention of his name.

My sideways glance catches her pale green eyes scrutinizing me. “That’s a shame.”

With a voice as smooth as the Chamberlain River, Bob continues his commentary. “The mountains, gorges, and plains of El Kwestro are the product of volcanic eruptions, fracturing of rock, layering of sediment, and constant erosion. This geology sets the Kimberley apart from the rest of the country and gives it its unique character.”

I take advantage of his hiatus. “You mentioned you and your husband decided to travel. Have you been anywhere else?”

“Not yet. We thought we’d get away from everything for a while. That’s why we came here. Then, we’ll go across to Broome and then down to Perth.”

“That’s quite a trip. How long will you be gone for?” I purposely keep my conversation light while my sixth sense nudges me to dig deeper.

“To be honest, we haven’t decided. It’ll depend on John.”

“Isn’t he well?” I face her, concerned that her husband might be seriously ill.

“No, he’s fine . . .” Her lips lift in an unconvincing smile.

“Are you sure? You’re a long way from medical care out here.”

She heaves a heavy breath. “He has a few mental health issues.”

“I see. Don’t we all?” I smile, not with sympathy but with humor, and she relaxes a little.

“What is it that you do, Diana?”

“I have my own management consultancy business. Companies hire me as a recruitment and management specialist. My primary role is to find the best person for the job.”

“That must be tricky?”

“It can be, but the Myer Briggs personality test helps. It works as an indicator of a candidate’s psychological preferences in how they perceive the world and make decisions. Sixteen different personality types come from the four principle psychological functions of sensation, intuition, feeling, and thinking.”

“It sounds complicated, being able to pick the right person every time.” Her face hardens. “It’s difficult to know who to trust these days.”

“That’s true, but having done it for so many years, I’ve acquired a pretty good insight into people and human behavior.”

“That’s the sort of insight we could all use.” Her words hold a trace of bitterness.

“And you? Now that you don’t have the antique business anymore, do you still work?”

“No. I volunteer at our local church. They were good to us after . . .” She clamps down on the rest of the sentence.

I suspected that the Torrens had suffered some great upheaval in their lives, and her abrupt stop confirms it. Whatever it was, it probably forced them to sell their business, leave Sydney, and move to Melbourne.

‘“Hope smiles from the threshold of the year to come, whispering, ‘It will be happier,’” I say. “It’s Tennyson. I read his poems whenever I need to unwind.”

Her mood turns pensive, and she stares past me at the massive cliffs. “Yes. That’s what we’d hoped for. That it’d be happier.” When her gaze returns, I notice her eyes are swamped with tears.

“Would you like to talk about it?”

She hesitates. Her pale, forlorn face stamps itself on the fractured backdrop of ancient red beauty. Both speak of trials and tribulations. “No. I’m fine. Thanks.” She wipes away a tear from the corner of her eye and straightens. Her tight smile marks the end of our conversation, and her focus returns to Bob who points out a small rock wallaby on the ledge to our right. I half-listen while he circles the boat in the river’s waterhole. Two languid, meter-long barramundi swim around the dingy, as do dozens of small, seven-spotted archer fish, who lift their heads and squirt water at us in demand of food.

“Cheeky things,” Mimi complains, wiping water from her forehead.

We cover our faces, trying to avoid their determined and accurate aim.

“If you all look over this side.” Bob waves us to one side of the dinghy and it dips perilously downwards. He then sticks his finger in the water, wriggles it like a worm and the archer fish disperse. Smack! We all scream and holler. One of the barramundi clamps onto his finger, and as he lifts her high from the water, she hangs on valiantly. The fish lets go, and Bob’s finger is no worse for the attack.

He laughs at the fright he’s orchestrated. “Barramundi have no teeth,” he explains. A true showman, his act is well-rehearsed, and he delights in his audience’s applause. While Mimi, Tony, and Trish plead for him to do it again, beside me Sylvia’s
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