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To Elly Rose, my beautiful daughter, whose love and strength live in me, guiding me forward in every step of my journey for truth and justice. Our bond and love will be unbroken forever.





FOREWORD

It is often said that mothers share a deeper bond with their daughters than fathers. Yet Paul Warren’s bond with his daughter Elly was just as deep, constant and unshakeable as any I’ve seen. She was his confidante and his pride. Their bond was visible in everything he did and it became the driving force behind his relentless fight for justice. Paul wanted answers for Elly but he was failed by the system we all trust to deliver them.

I first learned of Elly’s story back in August 2018 when my wife showed me a front-page story in the newspaper. It told of a young woman in the prime of her life who’d been brutally murdered while volunteering in Mozambique in Africa. With two daughters and a granddaughter of my own, I felt compelled to act. For 17 years, I served in the Homicide Squad with Victoria Police. Families relied on me to uncover the truth; to find out why their loved ones had been murdered. I knew and felt their anguish. I also knew how important it was to have someone in your corner, fighting for you.

Paul Warren had no one in his corner.

So I got in touch. That marked the beginning of our friendship.

Hearing Paul’s story firsthand was more powerful than any newspaper article. It was clear he was on a mission – a mission shared by his first wife and Elly’s mother, Nicole – to uncover what really happened to their daughter. Paul told me about the bungled crime scene. The indifference of the local authorities and their refusal to investigate Elly’s murder properly. He told me about the ineffective efforts of the Australian Federal Police. What he described confirmed my worst fears.

I never met Elly, yet through Paul’s grief and determination, I felt as though I came to know her. Paul’s frustrations were constant but so too was his resolve. I often told him that his investigative work was as thorough as that of any homicide detective I ever supervised. He chased down leads, analysed evidence and refused to give up. Every setback seemed to harden his resolve and sharpen his focus. He questioned everyone and everything: the Mozambique police, pathologists, witnesses, Elly’s friends and colleagues, and federal authorities here in Australia. It all culminated in a 2023 coronial hearing.

Paul was driven not only by grief but by his faith in the evidence he had gathered, in truth and in justice. Yet his story exposes how our justice system can disappoint those who most depend on it. Paul’s story will move you and anger you. But it will also remind you of the unbreakable power of a father’s love. If one of our loved ones were murdered in a foreign country, we would want someone like Paul Warren in our corner.

I am proud to know Paul. And I am proud to have offered what little support and advice I could in the quest for justice for his daughter Elly.

– Charlie Bezzina, former Detective Senior Sergeant and Homicide Squad team leader at Victoria Police





PROLOGUE

‘It couldn’t be Elly’

My phone rang at around 7 pm. It was 9 November 2016, an unusually cool Wednesday night that deep into spring. I was sitting in the living room with my seven-year-old son, Sam, helping him with his Mathletics homework. We lived in beachside Seaford on the south-eastern shore of Port Phillip Bay, about an hour’s drive from Melbourne’s CBD. It’s a beautiful area, with a lovely beach; home to a mix of battlers and working-class people, as well as those escaping the ever-rising cost of housing in the city. Seaford folk are mostly easy-going, salt-of-the-earth types; the sort I like.

Sam was on the computer, which was set up on a table in the living room. It was the sort of domestic scene that would have been playing out in thousands of households across Australia that night. A normal family, carrying out their normal evening routine, before heading off to bed. But unlike those other families, life was about to change for us. Or in fact had already changed, I just didn’t know about it yet.

Picking up the phone, I could see it was Kristy calling, my youngest daughter, 18 years old and living in nearby Mordialloc with her mum, my ex-wife Nicole. Kristy was Nicole’s and my second child together. Our first was Elly, who was 20 and enrolled to study marine science in Queensland the following year. But that night back in 2016, Elly was a world away in Mozambique on Africa’s south-east coast. She was over there diving with sharks, manta rays, turtles and everything else you might find in those magical Indian Ocean waters. She’d been away for more than a month but was due home in less than a week, and Sam and I couldn’t wait. Sam was my son from another relationship after my marriage to Nicole ended, and he and Elly were inseparable. Elly had demanded that Sam be at the airport when she landed.

Pointing to the computer monitor to make sure Sam continued his maths homework, I put the phone to my ear, but all I could hear was screaming. A frantic woman on the other end of the line was in a desperate state, like she was being attacked. I wouldn’t have known it was Kristy if her name hadn’t come up on the screen.

‘Kristy?’ I said, as I felt my stomach begin to tighten. Still there were no words, only guttural screaming. She sounded like she’d been mortally wounded. ‘What’s going on, Kristy? Why’re you so upset?’

Through all the noise, two words escaped my daughter’s mouth. But they were incomprehensible to me. ‘Elly… dead…’

What?

I must have heard it wrong.

‘Kristy?’ I said again, my voice coming out loud and high, but there was only silence now on the other end of the line.

Then Nicole came on the phone. Her voice was quiet and shaky in a way that unsettled me even more. ‘Oh Paul, we’ve just been told that a woman’s been murdered in Mozambique. They think it’s Elly.’

I felt dizzy and nauseous, like I’d been on a spinning ride at a fair. I tried to listen as Nicole relayed what she knew. The news had come from someone at the Casa Barry, the lodge where Elly was staying in the tourist hotspot of Tofo, in the south-east of the country.

‘What do you mean “they think it’s Elly”?’ I said. ‘Are they sure? It might not be.’

‘I don’t really know the facts or the details,’ said Nicole, quietly. At first, she’d thought the phone call from Tofo was some sort of a cruel hoax. ‘We’re waiting to hear back from DFAT.’ She was talking about the Australian Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Nicole had first rung her local police station for advice, and an officer had told her to call DFAT in Canberra. She did, and they informed her that a female body had been found in Mozambique, but no positive identification had yet been made. When they knew more, they would call her back.

After she hung up, all I could do was wait – the most agonising wait of my life – as my mind turned to desperately hopeful thoughts. It’s a mistake. It couldn’t be Elly. She was too world aware, too smart, too much of an experienced traveller. It can’t be true.

Elly had been part of a volunteer research mission with a conservation group called Underwater Africa (UA). They’d been diving off the coast of Tofo, gathering data on marine life. It just didn’t seem possible that doing something so special and positive could lead to her being—

I couldn’t even think the word. But it popped up in my mind like a headline.

DEAD.

I felt my stomach drop, like I was in free fall, plummeting down a dark, endless hole.

Sam was looking up at me, his face a portrait of worry. I didn’t know what to say to him, so I said nothing. I just went over everything in my mind, trying to find more reasons why the dead Australian woman couldn’t be Elly. She was too feisty, too confident, too strong, despite her small frame. Nothing bad could happen to her. She’d been travelling solo since she was 17 and had been to multiple continents on countless adventures, all paid for by herself. She had organised the trip to Mozambique and flown there on her own; it was part of what she saw as a dream future in marine biology. How could anything bad happen to such a spirit?

Ten minutes later, the phone rang again. I answered it, hoping it would be the call that would set everything right and put this nightmare to bed. It was Nicole and this time her voice was different. She could barely speak. DFAT had called her back.

‘It’s Elly,’ said Nicole. ‘She’s gone, Paul.’

I found myself on my knees, wailing, then moaning. I could hear someone saying, ‘It can’t be, it can’t be,’ only to realise it was me.

Sam’s voice was somewhere in the background, like someone yelling from afar. ‘What’s wrong, Dad? What’s wrong?’

I grabbed him and held him in my arms. I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t want to tell him anything. I wanted him to continue his Mathletics homework. I wanted the normal world back. I wanted to put Sam to bed and watch some TV. But the mundane, everyday stuff of life was now an unreachable fantasy.

I walked to my bedroom and sat on the bed, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes. I started banging my hand against the wall, and then the bedhead.

It can’t be true.

I trawled my mind for details of what Elly had been doing these past few weeks, as if that would somehow help. I’d been following her Facebook posts religiously, keeping up with every little thing she had done. She was having the time of her life, loving it in Tofo. She was in her element. I recalled nothing to indicate that she was having problems or in any sort of danger. How could someone so young, with so much ahead of her, so full of life and love, be gone?



Friends and family streamed through the door of our house that night. I had let my closest friends know what had happened and they had spread the word. Much of the evening is a blur now but I remember not being able to accept that the news was real. It had to be a mistake – information had somehow become lost in translation between the locals of a developing country and our own. It didn’t make sense that I’d never see my firstborn again. That she would never walk through my door again. That I’d never hold her again. My baby girl.

I remember being at Nicole’s at one point in the night, exes coming together in the worst of circumstances, united temporarily in shock and misery. Sam was being looked after by friends, sheltered from the news until we knew more.

When I got home, my disbelief gave way to despair. I couldn’t sleep. I was shaky and shivery and sweaty. I couldn’t stop imagining what Elly had endured. Had she suffered?

Eventually, I drifted off, though it was more a state of limbo between wakefulness and slumber, and when the sun roused me in the morning my first thought was that it had all been a horrible dream. For a moment I felt a rush of elation. Nothing bad had happened, it was all in my head, my worst fears being played out in my imagination. Then I saw that Sam was not in his bed, and the overwhelming weight of my new life came crashing down on me. Elly was gone. This was no dream. It was a living nightmare. Every parent’s nightmare.

Lurking behind the grief was a new feeling: helplessness. If something terrible happened to any of my children at home, I’d race to the local police station. I’d ask questions, demand answers. I’d get involved. Whenever either of my girls had found themselves in a dangerous situation, I could always help.

Dad, can you come and pick me up?

Even at 2 am I’d be out the door.

But I was 10,000 kilometres from Mozambique and was unable to do anything. I knew then that I needed to be on a plane. I needed to help my daughter in death, to find out what had happened to her. I needed to be with Elly.





PART ONE THE DEATH OF ELLY WARREN






CHAPTER 1 PERILS OF PARADISE

‘She took a dislike to him’


On a warm October day in the last year of Elly Warren’s life, her biggest wish came true.

She had been scuba diving in the balmy Indian Ocean waters off Tofo, swimming among loggerhead sea turtles, barracudas and a dragon moray eel. But as she rested on the deck of the diving company’s boat, there came word of something else lurking below. Something big. Grabbing a snorkel, she splashed back into the sea. For this particular fish you didn’t need scuba gear because they hovered near the surface, as if hoping to make human friends.

‘Whale shark!’ Elly posted on Facebook later that day, along with an underwater snap a fellow diver had taken. In the photo Elly is horizontal in the water, her blonde hair tied up, her wetsuit tight on her small frame. She’s holding two thumbs up, smiling behind her snorkel as the world’s largest species of shark looms above her. With spots dotted along its wide and hulking body like a piece of Dreamtime artwork, it was a stunning beast. I could understand why Elly was so smitten. Whale sharks are not dangerous, she reassured me on many occasions, and get their name from their great size and their broad, flat mouths, which are perfect for scooping up plankton.

It was beautiful to see Elly doing what she had talked and dreamed about for months. Looking at the picture on my computer at home in Seaford that night, I couldn’t have been happier for her.

‘Just what you always wanted to do!’ I wrote in a text.

Elly had arrived in Tofo two weeks earlier, on 27 September 2016. Not your typical holiday spot for a girl just out of her teens, but the ultimate destination for my daughter. Stepping onto the beach that afternoon, feeling sand as soft as sugar between her toes, she took a photo of a coastline that seemed to stretch on forever beneath a vast blue sky. It was the type of idyllic, dreamy picture found on laptop wallpapers in offices all over the world.

‘Most beautiful place I’ve been to,’ she wrote. ‘Sand, palm trees, no buildings in sight.’

That was Elly’s type of paradise. No concrete, cranes or cars. Nature at its purest and finest. Here for six weeks, she would spend most of her time doing what she loved: scuba diving with sharks, whales and stingrays, studying the marine life beneath the surface of the heavenly warm waters. She’d been on diving trips in Queensland, Thailand, Mexico and more, but now she would be in the Indian Ocean between Mozambique and Madagascar. It was a new world for her to explore. And this time, it wasn’t just an adventure holiday, but a mission.

Elly was only 20, but had already visited more countries than most people visit in a lifetime. Travelling and diving had become her world. In Year 11, she completed a diving course on the Great Barrier Reef. In her final year of school in 2013, she jetted off to Bali, Thailand and Belize, adventures she funded herself. She was 17 at the time. In 2016 alone, she had been on jaunts to Queensland, South Africa, Lesotho and Eswatini (formerly Swaziland). After Mozambique she planned another trip, this time to New Zealand with her boyfriend. A romantic getaway that would never happen.

Tofo is a beach paradise, but without the Western-styled frills of a Balinese or Thai resort – and much harder to get to. Elly had flown from Melbourne via Perth to Johannesburg, before taking another flight to the Mozambican capital of Maputo. Next it was a stomach-churning ride in a twin-propeller aircraft to Inhambane (pronounced in-yem-bah-nuh), the capital of Mozambique’s Inhambane province, before a 20-minute taxi journey on a dusty road to Tofo.

Elly had long been in love with Africa and its people. After her mum and I divorced, Nicole and her second husband David took Elly, her sister Kristy and David’s two children Jack and Jess on a holiday there in 2011. Like a lot of Aussies, Elly had been on family getaways to Queensland and Bali, but this was something wildly different for a footy-loving girl from Melbourne’s south-east. It was an eye-opening, life-changing adventure for an impressionable teen who had an inbuilt passion for nature and different cultures.

They toured Tanzania and Kenya, spotting hippos, zebras, hyenas and everything else you find on that great continent. She patted baby elephants, went on an ‘African Dream Safari’ where she got close enough to a lion to smell its breath, saw a baby gibbon hitching a ride on its mum’s back, and got a kiss from a giraffe.

She was just as captivated by the locals. There’s a photo of Elly and Kristy at an orphanage in Tanzania, surrounded by smiling kids. There’s another snap of Elly in what looks like a classroom at the orphanage – an old brick building with hacked-out openings for air. The floors are sandy and the kids are sitting on old church pews. Teenager Elly is leaning forward, chatting with them. She later told me that one day she wanted to adopt an African orphan. On her return to Melbourne, all she wanted to do was get back to Africa. The continent became her spiritual home and was constantly beckoning her.

After arriving in Tofo, Elly’s Facebook account showed a steady stream of photos of her adventure. Going by the pictures, it would be easy to assume this was just another holiday, but it was much more than that.

‘I’m going to be part of a research group with scientists,’ she told me after she’d booked her flights. ‘Studying the marine life.’

‘That’s amazing,’ I said, and I meant it, literally. I was always amazed at what she set out to achieve at such a young age.

Elly had learned that the Inhambane province was the home of Underwater Africa (UA), a marine research and conservation group. The discovery got Elly’s heart racing. Once she finished school, she had her mind set on becoming a marine biologist. She’d enrolled in a Bachelor of Science degree at James Cook University in Townsville, in Far North Queensland, starting in 2017. She planned to specialise in marine biology. The volunteer mission would serve as the perfect primer for the course.

Officially based in Praia da Barra, a beach 11 kilometres north of Tofo, UA investigated Mozambique’s coastal reefs and threatened species and provided training and education to local communities as well as the coastal police. A typical day for volunteers might involve a morning research dive, processing dive data and photos, shark tagging, whale watching, expeditions to protected areas, mangrove monitoring, coral garden expeditions and more.

It cost a few thousand dollars for a package deal that included your accommodation and food. It was a lot of money for Elly, but she didn’t care. Working as a waitress and as an Aussie rules footy boundary umpire, she saved for trips like this. It had become her way of life. Work, travel, repeat.

This particular adventure was special because it represented both her passion and her future. It was almost as if she couldn’t wait the few months before she began studying in Townsville. Months were a lifetime for Elly. She wanted to be under the water now. She wanted to be exploring the reefs of the world. That was the type of girl she was. Raring to go, always.

In some ways, Elly reminded me of Queenslander Jessica Watson, who at the age of 16, solo-circumnavigated the world in a tiny yacht. Jessica’s parents copped a lot of flak for allowing their kid to leave on her seven-month voyage back in 2009. People didn’t understand how they could allow her to be at the mercy of rogue waves, extreme weather, pirates and natural predators. I’m sure a lot of the people we knew were shocked that Nicole and I permitted Elly to travel on her own at the age of 17. But here’s the thing about Elly: like Jessica Watson, there was no stopping her. Ever. It would be like caging a bird. And Elly despised the caging of any living creature.



‘Time to start diving,’ Elly posted on 28 September 2016, just before she set out from her Tofo lodge for the first day of the mission.

As part of the UA package, Elly was staying at the Casa Barry Lodge, which was associated with UA and located right on the beach. It was the biggest lodge in Tofo and at full capacity could house around 200 people in chalets and cabanas. It had a bar and restaurant overlooking the beach, where Elly ate all of her meals.

According to one employee, guests at the lodge were mainly holidaymakers from South Africa and Europe, but with Mozambique being a former Portuguese colony, the Casa Barry welcomed a lot of Portuguese visitors in particular. Even though local dialects are spoken by around half the population, Portuguese remains the country’s official language.

Tofo is basically a fishing village surrounded by farms, but in recent times had emerged as a hub for marine exploration, and many of the locals now relied on Western tourists like Elly, who came seeking a place to stay, food to eat, beer to drink, and a surfboard to rent.

That first day, the UA group travelled in a 12-metre motor cruiser from the coast to Salon Reef, about 4 kilometres north of Tofo, where Elly splashed in for her first dive. She used much of her own scuba gear that I had bought her for her 18th birthday – a regulator, mask, snorkel, wetsuit for deep diving, weight belt, flippers and a safety vest. The package cost me an eye-watering $1500, but it was worth it for the hug I got and the joy it gave her. The dives were operated by Peri-Peri Divers, run by a Brit named Steve Monk. Like many expats in Tofo, Steve came for a holiday in 2004 and never left.

At the end of her first dive, Elly listed everything she saw on a log sheet: crocodile fish, scorpion fish, octopus, lobster, trumpet fish and clown fish. She photographed or filmed them all with her own GoPro camera mounted on her forehead.

‘Fishies!!!!’ she posted, together with a video of a swarming school of yellow fish.

As the days and dives went by, Elly became more involved with UA’s conservation work. The operation was managed by UA’s science director, Calum Murie, a British marine biologist. Calum called UA a charity that ‘harnesses volunteer researchers to augment the data collected by our team of researchers’. He was involved in some serious research, including studying humpback whales, manta rays and whale sharks using sophisticated acoustic and satellite technology. It was work that attracted volunteers who were dedicated to marine biology – including students like Elly. ‘Our volunteer program is designed to help you protect these marine giants,’ a UA statement read.

And animal conservation and protection were a big part of Elly’s mindset, and the reason she planned to study marine biology. She was more than just an animal lover, she was an animal advocate. Before she left for Mozambique, she told me how she hated shark finning – the cruel practice of catching a shark to cut off its fin for soup or traditional medicine, before returning the fish back to the sea to endure an excruciating death. She was a big fan of the award-winning 2013 documentary Blackfish. The film shone a spotlight on the marine park SeaWorld in Orlando, Florida, which controversially bred and trained orcas. In 2016, the park announced they would end ‘all breeding programs’, and would also ‘phase out’ their theatrical orca whale shows.

‘Orcas don’t belong in amusement parks,’ Elly posted on Facebook in July 2016.



Tofo wasn’t all paradise though. All Elly wanted to do was dive, research, make friends, learn about the local culture and have fun. But there was a bad element at the Casa Barry. A guy I’ll call the Backpacker.

Elly was quick to make friends in the volunteer group, including with South African Jessie Whittal, German Sina Kreiker, and Jake Dovey, another South African who also worked as the lodge manager and had his own car. Elly was the youngster among them, so she was glad when she met Jade O’Shea. Jade was not a UA volunteer but a Kiwi traveller who worked and boarded at the Casa Barry. The pair became fast friends, spending most of their downtime together.

‘Elly was outgoing, loud and curious about everything,’ Jade said. ‘When she came in from a dive, she’d be buzzing and wanting to tell us what she’d seen. She had an underwater camera and she would show us what she’d filmed. The other volunteers would want to shower and rest, but Elly was full of energy.’

Jade saw Elly at mealtimes. In the evenings, when both women had finished their work for the day, they would hang out. If it was a weeknight they’d usually stay at the lodge, but on the weekends they’d go to Victor’s Bar in the marketplace – the main beachside strip of the town – or to a club like Dino’s or MozamBeat.

‘If we went to one of the clubs, we would see every expat and tourist in town and a few locals as well,’ Jade said. ‘It was a good atmosphere, fun and a lot of dancing.’

The UA volunteers socialised a lot at the Casa Barry, and by all accounts got along well.

Then there was the Backpacker.

He was a big lad, six foot tall and wide I’m told, and around 30 years old. According to Jade, he was prone to saying some pretty offensive things and didn’t gel with the rest of the group, especially the women. ‘Elly in particular took a dislike to him,’ Jade said.

One Saturday night, after coming back from Dino’s, Elly, Jade, Sina and Jake were chatting over a few drinks. For some reason, the Backpacker was lurking outside Jade’s room. Jade said that Sina eventually popped her head out and told him it was time to go to bed, but he didn’t budge.

‘I went outside to tell [the Backpacker] to leave,’ Jade said. Still, he didn’t leave.

Jake was in his room by then and overheard the conversation. He was concerned enough to come out and confront the Backpacker. ‘Look, mate, it’s time to go to bed,’ he said.

The Backpacker clearly didn’t like that because he punched Jake in the face. Jake fell, blood streaming from a cut on his cheek. His lip immediately began to swell, like it had been injected with collagen.

Elly was quickly on the scene. She was angry. One of the Backpacker’s friends, another volunteer, also arrived. The friend was pushing Jake back into his room and Jade was pushing the Backpacker away, like a referee in a boxing match. Elly ran off to find Calum Murie, at first banging on the wrong door and waking up some other guests, before finding the right room.

‘Elly was really upset,’ Jade recalled. ‘Jake’s face was bleeding a lot.’

Meanwhile, one of the lodge security guards heard the ruckus and called the police. The station was only a short walk away, so Tofo officers were there within minutes. Emotions were running high, fuelled by alcohol.

‘The police were trying to calm Elly down and Calum was standing in front of her to protect her,’ Jade said.

If Elly felt any sort of injustice had occurred, or if someone she cared about was being attacked, either verbally or physically, she would step up to defend them. She’d always been that way. Nicole and I were often summoned to Elly’s high school because she had stood up for a peer. On one occasion, Nicole got the call, but it was my turn to go. In his office, the principal told me that Elly had yelled and sworn at a teacher over the way they’d bullied a student. The principal said it was admirable for Elly to defend the student, but her approach was unacceptable.

On the way back to the car after the meeting, I said to my daughter, ‘You were right, the teacher shouldn’t have treated your friend like that. But you have to learn to try to do things more calmly, more diplomatically.’

‘Yes, Dad,’ she said, but I knew it didn’t register. Nothing was going to change Elly. She was born with a righteous fire in her belly.

That night at the Casa Barry, all chance of diplomacy had flown out the window when the Backpacker threw that punch. Elly was not going to stop complaining until he was arrested.

‘The police walked Calum and Elly to the station to sort things out,’ Jade said. ‘Calum came back after an hour and Elly was still there. The police had given her a matt to lie down outside in their garden.’

When Calum and Jake returned a few hours later, they found Elly asleep on the matt.

I have no idea what sort of influence her protest had on the police, but the next day, the Casa Barry management removed the Backpacker from the lodge, placing him in another hotel in Tofo. The funny thing was, because of the way she had acted, including accidentally waking up guests and making her protest, Elly was banned from drinking at the Casa Barry. It was almost as if she’d done something wrong, when all she’d done was stand up to someone else’s appalling behaviour.

If Elly had come home to Melbourne and told me the story of that night, I would have thought nothing of it; it was just another occasion when Elly had fought for what she believed was right. I would have been proud of her for standing up for a mate. Ultimately, the incident would have been a mere footnote in her adventure. The real stories would be about her dives and her research.

But the incident that night in October 2016 was about to come under much closer scrutiny. All interactions between Elly and the Backpacker would soon be examined by the police. In fact, all of the Backpacker’s movements in Tofo were about to be investigated.






CHAPTER 2 LAST DAY

‘You don’t want to be walking around on your own’


‘Elly, where have you been?’ Jade called out as Elly made her way towards Victor’s Bar. It was after 11 pm on 8 November 2016.

‘Looking for you!’ Elly yelled back.

Jade and a few of the UA volunteers were sitting on a log outside the bar. The group had been celebrating the end of their mission but earlier in the evening they had become separated from Elly. They were glad to have her back.

Elly motioned towards the bar and her friends expected to see her soon with a fresh beer in her hand. Instead, she stayed inside Victor’s, and wasn’t seen again that night.

‘Knowing Elly, she would’ve got caught up chatting to people,’ Jade said.

For the UA crew, that seemingly unremarkable moment marked the end of a long day that began with the last dive of their mission. And the last dive of Elly’s life.



That Tuesday morning, around 9 am, Elly had slipped beneath the deep, cobalt sea off the Tofo coast. She saw bluefins, lionfish, potato groupers, lobsters and devil rays. It was her last official exploration with UA, but it wasn’t the final dive of her trip. She was scheduled to leave Mozambique on 13 November and had organised for three more dives with Peri-Peri Divers, including one the very next day.

While the UA dive that morning was relatively quick, the boat journeys each way took hours, so the entire venture took up a hefty chunk of Elly’s day. We’re not entirely sure what she did when she returned to shore. Though she always kept a diary on her trips, writing in whatever notepad she had with her, no journal was found among her belongings (which doesn’t mean she didn’t write one). But her iPad shows some videos and photos that appeared to have been taken on that day (depending upon the reliability of the metadata). There’s an underwater GoPro video of a couple of hermit crabs and another of a spiky blowfish. After it darts away, Elly chases it along the seabed for a while, as if playing catch with the underwater critter. The video shows mangrove roots, so I’m guessing it was taken during an offshore snorkel dive later in the day.

Going by photos she took from around 5 pm, she went and watched the sunset. I often wonder what was on her mind at that point. She’d finished her mission, fulfilled her dream of swimming with a whale shark, and was soon to embark on her university studies in Queensland. Her Tofo adventure was almost over, but she must have been buzzing with what she’d seen and achieved, and what lay ahead.



It hadn’t been an easy road for Elly. She was smart and loved to learn, but in Year 12 she was more geared towards chasing her passions: scuba diving, travelling and boys. At one point, I specifically
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