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Don’t die, Dad—
but they die.

Les Murray, ‘The Last Hellos’
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‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’ Cough. ‘You’re sure this is, 
like, confi dential? Completely?’

‘I’m sure.’
‘It’s just, I’ve never done a traditional confession before.’
‘It’s what you wanted.’ The priest sounded a little bored. ‘If you’ve 

got any doubts, why not go to a Sacrament of Reconciliation at your local 
church?’

‘No, it’s okay. Someone died who shouldn’t have.’
‘You mean there’s been an accident?’
‘Look, just shut the—if I could explain this in my own way.’ Pause. 

‘That’s all right, isn’t it? We can do that here?’
‘Sure.’ The priest was more interested now. 
‘It’s just, speaking generally, a lot of old people want to die, and some 

don’t know what they want. Then there’s others.’ Said slowly, like pushing 
heavy words up a hill.

‘You’re talking about more than one person?’
There was a long silence.
‘This is off the record, right?’

The Simple Death.indd   1The Simple Death.indd   1 23/12/10   11:38:02 AM23/12/10   11:38:02 AM



MONDAYMONDAY

The Simple Death.indd   3The Simple Death.indd   3 23/12/10   11:38:02 AM23/12/10   11:38:02 AM



5

OneOne

TThe ferry’s motion altered, no longer a pleasure cruise on the 
protected waters of the harbour. The big boat began to rock, struck 
by the surge rolling in from the ocean. Some of the passengers 

were calling out in surprise. Troy looked down at the water, which had 
also changed, the sheet of glitter now a series of dark and glassy hills 
and valleys.

‘This is where you saw it happen?’ he said.
The man between him and the other two detectives nodded eagerly. 

Jim Austin was twenty-four, although the drugs had aged him. Without 
the sores and the red eyes his face would have been handsome: the bone 
structure was fi ne, skin and hair dark. 

‘Just after we hit the swell,’ he said. ‘I’d been snoozing, it woke 
me up.’

Spoke quickly, sounded keen to please, but maybe not. Reminded 
Troy of a friend he’d had when he was seventeen. Like Austin, Sam was 
part Aboriginal, but it was the big part. He’d called all white adults boss, 
it had taken the young Troy a while to see he wasn’t being subservient.

‘Tell us what you saw.’
Austin looked at the other male detective, who was wearing a 

pinstripe too fancy for a sergeant. Rostov was a big man with a shaved 
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head, which right now was covered in beads of sweat. He didn’t look 
well, maybe not a natural sailor.

‘I wasn’t here,’ Austin said, pointing at the narrow strip of deck that 
ran around the outside of the cabin. ‘I was in there.’

Troy turned around. He guessed you could see where they were 
standing quite clearly from inside.

‘On the chairs?’
‘Lying down.’
‘Asleep?’
Austin nodded, pleased at Troy’s ready grasp. ‘The lights were out 

in that part of the cabin, no one around. Good place for a snooze.’
The ferries were enormous, could carry over a thousand passengers 

from the city to Manly Cove and back. There weren’t that many on this 
one, the Narrabeen, 10.15 am Monday. Most were upstairs, taking in the 
view: the bridge, the opera house, the rich people’s homes crammed along 
the shore. There would have been fewer at 9.15 pm Thursday, a quiet 
patch between the offi ce workers who’d gone home after work, and those 
who’d stayed in the city to drink and eat before heading north.

‘So,’ he said to Austin, ‘you wake and you sit up. What happens?’
‘I saw this strange shape, and realised it was two people walking, 

one leaning on the other a lot. Like he was almost unconscious. The 
dopey one was a bit shorter than the other.’

‘You’re sure they were men?’ said the female detective. Susan Conti 
was good, Troy had worked with her before. But today she wasn’t quite 
there.

Austin stopped and blinked, and Troy kept his eyes on him, willing 
him to stick with the story. But his fragile train of thought had been 
derailed.

‘I don’t know,’ he said slowly. ‘I just, you know, it was a lot darker 
than it is now . . .’

Austin looked around, murmured something inaudible, and sat 
down on the wooden bench.

‘Keep going with the story,’ Troy said, raising his voice a little so 
the guy turned away from Conti and back to him. If anyone was going 
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to look at Conti it ought to be himself: the wind was pushing her white 
top against her breasts, bringing out some of the detail. She was an 
attractive woman, late twenties; dark hair pulled back, strong features 
beneath a nice tan. She’d been engaged last year but there was no ring 
on her fi nger now.

‘Then they got here and stopped—the main bloke, I think he might 
have been wearing a hood . . .’ Austin looked out at the sunlight, winced 
at the pure blue sky. ‘Then he just kind of leaned down, and then the 
other bloke wasn’t there anymore. I mean, he kind of dragged him over, 
must have grabbed his pants and hoisted. It was fast.’

Troy looked at the bulwark, which was above waist level for an 
average person. It would be possible, require some strength.

‘The victim didn’t resist?’ said Conti.
‘That’s what was so weird. He was on his feet but, it was like he 

was asleep.’
‘You think he was drunk?’
‘Maybe. Possibly.’
‘And you saw it, you really saw someone go over the side?’
Austin squinted and raised a hand to a cluster of sores at the left 

side of his mouth. His fi ngers hovered but did not touch. He scowled 
with a concentration that was obviously false.

‘Bloody hell,’ Rostov said. ‘It’s not a hard question.’
‘Not feeling too well eh, Mr Rostov?’
‘Just tell us what you saw,’ Troy said quickly.
‘I look away for a second max, and when I look back the second 

bloke was gone. I thought I must have dreamed the whole thing, so 
I went back to sleep.’

‘How tall was the one in the hood?’
‘Kind of average.’
‘Was either of them carrying a bag, maybe a shoulder bag?’
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Why’d you think you dreamed it?’
‘A now-you-see-it, now-you-don’t type situation.’ Austin stopped, 

looked at the detectives, realised more was needed. ‘It was just so weird. 
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But then I saw in the paper that guy had disappeared, and I thought 
maybe it was real.’

‘You were high?’
‘I’d taken a Moggie so I was a bit out of it. But you know, I can tell 

the difference.’
‘The difference?’
‘Between what’s real and what’s not. I’ve had a lot of experience.’
Troy looked at Conti, doing his best to keep his face expressionless. 

It didn’t seem such a struggle for her, and he wondered if she had much 
of a sense of humour. She’d been different last year, and he wondered 
if anything had happened to her. In those days she’d been stationed 
at Kings Cross, had gone back after the investigation, so he’d been 
surprised to fi nd her at Manly when he’d arrived this morning. People 
called that Italian type of skin olive, and he’d always wondered why that 
was. It was more light brown, in his opinion.

Looking away, he saw that Rostov had disappeared, presumably 
to the toilets. Conti began to press Austin for more detail. A commuter 
named Mark Pearson had disappeared on Thursday night, coming 
home from his job at St Thomas’ Hospital. His bag had been found on 
the ferry. Pearson was a slight man of below average height. The tide 
had been running out, and the Water Police estimated a body dropped 
at the time Austin described would have gone out to sea, with the 
possibility of being washed onto the coast to the south when it swelled 
up and came to the surface. The Wateries were out now, checking the 
shoreline. Conceivably Pearson could fl oat ashore at Maroubra, the 
beach where Troy ran most mornings. Which would give the surfers 
something to talk about.

Troy went into the main cabin and lay down on the row of 
chairs Austin had indicated, wondering how seriously to take this. 
Austin was not a credible witness: Homicide had been brought in 
only because Pearson’s father was a judge. Troy’s team had been given 
the case because the commander, Helen Kelly, had embarked on an 
experiment to match detectives with murders. He’d been in a lift with 
her the week before, mentioned he’d just come from visiting an old 
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friend in the hospice at St Thomas’. So when Pearson disappeared, 
she’d thought of Troy.

Nearly all the detectives thought Kelly’s experiment was idiotic. 
But as McIver said, managers need things to talk about when they meet 
with other managers.

And so, here they were.
Some South Koreans sitting across the way were looking at him 

with interest. Lifting his head, he saw the view was as Austin had 
described it. Through the window he could see Conti still talking to 
the lanky drug addict, her profi le dark and elegant against the bright 
sky. Her father had been a detective once, kicked out because he was 
bent. She’d told Troy she wanted to work in Homicide one day, and 
he wondered if her father’s reputation would be a barrier. Closing his 
eyes, he lay back down, thought about the report he was supposed to be 
writing, back at the offi ce.

‘You look comfortable.’
Conti was kneeling on a chair in the next row, looking down 

at him.
‘I don’t see why he’d make it up,’ he said. ‘You okay?’
‘Never better.’
‘You seem different.’
‘David and me,’ she put a hand up to her hair, ‘we’re not together 

anymore.’
‘Okay.’
Maybe he should say he was sorry, but he wasn’t. Remembered 

David, a big guy; Conti and him had been a match, serious and keen. 
Away from him she’d changed, for the better he thought.

She said, ‘Austin.’
He thought about it. Mark Pearson and his wife, Emily Nguyen, 

lived in Manly. Emily had last talked to him on the phone at eight on 
Thursday night. She’d been at her mother’s home attending a party 
for an old family friend. Because everyone there would be speaking 
Vietnamese, Mark hadn’t gone. Instead, as far as Emily knew, he had 
worked late at the hospital in Paddington and then taken the bus 
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to the wharf and caught the ferry. Emily had spent the night at her 
mother’s in Fairfi eld, on the other side of the city, gone straight to work 
on Friday and been in a contract negotiation all day. When she got 
home late that night there was no sign of Mark, who hadn’t returned 
her calls. Found a message on the home phone from his assistant at 
work, asking where he was; he hadn’t turned up to work that day, had 
missed an important meeting. Emily had called the local police, who’d 
sent a car around. Two uniformed offi cers had taken her details and 
told her most people who disappeared came back soon. A sergeant 
had said the same thing when she visited the station next morning. 
It was true. Ten thousand people go missing each year in the state of 
New South Wales, and since 99.99 per cent reappear unharmed, most 
of them fairly soon, the police usually do very little. The statistics are 
on the side of inaction.

But Emily had been going crazy with worry. She’d rung Mark’s 
parents, who were in Melbourne, fl ying back the next day. Then she 
panicked, called the Sun Herald. It was a quiet weekend, the couple had 
news value: Mark’s father was a judge of the Supreme Court, Emily 
had been Young Australian of the Year fi ve years ago. At university 
she’d raised the money to build an orphanage in Vietnam. She’d topped 
her class at the University of Sydney, and these days did something at 
a major law fi rm. In addition, she was a striking-looking woman. So 
her husband’s disappearance got a run in the Sunday paper.

Jim Austin had seen the newspaper when he woke up that afternoon, 
come in to Manly Police Station. Rostov had been on shift, heard his 
story and thrown him out, fi ve minutes later in the tearoom mentioned 
it to Conti, who’d just been talking to Emily Nguyen on the phone. 
Turned out Emily’s mum had been ringing around all day, calling 
Mark’s colleagues, Sydney Buses, even local hospitals. It was desperate 
stuff, her English wasn’t very good. At the ferries she’d got lucky: their 
lost property section was closed for the weekend, but the person she 
spoke to was Vietnamese too. He’d gone looking, come back and asked 
if they were talking about a black bag with a laptop inside, because if 
they were, it was sitting in one of the offi ces. Apart from the computer 
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there were some papers inside, and a Filofax with Mark Pearson’s name 
on the fi rst page. All this Conti explained.

‘Shit,’ Rostov said through a mouthful of cake.
He’d run out, found Austin on the beachfront and dragged him 

back.

‘We have to keep an eye on him,’ Troy said, nodding at Austin, who was 
still on the deck, staring out at the harbour. 

‘He’s okay,’ she said. ‘Loves boats. The Wateries are out there and 
a speedboat with a TV crew. He says he used to be a lifesaver, drove an 
infl atable.’

Troy’s interest in Austin increased mildly: he was a volunteer 
lifesaver himself, when he had the time.

‘He lives in Manly?’
‘Parramatta, but got into some bother. A mate told him about a 

hostel in Manly so he decided to take a holiday.’
‘Bother?’
‘Set up a small drug deal and the stuff was no good. The buyer got 

antsy, Austin decided to take some time out.’
‘What else do we know about him?’
‘It’s in the fi le,’ she said with a trace of impatience.
Troy sat up and smiled at her. In the few weeks they’d worked 

together last year, she’d been modest about her undoubted talents. But 
she had more attitude now.

‘You been swimming?’ he said.
‘How do you know?’
‘Your shoulders are bigger.’
‘Have you been looking at me?’
‘I’ve been looking at your shoulders.’
Pushing it there.
‘Well, I’ve had a lot to think about. Doing laps helps.’
Laps, he thought, the tedium of laps. Still, he ran, and some people 

found running boring. But at least the view changed.
‘So what’s in Austin’s fi le?’
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‘He’s got a record, goes back to juvie stuff, possession, bit of intent to 
supply, few vehicle thefts, driving without a licence. Nothing serious.’

‘But persistent.’
She nodded. ‘We had a doctor look at him last night before we took 

the statement, see how he was.’ That was good; they hadn’t had to do 
that. ‘Says he’s probably got amphetamine psychosis. Possible fl ashbacks, 
hallucinations, confusion about reality.’

That was bad. He wondered if they should tell Emily Nguyen 
about Austin. Normally he wouldn’t, not until he had more evidence. 
But Emily had declined to talk to the media anymore, once the police 
got moving yesterday. McIver liked this, was keen to keep her on side. If 
she learned they’d withheld information from her, there was no telling 
what she might do.

He mentioned this dilemma to Conti, who groaned. 
‘You know what Jim said when he came in? Asked if he could get 

a reduction of his next sentence, for helping a judge.’
‘He might have been joking.’
‘Even if it did happen like he says, we don’t know it was Pearson.’
If it wasn’t, it must have been a lively night on the Manly Ferry.
The big boat’s motion had changed again: it was smoother now. 

Soon Rostov appeared, more colour in his face. The three of them 
walked over to Austin, who was still looking at the boats darting around 
on the water below. One was a small police boat, just an aluminium hull 
with a big outboard motor and some sort of cover on top. There were 
two uniforms in it, and not room for much more. The boat had been 
searching the rocks around this part of the harbour since dawn, and it 
looked like the job was fi nished. 

They were in Manly Cove now, and Troy saw that the other speedboat 
Conti had mentioned had tied up at a platform down the end of a smaller 
wharf near the ferry terminal. The skipper was up top, arguing with an 
offi cial while the TV crew from the boat was walking quickly towards 
the main wharf to fi lm the detectives and Austin coming off the ferry. 
Troy wondered how the media had got on to this, saw Rostov fi ddling 
with his tie knot, smoothing his eyebrows. Stopped wondering. 
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Austin stood up and said, ‘This is where Governor Phillip got 
speared.’ He pointed to the sand along the cove.

‘Interested in history?’ said Troy. He’d been reading The Fatal Shore, 
it helped fi ll in the long nights since Anna had left, found it fascinating. 
He wasn’t a reader so this had surprised him. Austin looked away, said 
nothing, tapped his hands on the rail.

Troy knew the story anyway. Sydney’s founding governor had 
been impressed by the indigenous men of the area and called it Manly. 
One day he’d come up the harbour for a chat, found them feasting on 
a beached whale. Normally he had good relations, but this time he’d 
received a spear in the shoulder. Troy mentioned these details to Austin, 
and the guy stood up a bit straighter, a big smile breaking his face in 
two. He started to nod, so vigorously it looked kind of funny. Troy 
wondered if he was on the gas.

‘Phillip wouldn’t let his blokes retaliate,’ Austin said with fervour, 
as though he’d been told about it by someone who was there. ‘Gets back 
into his boat and they head towards civilisation.’ Troy smiled politely, 
which seemed to make Austin happy. ‘They wanted to pull the spear 
out, which’d be kill or cure, but he wouldn’t let them until he’d sorted 
out his stuff, signed a few offi cial documents.’ Troy hadn’t heard that 
part of the story before, hoped it was true. He was a public servant 
himself. ‘Then out she comes.’

‘He didn’t die.’
‘Must have fucken hurt, but.’
The ferry had stopped and the big ramp next to the exit was lowered 

to the ground. Austin’s eyes were gleaming, and Troy thought it was 
not just the story but something else. Not speed, though. Whatever 
Austin was feeling seemed to be coming from inside his head. Maybe 
the attention he was getting, the police respectful of him, was having a 
good effect. The gates had been opened and people began to pour off 
the ferry.

‘You stick with us, Jim,’ Troy said. ‘We’ll go get some food, have 
another chat. That okay?’

‘Sure thing, Mr Troy.’
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Troy stopped feeling happy. Sam had always become polite just 
before he went off.

He reached out to grab Austin, but it was too late. The passengers 
were all around them now, more than he had imagined, converging 
from multiple directions on the exit. He wished he’d told the others to 
hold back until the ferry was empty, but the crowd of people in their 
bright clothes was packed and pushing, keen to get off. It was years 
since Troy had done crowd control, he’d forgotten how volatile a large 
group of people could be.

He said to Rostov, ‘Keep an eye on him.’
‘I reckon we’ll have trouble getting rid of him,’ the big detective 

said, his breath sour with the smell of vomit. ‘The bloke’s having the 
time of his life.’

Maybe he was right. Troy could still see Austin, on the wharf fi ve 
metres away and staring around him with the open inquisitiveness of a 
child, then heading off to his right with the crowd. 

‘There’s Jon McIver,’ Conti said as they followed. The sergeant was 
on the edge of the brightly dressed crowd, wearing a dark suit and 
white shirt, his face pale. ‘He looks like an undertaker.’

‘You think so?’
Some people in the crowd moved and they had a better view of 

McIver. He had longish hair and sideburns, and his tie was deep blue 
and narrow. Troy knew he was probably wearing boots too, although 
Conti could not see that.

‘Maybe not an undertaker,’ she said. ‘But he could really do with a 
haircut.’

‘Are you going to tell him?’
She grinned. ‘You don’t think I would, do you?’ Then, looking at 

his left hand, ‘I thought you were married.’
He’d worn the ring for two months after Anna left, took it off when 

he learned she’d gone back to India without telling him, taking their son 
with her. Turned out it was only a holiday, but the ring had stayed off.

‘I was,’ he said. The Tower investigation, the one he’d worked with 
Conti, had changed a lot of things.
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She said, ‘The sarge’s got over being shot?’
‘As far as I know.’ He hadn’t worked with Mac since then, had had 

other OICs who weren’t as good. But Mac and he talked. He looked 
around. ‘Where’s Austin?’

Austin was no longer visible. When they reached McIver, Troy 
introduced Rostov, gazing around as he spoke. McIver shook hands 
with the others and looked at Troy, indicated the row of restaurants 
outside with his chin.

‘That your bloke?’
Austin was almost a hundred metres away, off the concrete and on 

the smaller wharf made out of grey wooden planks. Troy ran after him, 
onto the wide footpath past the restaurants, and saw him reach the end 
of the wharf and keep going. In a second he was down on the small 
fl oating platform where the TV crew’s speedboat was moored.

As Troy ran to the end of the wharf, he heard the boat’s motor start 
up. By the time he got there, Austin was standing in the boat with one 
hand on the throttle and the other pulling a rope on board. He saw 
Troy and waved, then twisted the throttle. The boat jumped away from 
the dock. It was all ridiculous. Austin wasn’t even a suspect, and if he 
did want to escape, there were better ways. Troy yelled to the police 
boat nosing around the moored yachts at the top of the cove, pointing 
at Austin’s vessel. But the two men on board were looking in another 
direction, and when they noticed Troy a minute later they just motored 
up casually. When they reached the wharf he jumped in. 

‘Can we catch that boat?’ he said. ‘If you haven’t got anything better 
to do?’

‘Keep your hair on,’ muttered the senior constable, who’d introduced 
himself as Stephen Briggs. 

‘Don’t tell me,’ said Troy as the boat accelerated. ‘You’d rather be 
fi shing.’ For most of his life he’d contained his anger, but lately he’d 
been letting it out. It seemed to help.

Austin knew what he was doing: maybe he really had been a 
lifesaver. The boats’ top speeds were about equal, but Austin’s craft 
was smaller and more nimble. As well as this, he didn’t seem to care 
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what happened. First he executed a number of tight circles, allowing 
them to catch up and almost clipping the police boat. Then he swerved 
towards the shore and ran the boat through some shoals where the 
police didn’t dare follow. Finally, he shot out into open water, where 
a big freight ship was moving towards the heads accompanied by two 
tugs. The small boats jumped up and down as they hit the swell, and 
Troy was glad Rostov wasn’t with them. The police boat’s propellers 
were in and out of the water, making its progress uneven, but gradually 
they gained on Austin.

‘What’s the point of this?’ yelled Briggs. ‘We’ll catch him in 
the end.’

Troy shrugged.
The container ship was close now, like a steel wall between them 

and the eastern suburbs on the far side of the harbour. You had to be 
unlucky, to encounter a freight ship on Sydney Harbour these days. 
Troy wondered what Austin had in mind: he was heading straight 
at the middle of the ship, and the police boat slowed down. Maybe 
Austin hadn’t witnessed Pearson being thrown off the ferry. Maybe 
he’d done it himself, and this was his way of dealing with the thing, 
by killing himself. 

At the last moment he swerved to the left and raced up to the 
bow, veering once in its turbulence so that his boat struck the side of 
the ship and bounced off. Then he was at the bow and somehow made 
his way around the front of the freighter with metres to spare. Briggs 
was shaking his head as he pulled away and ran up the side of the ship, 
turning around the bow only when they were well clear. The manoeuvre 
took a while, and Troy gripped the side of the boat impatiently. When 
they reached the other side, Austin was only just visible in the distance, 
slipping behind an island in the direction of the city. Briggs put on some 
speed and Troy sat down.

They travelled up the harbour towards the city towers, past the 
naval base at Garden Island, then weaving their way through the ferry 
traffi c off Circular Quay. Briggs’s partner had been working the radio, 
and a police helicopter appeared, hovering over the speeding boat. It 
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rose up as Austin, only two hundred metres away now, took his boat 
through the broad, cool shadow beneath the Harbour Bridge. They 
followed him and he turned left.

‘He’s going to Darling Harbour,’ Briggs yelled. ‘We’ll get him now.’
Troy told them to get some vehicles there and stood up, watching 

as Briggs closed in. Darling Harbour, lined with fl ats, public buildings 
and the big retail centre, was a dead end.

As they reached the busy tourist precinct Austin headed for the 
marina on the left, with the city’s concrete escarpment rearing above it. 
But just before he touched, a police car appeared at the marina, its siren 
and lights on, and he turned away and raced towards the end of the 
small harbour. The police car backed up, looking for an access road and 
not fi nding one. Troy could see no other police around the harbour, and 
Austin brought his boat alongside a low wall and jumped off. Briggs 
accelerated towards the spot, but Troy knew Austin was going to make 
it. He felt a moment of sympathy, wondered where that had come 
from, pushed it away. Austin looked at them and gave a thumbs-up, to 
the helicopter too, and then headed off, jogging towards the stream of 
pedestrians. The stream fl owed into the rivers of people in the crowded 
streets nearby. A moment later Troy lost sight of him. Jim Austin, from 
being a man he could reach out and touch, was now just another of the 
city’s four and a half million people.
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