
C H A P T E R  O N E

humble beginnings

There was something odd about the woman driving 
the yellow station wagon. Her eyes darted around 
suspiciously. Steve watched her from his patrol car. Her 

1988 Sigma moved off from his right at the green lights, to enter 
the late-night traffic. She had a passenger, a young man with 
a wispy beard. As they moved, the man looked across at the 
police car waiting third in line at the red light and then glanced 
momentarily over his shoulder into the back seat. Sparks spat 
along the dark surface of the road as he tossed his cigarette out 
the window of the car.

‘Nervy little punk’, remarked the older police constable next 
to Steve.

‘There’s something odd about both of them in that Sigma…,’ 
said Steve.

‘Yeah, I think we should have a chat with them.’
As lights turned green and when they were clear of the 

intersection, Steve pulled past the two vehicles in front of them. 
The Sigma had increased its pace and was nearly out of view as 
it turned left almost without slowing. Steve’s pulse rate rose with 
the revs of the police car. They swung into the side street and 
passed the Sigma with Red and blue lights flashing, then slowed 
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in front of it. The older policeman put his arm out his window, 
indicating that the Sigma should pull up at the curb.

While the woman searched a handbag for her licence, Steve 
noticed that there was someone lying on the back seat of the 
car. Shining his torch through the window, Steve realised with 
a jolt that the passenger was gagged, with a tee shirt twisted and 
pulled tightly into an open mouth. The arms were pulled back 
and bound at the wrists with a leather belt.

Within minutes a second patrol car had arrived at the scene 
and the couple were taken into custody, their bound and gagged 
passenger found to be dead. Steve looked at the victim, a man in 
his mid-thirties and recognised the face of one who had recently 
‘helped him in his enquiries.’ Soon there were detectives and 
forensic officers examining the car and, as the body was being 
removed, Steve received orders to drive to an address in a nearby 
suburban street.

Steve’s nostrils were assailed by the pungent odour of 
domestic filth as he forced entry into one of half a dozen units 
in the shabby concrete building. It was an odour that always 
reminded him of his unhappy childhood. He walked through 
the empty flat flicking on light switches and wishing to God 
that its depressing squalor were more unfamiliar to him. There 
was one small bedroom with an up-ended suitcase; food spilt on 
the floor, an overturned chair and, through the open doorway 
into the bathroom, Steve saw the blood. There was blood on the 
shower wall, all over the toilet cistern and pedestal and pooled 
on the floor.

As Steve Murphy read in the newspaper the next morning, 
Inspector Robinson told reporters ‘The uniformed officers have 
done a great job. I don’t even know why they pulled the car over.’

Steve thought about the look on the face of the woman 
driver, those eyes, and the two seconds of shifty movement by 
her young passenger. Perhaps the inspector hadn’t grown up 
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on the wrong side of the tracks as Steve had done. Perhaps he 
wouldn’t have recognised, in an instant, the body language of 
those who grow up hiding behind dustbins, of those who have 
learnt from their elders to duck from the law.

Crime Scene: police examine a Sigma station wagon containing a 
bound and gagged body. Photo supplied by the Townsville Bulletin.

Before Steve was back on duty, the two suspects had been 
charged with murder and had appeared before the magistrate. 
Now he had some time alone to recall the familiarity of that 
unpleasant scene in the empty flat.

It had been as if he had walked into the grimmest setting 
of his chequered childhood and before he had seen the blood. 
It was as if he could hear from the front room the thuds and 
shouts as his drunken father was bashing Nina in the bedroom, 
berating her as a lazy woman and a bad mother. As he ironed his 
uniform, Steve marveled at the changes in his life. What would 
Nina think of him wearing one of these? Would she swear and 
pour ridicule on him for going over to ‘the filth’?
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Steve’s parents were heavy drinkers. Drinking shaped their 
lives and his. There were times when drink took all the money 
they had, but Vincent Murphy worked in many an honest job, 
whereas Nina would rarely stir herself enough to wipe the inside 
of a saucepan or empty the bucket which served as a chamber 
pot by her bed.

When Steve was four or five, Vincent worked as a driver for 
a large gas company. He drove trucks, transporting the heavy 
gas cylinders around the Sydney streets. The little boy was 
proud of his dad when he returned from his work to their one-
bedroom flat in Redfern or Newtown, Enmore or Stanmore. 
They constantly changed homes, each one as dingy and cramped 
as the one before, but as long as Vincent was coming home 
from work, there was some consistency in their lives. There was 
the old grey Holden Ute, too, which went on with them from 
address to address. On some of the happier days, when Vincent 
was free, they would go for a drive together, Steve between his 
parents on the bench seat. The destination would invariably be 
a pub of course and the adults would continue drinking from 
bottles of Toohey’s Draught in the car on the way home.

Nina was not Steve’s mother. In 1965 Vincent had been a 
single man working as a ticket collector at Normanhurst railway 
station. He had lived with his Aunty June at French’s Forest and 
then moved into a flat in Marrickville and wanted to spread his 
wings a bit. As a young man with a decent, secure job and no 
one to answer to, Vincent was ready for romance. He noticed 
plenty of attractive young women passing through the exit gate, 
but they rarely met his eye as they gave him their ticket and 
bustled out.

One night when Vincent was off-duty and standing at 
Redfern station ticket barrier, talking to a railway colleague, 
he saw a dramatically beautiful girl coming onto the platform. 
She was dressed in a clinging black sweater, very tight black 
and white slacks and the black, knee-high, Cuban-heeled boots 
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which were the height of fashion. She knew the other railway 
man and exchanged some words with him. Not to be left out, 
Vincent chipped in saucily to suggest that as he was the one not 
on duty it might be more worth her while to talk to him.

‘And what do you want for nothing?’ challenged the sexy 
young thing. With a jovial leer, Vincent said he would rather 
show her than tell. This bold exchange preceded their catching 
the same train to Normanhurst. Taking the seat next to the girl, 
Vincent was astonished and delighted when she enthusiastically 
continued the conversation, bubbling with laughter when he 
experimented with more risqué suggestions. More passengers 
came into the compartment, and they happily squeezed 
together to make room on the seat. By the time they arrived 
at Normanhurst their arms were wrapped around each other.

As Vincent watched her step down to the platform ahead of 
him, he thought to himself ‘What a corker! This is the kind of 
woman that I’ve been looking for all my life!’

Vincent was supposed to be starting a shift in the 
Normanhurst ticket office the next morning. By this time of 
night, the office was closed. Vincent let the young woman into 
the ticket office and locked the door behind them. He unlocked 
the ticket rack and the safe and made sure the books were in 
order and that all was ready for the morning. As it was winter, 
he turned on a heater, and found a first aid stretcher to serve 
as a couch.

The woman was as fast a worker as Vincent, and they soon 
had their clothes off and were putting that stretcher to vigorous 
use. So vigorous in fact that the canvas split beneath them. 
As the girl tumbled on the floor in peals of laughter, Vincent 
found a second stretcher and they resumed their abandoned 
lovemaking. For a moment Vincent worried about the possible 
consequences, but his brazen partner assured him that her tubes 
were tied—an unlikely tale, but one which he was nevertheless 
keen to believe.
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Doris Park spent the night in the ticket office, although 
Vincent didn’t learn her name until the next morning, as she 
hurried out while he opened the hatch for business. She said 
she was twenty-one and had come from Western Australia to 
live with an aunt in Redfern. He wrote down her address and 
watched her saunter out of the station, wondering what kind of 
a whirlwind had blown into his young life.

From then on, he visited Doris regularly and a few weeks 
later her grandmother allowed him to move into her house with 
them. It was a happy, carefree household and when Vincent’s 
sister Linda, got a job in a Redfern handbag factory, she too was 
welcomed into the home.

After a couple of months, the New South Wales Railways 
offered Vincent Murphy a transfer to Tamworth. The prospect 
of country life and a change of scenery with his girlfriend 
appealed to Vincent and Doris agreed to go with him. They 
had little money and accommodation was scarce in Tamworth, 
but they found a middle-aged woman who took in boarders 
and rented a room with her for three months. One of Vincent’s 
workmates then offered to sell him a cottage on a small block 
of land outside town. It was tiny, with only one bedroom, but 
the bank approved a personal loan and soon Vincent and Doris 
had a little house to themselves. Vincent bought a new bed, 
lounge suite, kitchen furniture and a fancy new refrigerator with 
automatic defrosting, all on the never-never. The young man 
committed himself to years of debt repayments unhesitatingly 
with gratitude in his heart for the lovely girl who had linked her 
life with his.

The cottage was in a poor state of repair, so whenever Vincent 
had time to spare, he would busy himself with fixing leaks 
in the roof, repairing the gutters, replacing rotten floorboards 
and puttying the windows. It was a labour of love and between 
his railway job and his new responsibilities as a householder, 
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Vincent found himself a busy man. Hard work and living in the 
bush suited him, but above all he was in love.

One morning Doris invited him to place his hands on her 
stomach. Astonished, he felt the stirrings of a new life in there. 
He was overjoyed. He had never dared broach the subject of 
marriage with his freedom-loving partner, but her pregnancy 
and apparent pleasure in it were surely a greater guarantee of 
permanency than any piece of paper. Together Vincent and 
Doris looked forward to the birth of their baby with awe and 
excitement.

The pregnancy was not trouble-free. In her sixth month 
Doris collapsed without warning in the bathroom, clutching 
herself in terrible pain. Vincent got her to the Tamworth 
hospital in time for the baby to be saved. However, the fear of 
miscarriage and the worry about their lack of transport, as well 
as the expenses which complications could incur, preyed heavily 
on them both. Doris announced that she would go to Sydney on 
her own and present herself at the Royal Hospital for Women in 
Paddington as an unmarried mother. It would cost her nothing 
there to have the baby and while Vincent disliked the whole 
idea, he eventually agreed with a heavy heart that she should 
go. Doris promised to write every day and when she could get 
to a telephone, she would ring him at his work.

With Doris gone, Vincent found little pleasure in his life 
in the empty cottage. No letters came and he longed for the 
sound of her voice and her warm presence beside him at night. 
He had never lived on his own before and now regretted the 
distance from town. His working hours were more pleasurable 
than those at home, but even there he was always a little tense, 
waiting for Doris to call.

Eventually Vincent could wait no longer and rang the 
Sydney hospital for news of Doris. He requested they tell him 
which ward Doris Park was in? The hospital advised that they 
had no patient called Doris Park. Perhaps there was a Doris 
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Rowell? Vincent enquired. No, no Doris Rowell. Vincent was 
unable to trace Doris. He became obsessed with worry and was 
unable to continue in his ordinary routine. He resigned from 
the Railway Department. Without a job, he had nothing to keep 
him so far from family and friends, so in a deep depression, he 
had the furniture and all their personal effects removed to his 
parents’ farm at Telegraph Point on the Mid-north Coast. He left 
a forwarding address at the post office and knew that Doris had 
his parents’ address and should guess where he had gone when 
she found that he had left their little home.

Vincent’s father was a dairy farmer who believed his sons 
should either find their own way in the world or, if they chose 
to come home, put their backs into the farm work. There was 
always plenty of work on a dairy farm. Vincent worked well for 
his father for a while but gained little joy from it. What man can 
put his heart into a job when the mother of his unborn child has 
disappeared without a trace? In his constant state of distraction 
Vincent made some stupid mistakes and when a miscalculation 
led to the milk factory penalising the farm for high iodine levels 
in the milk, Vincent’s father criticised him bitterly. So, Vincent 
wrote to the Chief Traffic Manager begging to be accepted back 
on the Railways.

To his relief, Vincent was reinstated as a Station Assistant 
and given the job of working the gates at a level crossing on 
the highway north of Telegraph Point. His was the night shift, 
six p.m. till six a.m. six nights a week. He continued to live on 
the farm and gave his mother a fair weekly contribution for his 
keep. But as the weeks went by his hopes of hearing from Doris 
became fainter.

Now that Vincent was working for a wage again things 
became less tense at home. He found he could do a few jobs 
around the farm without feeling pressurized and his father 
was grateful when he offered to do some tractor repairs. One 
afternoon when he was adjusting the tines on a farm implement, 
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his youngest sister Marie, came running to tell him that Doris 
was on the ’phone. Vincent was at the house in seconds, barely 
able to believe that it was Doris’s voice telling him that his baby 
boy was now three months old.

‘Why didn’t you contact me before?’ Vincent asked.
‘It’s too hard to explain, Vince, but I will when I see you. 

I want us to be together again, but now there’ll be three of us, 
with Steven.’

‘Steven? Is that what you called him? I like that name. 
Where are you staying now?’ asked Vincent, his voice breaking 
with emotion.

‘I’m sharing a flat in Redfern—with a girlfriend—but I miss 
you and I want Steven to have a proper life. Will you come and 
get us?’

Vincent had everything organised in a few minutes. The 
Railways gave him three days leave at short notice. He told 
Doris when he would get to Sydney. They would meet at Redfern 
Station. It was unbelievable, one moment his life was hopeless, 
the next he knew he had a son and that they were about to start 
life as a family of three! The nightmare was over.

Doris was waiting alone on Redfern Station. He was so 
overjoyed to be with her that he hardly needed to hear the 
answers to his many questions. There would be plenty of time to 
sort it all out. It had been raining and they quickly walked side 
by side along the wet littered pavements to the flat where Doris 
was staying. Vincent was unable to wait a moment longer than 
necessary to see his son and Doris laughed at his impatience 
without understanding. The flat was almost bare of furniture 
or belongings, except clothes and nappies which were strewn 
around the floor. There was a shabby bassinet in the middle of 
the front room where the flat mate, a very young woman, was 
leaning against the wall with a bored expression on her face.

Vincent leapt to the bassinet and reached for the baby, 
oblivious of his surroundings.
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‘You bonzer little fellow! My God, you’re my son. You’re our 
little Steven’ and the poor father became incomprehensible as 
he hugged the tiny child to his face and attempted to pour three 
months of lost fathering into this belated union. He eventually 
became aware that Doris was whispering to the unintroduced 
flat mate. He had no idea what arrangements had been made 
about finding another tenant to share the flat. Perhaps the other 
girl was moving out too. He didn’t care. Doris was rejoining 
his life now and this perfect, healthy-looking little cobber was 
smiling at him! Vincent told Doris to pack up her suitcases as 
they were getting out of the place.

Within no time they were on the street, Vincent striding out 
with the bassinet and one case containing the baby’s things and 
glancing down at his son every few seconds, while the young 
mother was carrying one surprisingly small suitcase containing 
her possessions. Vincent had tickets for the mail train, which 
wasn’t leaving Strathfield until late evening, so they wandered 
around Sydney for most of the day. The sun shone weakly as 
the pavements dried. They sat in cafés and parks and shopped, 
as Doris had very little of what she required for the baby. 
Vincent tried to make sense of Doris’s frustratingly sketchy 
and illogical account of the time since she had left Tamworth. 
He was surprised to learn that the baby was not being breastfed, 
but quickly learnt how to prepare some nourishment for his 
son with their limited facilities. As the baby sucked the rubber 
teat and looked calmly up at the sky, or slept, Vincent marveled 
at how content his son was. He was so taken up with getting 
to know his child, that he gave little thought to Doris’s blend 
of flippancy and distraction. He realised that to Doris their 
son was the unknown and she had good reason to be nervous. 
But he was astonished that just as they were about to head for 
Strathfield Station, Doris insisted that she needed to go alone 
in a taxi to fetch some things she had left behind at the Redfern 
flat. She promised that she would be back as soon as she could.
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Of course, Doris never did come back. Vincent waited for 
the last possible connection to Strathfield before catching the 
mail train up the coast to the north. Arriving at Telegraph 
Point at 6.30 a.m., there was no one waiting to greet them. He 
walked all the way to the farm, catching the ferry across the 
river, bassinet in one arm and suitcase in the other. It was with 
less pride than he would have hoped that he entered his mother’s 
kitchen to introduce her to her new grandson.

Steve was born on Valentine’s Day 14th February 1966, 
the day of currency decimalisation, when Australian pounds 
shillings and pence were replaced by dollars and cents. But it was 
to be a long time before Steve would see many of those dollars. It 
was a year which offered more bad news than good. Australian 
troops entered some of the bloodiest battles of the Vietnam 
War and the Prime Minister declared that Australia would go 
‘all the way with LBJ’, virtually a blank cheque of support for 
the American president. When Steve arrived at his new home 
in Telegraph Point, his young father continued with the job on 
the highway crossing. His grandmother took responsibility for 
him while Vincent was at work. It had been a messy beginning 
to a life and an inauspicious arrival at his grandparents’ home, 
but all in all, the farmhouse wasn’t a bad place for the young 
Steve to grow —and the Prime Minister’s warlike intentions 
were equally irrelevant to them all.

Visit my website www.thepyjamaboy.com 

To view me talking about my father and how I knew so much 
about my biological mother and father getting together.
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