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Dear Reader,

The Voices of Insight are de-identified descriptions 
of people’s lived experience of domestic, family and 
sexualised violence and other adversities. They 
have been developed through the Insight Exchange 
interview process designed to affirm agency, 
uphold dignity and support safety.

The insights reveal the ways in which the person has 
resisted and responded to the violence used 
against them. The descriptions reveal some of the 
context in which the violence has occurred, how 
people, services and systems responded and how 
these responses were helpful, unhelpful or harmful.

Our thanks to every person who contributed 
insights for the benefit of many. 

We acknowledge that despite our best efforts to 
listen to lived experiences of violence and abuse, we 
can never fully understand all that a person’s 
experiences mean to them now or through their life. 
We understand that lived and living  experiences 
can never be fully represented in language or any 
other form.

Thanks



The marriage with Mark was terrible. Mark 
perpetrated psychological violence in the form 
of gaslighting, name-calling, putdowns, silent 
treatment, manipulation, twisting of events and 
information. It was hard to grasp what was real. 
For my survival, I had adopted his narrative as 
my own. When I was married to Mark, I didn’t 
know what gaslighting was or what coercive 
behaviour was. I didn’t understand emotional 
and psychological abuse. I didn’t have language 
to name these abuses. Back then, these 
concepts were less commonly talked about 
and understood in the way that they are now. 

We were together for over 15 years. I didn’t have 
my immediate family around me. My parents 
and siblings are all based in Perth and we lived 
in Melbourne. My world was very much me, 
Mark and our three beautiful daughters Sasha, 
Julia and Astrid. After the first couple of years of 
being married to Mark, I began living in a state 
of survival and distress. It is only now, having 
been removed from the situation, that I can 
recognise the contrast between the survival 
state I lived in and the more peaceful, safe state 
I live in now. 

I stayed in the relationship because I had hoped 
that things would change. Mark was a 
corporate executive, and he had his own 
business. He was a big income earner, earning 
in excess of $550,000 a year. I had the benefit of 
being comfortable when it came to material 
things for us. When I look back on it, the 
material things were not worth the 
repercussions or unspoken expectations that 
came with them from Mark and his family. In 
the relationship while he was the primary
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income earner, I was focused on raising our 
kids and looking after our home and family. This 
was not a dynamic that was ever openly 
discussed or agreed-upon between us. Rather 
it was a dynamic that mirrored the roles his 
parents had in their marriage. I expressed early 
on, that I wanted to return to work but Mark was 
unwilling. 

Mark’s family lived close by in one of the most 
exclusive areas of Melbourne. We were in 
Hawthorne and they were in Swanston. His 
family were over-involved in our family. It was 
intrusive at times and I felt obligated often, to 
behave as they expected. I had to comply with 
the way they functioned. Mark’s harmful 
behaviours were mirrored in the behaviours of 
his parents and other family members.

Mark’s dad actually chose the house we lived 
in. When I first saw it, I didn’t like it. Mark’s dad 
had picked a house that was very similar to his 
own. It was an older home and completely 
different to what I had grown up with. Before 
meeting Mark, I lived in places that were easy 
for me. I used to live in a neat, modern one-
bedroom apartment. I let Mark and his dad 
know that I felt uncomfortable with the house. 
But Mark ended up purchasing the house 
anyway. I just felt like I had to go along with it. I 
was still very young. I didn’t have a choice. After 
a number of years after being in the house, I 
hated living there. I literally hated it. I wanted to 
move. But Mark refused to move. Mark was 
obsessed with our house because in his mind, 
it added to the image he had of himself and 
what ‘success’ meant for him. We had a 
mansion. It wasn't my dream, and I was alone 
and very isolated from family and close friends.
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The house had a rising damp problem, which 
included black mold where the kids bedrooms 
were. We also had a burst water pipe which 
caused extensive flooding on the same floor. 
The water was almost knee deep. Mark 
wouldn't fix things and he wouldn’t agree for me 
to organise to have them fixed. He didn’t want 
to re-carpet, so it was all just bare concrete in 
the kids’ bedrooms. We also had a glass panel 
missing from the front door, so anyone could 
put their hand through from the outside, turn 
the key and open the handle to get into the 
house. I felt so unsafe being there with my 
young children. But I had to do what Mark 
wanted. I had no support. If I communicated 
any unhappiness, he just responded with, 
“what are you complaining about?” 

Although Mark didn’t want to move, he kept 
pushing the idea of staying and renovating the 
house. I didn't want to do it. We only had a 
certain amount of money. I just wanted to 
move. I spent years communicating to Mark my 
unhappiness about living there. I always 
suggested that we move. Mark dismissed how I 
felt. I felt trapped and I thought that I had no 
option about the house and the renovation. The 
only power I thought I had was to try and 
negotiate something for myself with Mark. I said 
to Mark, “if I work on the renovation project, 
something I want is for you and I to attend 
couple’s therapy”. 

I was already attending therapy for myself. But I 
wanted Mark go to therapy because there were 
things that I noticed he was doing that weren't 
okay. I didn't have the language at the time to 
describe Mark’s behaviour. So, I thought, “well, 
maybe if he also sees a therapist and then we
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I tried to talk to Mark’s parents and 
I told them, “I'm really unhappy, 

and I don't want to live there 
anymore”.  His parents responded 

with, “what's wrong with you? 
You're living in Hawthorne in a 

property worth a lot of money. Why 
are you unhappy, and what you 

complaining about?”



both commit to couples therapy, that might 
actually help”. Even though this was important 
to me, Mark dismissed my suggestion for going 
to couple’s counselling. 

I tried to talk to Mark’s parents and I told them, 
“I'm really unhappy, and I don't want to live 
there anymore”.  His parents responded with, 
“what's wrong with you? You're living in 
Hawthorne in a property worth a lot of money. 
Why are you unhappy, and what you 
complaining about?” I felt belittled by his dad 
who would speak to me in a very 
condescending way. He would say things like, 
“Where are you going to go? Where are you 
going to move to?” When I heard his tone, I 
would feel ‘stupid’ and ‘small’. He would make 
it sound as if there weren't plenty of other 
options that we could choose.

The renovation that Mark was talking about 
wasn't a small renovation. It was basically a 
new build and a three-year building project. It 
was a massive project involving three levels 
plus the fourth level for the garage. Everything 
in the existing house was to be gutted. Mark’s 
parents wanted me to be the owner builder 
even though I didn’t want to do that. They told 
me, “oh, don't worry, you won't have to do 
anything, you just have to tick the admin 
boxes”. Mark's dad said he would basically be 
the builder, the foreman and the project 
manager. 

Even though Mark and his family assured me 
that I “wouldn’t really have to do a lot”, I 
actually did lot.  I did labouring which included 
shoveling building materials into the 
wheelbarrow, while Mark’s dad was there 
demolishing stuff. I still had the responsibility of
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getting the kids ready in the mornings and 
picking them up in the afternoons, while being 
expected to do manual labour throughout the 
day on the building site. Mark hadn’t made any 
changes in his routine to help me. Meanwhile, 
Mark’s dad was making all the decisions, 
including the design decisions, for the house 
that I was supposed to live in. I had little to no 
power. I suggested things like, “how about we 
bring the wall a little further this way?” Mark’s 
dad would look at me as if I was ‘stupid’ and 
say things like, “oh, don't be ridiculous”. A few 
weeks into the demolition, Mark’s dad 
abandoned the project. He didn't like that I had 
made an appointment with an architect to give 
me some advice. The architect visited the site 
and Mark's dad was so rude to him all day. I 
remember feeling mortified and embarrassed. 
The architect was understanding and assured 
me, “don't worry about it, it’s okay”. I walked up 
the driveway, and I sat in the car, and called 
Mark. I thought Mark would be supportive of 
me. While on the phone to Mark, I saw Mark's 
dad drive his car out the driveway and 
disappear. I heard later through Mark that his 
dad had said that I had walked off the project. I 
hadn’t. I had just walked up the driveway for 
some time out. 

By abandoning the project, Mark’s dad left us in 
a massive mess, literally and financially. At this 
point the whole top floor was demolished, so 
we couldn't live there. If we tried to sell at that 
point, we very likely would have lost money on 
it. Mark was working full time in the city. There 
was no one to take on the project and as I had 
the title of ‘owner builder’. I felt helpless and 
thought that I just had to take on the mess. I 
remember thinking, “oh, my God, what are we 
going to do?” From that moment onwards, 
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Mark’s dad refused to talk to me. He villainised 
me to Mark's whole side of the family making 
out like it was my fault that he left. It felt like I 
had no option but to now work with Mark to try 
to renovate the house to avoid significant 
financial losses and to try to care for Mark.

I wanted to talk to Mark’s parents to smooth 
things over. I said to Mark, “okay, I'm just going 
to go and talk to your parents”, and Mark said, 
“no, no, you've got to go in there and have 
everything written down. You’ve got to be 
prepared you know, like you're going into 
battle.” So, I wrote things down as Mark 
suggested and went to talk to them. I thought 
we would both be talking to them. Instead, it 
was me talking and Mark being quiet. His mum 
rage-vomited all over me. I remember feeling 
shocked. I responded by being super calm and 
just trying to soothe her and help her to feel 
better. I didn’t realise at the time, that being 
calm and trying to soothe her was a survival 
strategy in the moment. I just wanted to fix 
things and for the relationships between 
everyone to be okay. Mark remained quiet. He 
allowed his mum to continue to verbally abuse 
me. 

Mark had set a completely unrealistic budget 
for the project. I remember saying to him, “I 
don't think that's going to be enough money”. 
We had had builders quote on the project and 
they had quoted much more than the amount 
that Mark proposed. I tried to talk to him about 
setting a more realistic budget. Mark would 
dismiss everything I said. Building materials 
and labour cost so much more than we 
anticipated. We ended up not being able to pay 
builders and trades at times that invoices were
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due. They were very upset as it prevented them 
being able to pay their staff. We eventually paid 
everybody once the project was completed but 
I felt so ashamed for the way that it went.

After the project was complete, the main 
builder, Adam, shared with me things that Mark 
did in the background. Things that I wasn't 
aware of. Adam told me that Mark would 
constantly call him and his tradies to 
undermine my decisions. At times, Mark tried to 
get Adam to lie to me and manipulate me into 
making a different decisions. Adam refused to 
do this. I found out that none of the builders or 
tradies liked Mark. They had all sorts of awful 
nicknames for him. Adam said the only reason 
they continued the project was because they 
didn’t want to let me down midway through.

I kept going trying to get to the finish line and 
wanted to get to a point where we could move 
back into the house. To try and take financial 
pressure off Mark, at Mark’s behest, I agreed to 
move into his parents’ house for a few months. 
His dad was still not speaking with me and 
things were very tense with his mum. I 
remember trying to say “hi” to Mark’s dad a 
couple of times. He wouldn’t look at me and 
would reply with a curt, “hi” in response. 

My contact with my own family was limited and 
I had few friends. As a result of Mark’s abuse, I 
felt intense shame. I believed that I was the 
cause of and responsible for all the problems 
we had in our relationship and I believed that it 
was my responsibility to fix them. The shame 
prevented me from reaching out to my family 
and friends and sharing what I was 
experiencing. I ran myself ragged trying to 
constantly fix things and was almost constantly
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exhausted. I experienced headaches, body 
aches and pains, mental contusion, brain fog 
and at times I struggled to make decisions. I 
knew what I was experiencing wasn’t okay but 
couldn’t quite put my finger on how to describe 
it. By this point, I started to respond physically 
to Mark’s abuse. My responses felt like reflexes 
or knee-jerk reactions and not something I had 
a lot of control over at the time. Mark pushed 
me into arguing. He would refuse to 
acknowledge my perspective, he was often 
dismissive and he would speak down to me and 
he would say things that were invalidating. Mark 
often stomped right up to me and he would 
stand right in front of my face, in my personal 
space and speak in really aggressive tone. I 
would feel so threatened and violated when he 
did this. My reaction was to slap him across the 
face. He used my reactions as an excuse to 
grab my wrists and push me onto the floor. He 
was physically stronger than me. Mark would 
sit on top of me and pin me down so that I 
couldn't breathe. He would be sitting on my 
chest. He never acknowledged that he used 
physical violence against me. He outright 
denied it including in his Affidavit for court. 
Mark always said to me, “I was just defending 
myself. You are the one who is losing it”. 

Eventually Mark agreed to go to couples 
counselling with me. He told the therapist, who 
was also my personal therapist, that I was a 
‘perpetrator’. At the time, I didn’t know that he 
was contacting my therapist without my 
knowledge. My therapist thought I knew. Mark 
had been trying to convince her that he was the 
victim and I was the abuser. He would send her 
regular emails saying that I was ‘losing it’ 
whenever we had an argument. It obviously

11



“I was just defending 
myself. You are the one 

who is losing it”. 



worked, because in the initial couple’s 
counselling sessions, my therapist responded 
to me as though I was the perpetrator. 

Mark’s abuse terrorised me. I remember driving 
and the moment I turned onto our street, I felt 
this absolute dread because I knew Mark was 
going to be at our house. When I told my 
therapist about the terror and dread I was 
experiencing, she let me know that I was 
experiencing ‘symptoms’ of ‘Complex Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (CPTSD)’. I asked her 
if there was anything I could do to about it in a 
focused way. She said, “if you want to, you 
could do a program that’s about learning tools 
and strategies for CPTSD”. 

In no way, did she suggest or recommend that I 
needed to attend a focused program. She 
presented it as an option because I asked for it. 
It was a choice I made as a willingness to try 
and fix the problems in the relationship. 
Because of Mark’s abuse and coercive 
behaviour, I felt so responsible, ashamed and 
guilty for the relationship problems. Believing it 
was my ‘responsibility’ I was willing to do 
whatever I could to try and resolve the ‘conflict’ 
in my home. At that time, I didn’t understand 
that my CPTSD was in response to Marks 
abuse, and I also didn’t know that in marriages, 
resolving issues are a shared responsibility 
between spouses. 

The ‘CPTSD program’ I chose was in an in-
patient clinic. The clinic was a couple of hours 
drive away and the inpatient stay was 10 days. 
It was not an easy decision because it meant 
being away from my kids for that period but I 
thought it that it would be the most effective 
program. It also meant that Mark would be
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primarily responsible for the kids during that 
time. I emailed my kids’ school and let them 
know that I was “having some health issues and 
that Mark's would be the primary carer for the 
kids during my stay”. I spoke to Mark’s mum 
and asked, “when I do this, would you able to 
be a support for the kids and Mark?” I was trying 
to organise care for my kids and family in a 
responsible way knowing that they would need 
support while I was away. Mark twisted the 
story and told people that I was being 
‘hospitalised’. He deliberately used language 
that was misleading to make it sound like I had 
to do a psychiatric hospital program. He told 
his family and our friends that things were so 
tough for him because he had a ‘crazy wife’ he 
had to take care of. 

The psychiatrist asked if I would like some 
medication to help with the ‘symptoms’ and I 
didn’t want to. I have never taken medication as 
it doesn’t align with my personal values system. 
So, I declined taking medication during the 
CPTSD program. I used tools like exercise, 
meditation, sleeping and eating well and 
journalling to manage. I told the psychiatrist 
and a couple of other staff members “I'm 
feeling so much dread and terror about going 
back home”. During the program, no staff 
member including the psychiatrist asked me 
about my safety at home. No one asked if Mark 
was abusive. In fact, the staff suggested that I 
get Mark in for a family conference. Mark was 
very good at getting the staff to believe that he 
had nothing but good intentions for me and was 
the ever-devoted husband. During the ‘family 
conference’, when I mentioned feeling “terror 
and dread” about going home, Mark acted 
oblivious. The psychiatrist and program 
facilitator did not pick up on the abusive or
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“…What’s really important is 
that when Veronica gets home, 

the environment and the people 
in it, are supportive of her and 

that she feels that way. That will 
be essential for her healing.” 



controlling dynamics of the relationship. I felt 
completely alone and numb. During the family 
conference, my psychiatrist told Mark, “When 
people do a program like this, their symptoms 
will heighten and they will get worse before they 
get better. Particularly when they first get home 
and there is a change in environment from here 
to there. This will likely last for some time and 
then the symptoms will settle down, so just 
keep that in mind. What’s really important is 
that when Veronica gets home, the 
environment and the people in it, are supportive 
of her and that she feels that way. That will be 
essential for her healing.”   

What I needed from Mark was to feel supported 
by him. I just wanted to feel safe, secure and 
reassured when I got home. That was most 
definitely not the experience I had. When I got 
home, Mark became increasingly hostile and 
abusive towards me.  

Around this time, Mark also contacted three of 
my closest friends and told them, “I'm so 
worried about Veronica, she’s very unwell.” So, 
my three closest friends also believed this 
narrative that he was feeding them. This form of 
psychological and emotional violence was 
among the worst of Mark’s abuse that I 
experienced. It was so hard to identify at the 
time. It really messed with my perception of 
myself, what was happening and isolated me 
from almost every source of support and 
connection.
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“Mark also contacted three 
of my closest friends and told 
them, “I'm so worried about 
Veronica, she’s very unwell.” 



To cope, I was reading as much as I could on 
personal development and self-help. I was 
practicing meditation. I was attending 
meditation courses. I was thinking, “it's me. I’m 
the problem. If I can just do enough to fix me, 
we're not going to have these problems 
anymore”. It suited Mark for me to believe this 
false narrative. I started a daily meditation 
practice several years into the relationship. I 
first learned about meditation from my own 
family, in particular my grandad with whom I 
had a close connection growing up. He had a 
strong yoga and meditation practice, was a 
vegetarian and believed in Ayurvedic principles. 

My meditation practice helped me to stay 
tethered to some aspect of myself on the 
inside. It was my time to just go internally and 
understand my next steps, without necessarily 
knowing more than that. The practice helped 
me to be as calm and non-reactive as I could 
which supported my resistance to Mark’s 
abuse. It also really helped me to be attuned 
with my kids and to what they needed. I 
regularly checked in with how they were and I 
did my best to shield them from Mark’s abuse. I 
made sure I had the capacity to always take 
care of my kids. This was my priority and they 
were dependent on me. My meditation practice 
and commitment to maintaining it, was one of 
the most significant ways that I resisted Mark’s 
abuse. 

Mark left our house not long after the 
renovation was complete. I believed he was 
doing this to give us some breathing space. I 
didn’t think it was a separation. I found out later 
that he was in another relationship. 

18



“I was thinking, “it's me. I’m 
the problem. If I can just do 
enough to fix me, we're not 

going to have these 
problems anymore”. ”



When Mark moved out, we were also in the 
midst of one of the COVID-19 lockdowns, 
which was particularly intense in Melbourne. 
The kids were home with me and we were all 
sick. I remember calling Mark to let him know 
and that I was also sick. Mark didn’t care that I 
was sick. He pushed me to immediately, that 
very moment, take the kids to the COVID-19 
testing station. I explained to Mark that I had 
already tested everyone at home, and they were 
showing up as positive for COVID. Mark insisted 
that I take me and the kids to get formally 
tested at the testing station right there and then 
when he wanted. Because I was feeling ill and 
assumed that long queues in the COVID-19 
testing station would be involved, I planned to 
go to the station, later in the day when I thought 
the queues would be less. I could see that even 
though the kids were sick, they were 
comfortable at home. I was making green juices 
for the kids, chicken soup, making sure they 
were as comfortable as they could be. This is 
while I also had COVID. I was planning on 
getting to the testing centre later that afternoon, 
but it wasn't the most important thing in the 
moment. I communicated this to Mark. Mark 
wasn’t okay with this plan.  He contacted both 
of my parents in Perth and told them that I was 
being “an irresponsible parent and person and 
not taking the kids to get tested for COVID”. It 
was rubbish. Mark created this scenario with 
my parents to apply pressure on me to get me 
to do what he wanted. He created a group 
message with both of my parents on it. My 
parents initially believed Mark. I received long 
messages from my parents reiterating Mark’s 
narrative and urging me to be ‘responsible’ and 
‘reasonable.’ This caused me so much distress. 
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In the messages my dad protected Mark and 
said, “He's just trying to do the right thing” and 
that I needed to be a “responsible parent”. This 
was a clear example of Mark manipulating the 
situation and using a distorted version of reality 
to cause my parents to react and apply 
pressure on me. I remember being out on the 
driveway and bawling my eyes out because 
they were all being so awful. I felt so isolated 
and alone. There were so many calls and texts 
from Mark and my parents and it was really 
difficult for me to be present with my kids when 
all of this was going on. While causing these 
types of inflammatory situations, Mark would 
repeatedly claim that he was “child focused”. 
The situation described and so many others 
exposed the contradictions between what he 
was saying and what he was doing. Mark and 
my parents undermined my parenting decisions 
and they prevented me from being focused on 
my kids.

I still have the text message exchanges on my 
phone. When I read through the messages now, 
I can see Mark’s gaslighting and manipulation 
so clearly. Mark often weaponised language like 
this to intentionally distort real life events. It 
was an epic form of gaslighting. I felt highly 
distressed at the time and found it difficult to 
contain my emotions and to refocus back on 
my kids. But I managed to do it. Eventually, I 
had a call with my mum and explained the 
situation. She was very apologetic and 
understood what had actually happened.

A few months after Mark left our home, he told 
me by text message that the relationship was 
over and that he wanted to move on. This is 
after over nearly two decades of being together. 
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When he ended the marriage, I was shocked 
and blindsided. Through the separation 
process, it became abundantly clear that 
Mark’s end goal with the house renovations was 
so he could retain that house in our divorce 
proceedings. 

I thought that we could amicably try to resolve 
things. I was incorrect about that. He 
immediately blocked my access to our shared 
credit card that I used for daily expenses. He 
emptied all of our joint bank accounts and 
blocked my access to our shared funds. I had 
no income as I had been financially dependent 
on him. Over the decade and half that we were 
together, I wasn’t able to work and build my 
earning capacity in the way that he had been 
able to. 

In contrast, Mark built his wealth on the back of 
his family’s fortune. After leaving me in a 
financially disadvantaged position, where I had 
no access to our shared funds, Mark then 
started court proceedings. He falsely claimed 
that he wasn’t seeing the kids when he was. 
Mark used this false narrative as the excuse to 
begin the proceedings. There were so many 
flaws in the family law court process that Mark 
was able to manipulate to hurt me. In the 
beginning, I wanted the family law court, 
solicitors, legal professionals and judge to hold 
Mark accountable for his abuse and for my 
experience to be validated. 

Family law court cost me an enormous amount 
of resources. It cost me my time, my emotional, 
and mental energy and it cost me financially. 
Financially it cost our family around $1 million 
in court and legal fees. A large part of the 
financial cost was due to the way Mark went
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about the separation and court proceedings. 
Mark would withhold and delay the disclosure 
of financial information when he was legally 
obligated to. He would send unnecessary 
litigious communication via solicitors, he lied to 
the court about his income, saying it was less 
than what it actually was, to avoid paying child 
support. Because he would lie, we had to 
engage more experts than usual or necessary, 
to analyse and clarify the information. 

Mark had the advantage because he was 
already familiar with and had experience with 
the family law court through his profession. For 
me, it was the first time I had ever had any 
interaction with a legal professional or with 
family law.
 
When Mark began court proceedings, I could 
not afford to pay a solicitor or legal 
professionals to represent me. I had little 
option but to engage in the court process. It 
was either participate and present my own 
evidence or the hearings would take place 
based only on the ‘material’ that Mark 
submitted. Through the court proceedings, 
Mark’s narrative was that he was the ‘victim’ 
and that I was the ‘perpetrator’ and I was 
‘mentally unwell’. He portrayed himself as 
being the successful CEO of his business, the 
‘bread winner’, the person who did the majority 
of the house renovations and also as the 
‘primary caregiver’ of our kids. Mark made 
himself out to be either the ‘hero’ or the 
‘victim’. He also claimed that he had to step in 
as ‘primary caregiver’ as I was too ‘unwell’ to do 
so consistently. This was not true. Mark’s 
narrative was full of holes and falseness that 
ultimately became exposed to the legal 
professionals involved.

23



I was in shock. I couldn’t believe the narrative I 
was hearing from Mark. I felt betrayed and hurt 
and thought “is this truly the person I have been 
married to? Was he always this way or did he 
become this way?” I was grieving and terrified. 

I was able to find a solicitor who generously 
carried my fees for about 18 months until I was 
able to apply for litigation lending. When I first 
met my solicitor, Jia, I made sure that I was 
open, honest and as accurate as possible 
about what was happening. At first, Jia 
responded in a way that made me feel that she 
doubted my account of events. She made 
comparisons between my situation and other 
client’s situations where they experienced very 
obvious physical abuse perpetrated by their ex-
husbands. Her responses conveyed that the 
abuse I was subjected to wasn’t as significant 
as her other clients. I felt disappointed that she 
wasn’t able to grasp the depth of mental and 
emotional damage caused by Mark’s abuse. 
Even if she didn’t understand the intricacies of 
Mark’s abuse, she obviously understood my 
pain to the extent where she carried my fees for 
as long as she did, and I was grateful for that. 

My solicitor was present for each interaction 
with Mark either during mediations or for court. 
There was a period when Mark was self-
representing and my solicitor had to interact 
with him directly through letters, email 
communication and in person. By the end of the 
court process, Jia said to me “I have no doubt 
that Mark is a narcissist. The nicest way that I 
can put it, is that he’s a real piece of work.” This 
was enormously validating for me to hear. 
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“I have no doubt that Mark is 
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Communication from Mark and Mark’s solicitor 
was very litigious and Mark would try to contrive 
situations as a way to try to get me to react 
negatively so he could affirm his false narrative. 
No matter what Mark tried, I maintained my 
calm in terms of any interactions with Mark. Not 
once did I allow myself to be baited by him. I am 
very thankful to my solicitors and to the family, 
friends and professionals who supported me 
through this. I resisted Mark’s abuse by naming 
his behaviours as abuse. Early in our 
separation, I blocked him from any direct 
contact with me via phone call, text and email. I 
redirected all communication through my 
solicitor. Jia also suggested that I use an official 
App which is a communication tool monitored 
by the Family Court. I gave Jia full access to this 
so that she could help with monitoring his 
behaviours. 

During this time, we were able to get some 
interim orders where my kids lived with me and 
spent each second weekend with Mark. The 
arrangement was difficult. At times when they 
were with Mark, my kids would call me on the 
phone crying and distressed because of Mark’s 
abusive behaviours. I spent significant amounts 
of time on the phone with them, listening to 
them and trying to validate their experiences 
until they felt okay.  Sometimes my kids would 
want to come home. I would regularly drive to 
Mark’s place and park down the road and sit 
with them in my car, until they felt okay enough 
to go back into the house with Mark. I was 
afraid of what would happen if I didn’t comply 
with the parenting orders. I was afraid that Mark 
would file a contravention order and that the 
outcome of that would be either my kids no 
longer in my care or that I would have reduced
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time with my kids. It was terrifying to think that 
could be a possibility, so I was careful and 
vigilant to be sure that while I was supporting 
my kids, I was also facilitating the parenting 
orders. It was really hard to do, especially when 
I saw the emotional distress my kids were 
experiencing. 

Mark and I had several mediations. We had 
shuttle mediations. This meant that Mark and I 
were in separate rooms. The mediator went 
from one room to another to facilitate 
communication. I agreed to each mediation 
because I had hope that maybe we could 
resolve things out of court. But the mediation 
sessions were a waste of time, effort, energy 
and financial resources. Mark tried to confuse 
the mediator and my solicitor by presenting 
spreadsheets with financial information he had 
put together. They challenged him and called 
him out on the ‘information’ he presented that 
didn’t make sense. I was in the room on a 
couple of occasions when they did this. Mark’s 
surprised expression, him stumbling over his 
words and his inability to answer their 
questions clearly gave away his dishonesty.

My solicitor said to me afterwards that “it was 
clear to me and to the mediator that he was 
being dishonest.” Mark had no intention of 
resolving anything unless I agreed to his 
unreasonable demands of what he thought he 
was entitled to in terms of money and property. 
Mark refused to resolve the parenting 
arrangements as he knew that parenting was 
what was most important to me. He used the 
unresolved parenting arrangements as leverage 
to gain what he wanted for the property 
arrangement. 
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Mark repeatedly lied, withheld material and 
sent excessive amounts of information for my 
solicitors to have to work through. This also 
increased my financial costs. A week before the 
final hearing he sent my solicitor’s office over 
900 pages of financial information for them to 
go through. Mark was trying to claim over 70% 
of our shared property pool. He lied about 
coming into the relationship with over $3.5 
million in assets. While he came in with quite a 
bit, it was nothing close to what he was 
claiming. My solicitor, myself and the forensic 
accountant were able to find evidence for this 
to show that his claims and presentation of 
information were not true nor accurate. We had 
numerous ‘expert witnesses’ to analyse 
information and write reports which the drove 
costs up. One of Mark’s strategies was to 
overpay the tax office. We would then be owed 
significant refunds. Mark removed my name as 
a beneficiary of our family trust and instead 
added his parents as beneficiaries. He then had 
the money refunded through the trust and 
distributed to himself and his parents ‘on 
paper’, while keeping the money for himself. In 
him doing this, through the proceedings, it was 
a way of keeping shared funds from me.

Our home was the biggest asset we had. I 
thought we could sell it for the highest possible 
price and then divide the money.  But I couldn’t 
sell the house without his agreement. Mark 
wanted to keep the property, so he constantly 
downplayed the value of the house and would 
come up with figures that were incorrect to 
diminish the value of the property. The joint 
valuer he selected included a 10% risk margin 
for the property which meant that a significant 
sum of money was deducted from the value of
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the property for the purpose of negotiating. That 
meant that almost a million dollars wouldn’t be 
included as part of the final property settlement 
amount to be divided between us. The joint 
valuer had used some parameters to value our 
property which were not relevant or applicable 
to the type of property it was. This meant a 
reduction in the value of the property in 
contrast to if a different method was used. 
Trying to get an accurate value for the house 
was exhausting and very draining. Mark would 
not allow me to engage with a Real Estate agent 
to get ‘real feedback’ from potential buyers as a 
way to ascertain the property’s value.

During the interim hearing, I was seeking to 
keep the existing time for the parenting 
arrangement for the kids, to minimise 
disruption for them.  I was also seeking spousal 
maintenance from Mark. Mark wouldn’t agree 
to either. Mark was seeking to flip the parenting 
arrangement so that the kids lived with him and 
would spend just a little bit of time with me. 
Mark said that I was “crazy, violent and 
abusive” and that my children should be taken 
out of my care and live with him. We were 
advised to get a family report. 

Mark also submitted a number of ‘secret 
recordings’ in the week before the final hearing. 
There had been no mention from him or his 
solicitor of these recordings at any time 
throughout the 3 years of proceedings. He had 
been secretly recording me for years including 
when I was at my most vulnerable after arriving 
home from the CPTSD Program. I was shocked 
to discover that he had been doing this. When I 
listened to the recordings, I remembered each 
of the events. Mark would often initiate an 
‘argument’ by accusing me of something. He
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would switch on the audio recording and 
knowing it was on, he would keep his voice 
calm and under control. He would also keep his 
language sounding ‘supportive or helpful’, 
while trying to provoke me into reacting 
negatively. His threats were coded in his body 
language and facial expressions. I was the only 
one who could see and later remember Mark’s 
behaviours as they were not visible on the audio 
recordings. His threats were also in his tone. 
There is a menace to his tone which was 
terrifying.

He would keep pushing me to a point of 
reacting. In the recordings, there were 
instances where I am trying to remove myself 
from Mark and get away from him. He would 
follow me and keep pursuing the argument. Jia 
and her team listened to the recordings and 
even though he didn’t raise his voice, they could 
hear the menace in his tone. When I listened to 
the recordings, I was really worried how people 
would perceive me, particularly if they were 
unaware of the subtle menace in his tone. I 
thought my reactions could be seen as 
disproportionate. However, when you consider 
all the factors in that situation, my reactions 
were a proportionate response to being 
threatened by Mark. 

Hearing Mark’s recordings, I felt mortified. I 
understand now that the situations were 
intentionally created by him.  Jia said to me, “he 
is trying to use the recordings to frighten and 
scare you and get you to back out of the final 
hearing. If he was genuine and truly was 
concerned about the ‘safety’ of the kids and if 
all the awful things he has said about you were 
true, he would have submitted these recordings 
at the very beginning of this process”. 
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I understand now that I was reacting to Mark’s 
abusive behaviour. Even so I felt a deep sense 
of shame in reacting to his provocations. It’s 
clear to me now that Mark weaponised my 
reactions to his abuse in order to hurt me 
further. 

Around this time the therapist Mark and I had 
seen for couples counselling let me know that 
she had noticed inconsistencies in what Mark 
was saying and his behaviour. She told me that 
she realised that he was in fact the perpetrator. 
My therapist prepared an extensive report and 
an affidavit that stated that Mark and his 
behaviour was the cause of my CPTSD. She 
was an expert witness in court. So that was a 
very validating response. 

One of the steps for court was to get an 
independent family report. Jia told me, “your 
family report and your child impact report are 
given significant weight in the courtroom”. I still 
can’t understand how a system making 
decisions about my life and the lives of our 
children could place so much significance on 
these documents prepared by so-called 
‘experts’ who are effectively strangers to us. 
Mark agreed to go with the interviewer that Jia 
recommended.  My solicitor recommended 
Estelle, a clinical psychologist based in Mount 
Dandenong. I read Estelle’s CV and remember 
reading about her extensive experience which 
was important to me.

Unfortunately, Estelle’s business was several 
hours drive away from us, but I did it believing 
that she was the best interviewer available. I 
had my kids with me. I was supporting their 
emotions before, during and after that trip. Prior 
to the interview with Estelle, I was told that I
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would not see Mark. I was assured I would have 
no contact with him whatsoever. But when we 
arrived, the first thing I saw was Mark’s car 
parked outside. The second thing I noticed was 
Estelle’s business was located in a small free-
standing suburban house which made me feel 
uncomfortable. I saw my ex-husband get out of 
his car and walk into the house with folders and 
ring binders of what appeared to be pre-
prepared information.  I was walking in with 
only a few sheets of paper. That’s when I 
started to panic. I felt my body immediately 
stiffen. I noticed my emotions heighten. My 
heart started pounding. I started to sweat. I was 
feeling really hot. I couldn’t breathe. My kids 
picked up on that. I could hear them gasp when 
they saw Mark and his car. I also noticed their 
bodies stiffen in response to seeing him.

I called Jia and said, “I don't understand how 
I'm supposed to enter this house with Mark in it 
and his car’s parked right outside. I was told 
this wouldn’t happen”. Jia replied, “just wait in 
the car, maybe you can drive a little bit down 
the road. Just stay there. I'm going to call 
Estelle immediately”. After Jia spoke with 
Estelle, I got a call from Estelle saying that she 
would put Mark in a separate room and then get 
me and the kids to come inside. I felt 
overwhelmed and we had not even begun the 
actual interview.

I met Estelle at the entrance of the house and 
my kids were standing behind me. Estelle told 
me that my kids would have to leave the house 
with their dad while I was being interviewed. My 
kids were distressed hearing this, they did not 
want to do that. My daughter, Sasha, said 
directly to Estelle “I am not doing that”. But 
Estelle kept insisting that the kids go with Mark. 
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Estelle said, “your kids have to go with Mark”. 
Eventually we came to a compromise where the 
kids would stay in the back room with Mark 
while I was being interviewed. I felt exhausted 
from the drive, supporting my kids distress, the 
shock of seeing Mark, having to call Jia to co-
ordinate with Estelle about how the kids and 
were to I enter the house, and then the difficult 
conversation with Estelle about where the kids 
would be during the interviews. After all that, I 
still had the interview to get through.

When I walked into the interview room, I could 
hear Mark speaking to my children in the back 
room. The sound of his voice came through the 
walls. I couldn't hear the actual words he was 
saying, but I could hear that he was talking and 
his tone. The interview room itself was small, 
approximately a 3m by 2.5m room and it was 
quite dark. There was a couch for me and an 
armchair for Estelle to sit on. It felt too close, 
too small. I felt like I couldn't breathe. I didn't 
know her, and I didn't feel safe especially given 
the start to our meeting that day. There was no 
physical barrier between us, no table, nothing. I 
was then expected to talk about very intimate 
things in detail that made me feel very 
vulnerable. 

It was one of the worst experiences I have ever 
been through. I had to compose myself and get 
it together, because I knew that I needed to 
support my kids as they would be interviewed 
after me. I could see that my kids were feeling 
very anxious and distressed about speaking 
with someone they didn't know on their own. I 
knew I had to get through it. I remember taking 
deep conscious breaths. I said what was 
truthful. I just answered whatever questions 
Estelle asked as honestly as I could. Her 
questions had nothing to do with my parenting. 

36



Mark was interviewed first and he had primed 
Estelle with his version of events. He told 
Estelle that my family was abusive to me as a 
child. I knew he told her this because Estelle 
spent the majority of my interview focused on 
questions about my family of origin and what it 
was like for me growing up. I can't really recall 
her asking me about what my relationship with 
my kids was like. It really surprised me because 
I expected that I would be asked questions 
about my parenting and maybe some questions 
about my interactions with Mark and how our 
separation might have impacted our parenting.  
I hadn't expected to be sitting there for at least 
a couple of hours talking about my parents and 
growing up.

Estelle then interviewed all my kids. The 
interview with Sasha went for about 40 
minutes. The interview with my second born, 
Julia, took about 50 minutes and the interview 
with my youngest daughter, Astrid, went for 
over an hour. As each child was interviewed, I 
stayed in the back room with my other kids. I 
wanted to cry at seeing the impact the day and 
the interviewing process was having on my kids. 
My kids were drained and exhausted, as was I. 

I can’t even remember driving home. I knew that 
we would need time afterwards to re-energise, 
reconnect and process some of what we had 
been through. Astrid told me that Estelle asked 
surface-level questions, like “what do you like 
doing?” Whereas Estelle asked Sasha and Julia 
more probing questions about Mark and I, and 
what we were like as parents. A few weeks 
later, Estelle sent through the court report to 
my solicitor. The report detailed what she heard 
me say and then what she heard Mark say. 
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Towards the end of the document the report 
included some of her observations. I was 
surprised that Estelle’s recommendations 
didn’t reflect what Mark wanted. Instead, 
Estelle had identified inconsistencies about 
Mark and certain things he was saying. It was 
such a relief. No matter how polished Mark 
appeared that day, Estelle saw through some of 
that. Estelle’s recommendations about time 
arrangements with each parent for the kids was 
more closely aligned with what I believed was 
best for them. Estelle made the 
recommendation that one of my kids visit Mark 
individually. After reading the report, Jia said to 
me, “it's very unusual for the report writer to 
have suggested splitting the kids up to visit the 
father”.  Jia also said “it’s a surprise that the 
court report writer has recommended to keep 
the arrangement with my daughters as it is and 
not increase their nights with Mark”. That was a 
really good outcome and this helped me in keep 
the parenting arrangement as it was. I fought for 
my kids to stay together, because they wanted 
that, on their visits with Mark. My eldest 
daughter wanted to decrease the time to zero 
nights with her dad. We met in the middle and 
made it a two-night each fortnight, 
arrangement. In the end the court report wasn't 
as significant as what it potentially could have 
been, but it did carry some weight in 
negotiating. 

I had waited all this time to be heard in a final 
hearing and I really wanted the intricacies of 
what I had been through to be brought to light. 
When we got to the first day of the final hearing 
there was another matter listed at the same 
time as ours. That matter was given priority to 
be heard because it involved a child’s 
immediate safety. The judge let us know that
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they were looking for another judge to hear our 
case. Mark and I were urged by the judge to try 
to negotiate in the time that we spent waiting at 
the courthouse given that we each had a 
solicitor and barrister present.

We spent the morning trying to negotiate in 
separate rooms at the courthouse with the 
lawyers going back and forth between our 
rooms. A few hours later we went back and 
heard from the Judge that there was nobody 
available to hear our case and that five days 
wouldn’t be enough. The Judge then 
recommended six or seven days for our case to 
be heard “due to the voluminous amount of 
material” and that there were no further dates 
available in that calendar year. This meant the 
final hearing would have to be scheduled for the 
following year which would be at least eight 
months away. It was shocking. I couldn’t 
believe it. I stood there calculating the impact 
of the delay on my kids and I, along with 
potentially another $150,000 in legal fees. It 
was just not okay. Another massive flaw in the 
system.

The thought of waiting until the following year to 
be heard, opened up the space to have 
negotiations. I didn’t want to continue dragging 
my kids through court. I thought they would 
probably be 17, 14 and 12 by the time this 
would be over. I couldn’t believe what was 
happening. 

We had negotiations that day and the next. 
Finally, late on the second day, we came to an 
agreement. I knew that the parenting 
arrangement Mark was pushing for would be 
very disruptive for my kids. They were already
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having difficulty going between two places. I 
also knew that what Mark truly valued was his 
money, his image and himself. Going into 
negotiations, I knew Mark was desperate to 
move back into the house which is where my 
kids and I were still living. I believed that in 
order to continue to keep the parenting 
arrangement as it was, I would have to let go of 
monetary aspects of the property settlement. 
This included spousal maintenance and settling 
on a figure for our house that was less than its 
true value.

At that time, I had no income and minimal 
savings. Mark was refusing to help pay for the 
kids ’expenses, like their school fees.  Even 
though, throughout the family law proceedings 
he had accused me of being ‘crazy’, ‘violent’, 
‘abusive’ and ‘a danger to the children’, he said 
if I let go of asking him for spousal 
maintenance, he would agree to continue the 
existing parenting arrangement. The existing 
parenting arrangement was where our kids lived 
with me and spent time with him each second 
weekend. This was such contradiction on his 
part. He exposed himself and that he wasn’t 
ever genuinely concerned about the kid’s 
‘safety’. It exposed that the false ‘concern' he 
had, was a ‘strategy.’ It exposed that what he 
really valued was money. It was the moment 
when Jia knew for absolute sure that Mark was 
lying about the abuse claims he had aimed at 
me. If he was truly genuinely concerned about 
the kids being in my care, he wouldn’t have 
agreed to the parenting arrangement to 
continue as it was. It was a relief. Jia finally 
could see Mark’s tactics very clearly. 
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During the negotiations, I felt so much pressure 
to sign and settle on that second day. On one 
hand I was hearing from Jia, “I don't want you to 
feel any pressure, don't do anything that you 
don't want to do”. On the other hand, I was 
hearing, “if you don't sign, they're all going to get 
up and leave, and we might not have this 
opportunity again, and the court might make a 
ruling that is not in your favour”. There was this 
real fear and urgency element. I felt extremely 
anxious. I was hearing two conflicting things. I 
didn’t know what to do and trying to make a 
decision was very difficult. Finally, in the early 
evening we wrapped up. I still to this day don’t 
know if I made the right decision and if I should 
have continued and if that outcome would have 
been better. That’s just it. I don’t know that I’ll 
ever really know. 

Now, it’s finally done. We have final parenting 
orders. We have final property orders. I gave in 
on some of the property aspects of the final 
settlement to be able to have the time with my 
kids. My kids and I are together and that is what 
matters most to me. 

Regarding the financial settlement, my 
solicitor’s advice to me was, “what you have 
received is still within the legal range of what 
the court would give you but at the lower end of 
the spectrum”. I know that is not terrible and 
there are people in situations far worse than 
me. But in no way did I receive what I was 
entitled to. I now understand that from earlier 
this year, Family Law courts are required to take 
into account financial and economic abuse 
when it comes to making final rulings on 
property settlements. 
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The outcome left me with some money. I can 
make a plan to purchase a house down the 
track. But I can't afford a house in the area that 
we were in. We are currently renting in the outer 
suburbs in Melbourne but it's closer to my kids’ 
school. There remains an enormous disparity 
materially in terms of what Mark has and what I 
have. Mark will also receive a significant 
inheritance from his ultra-rich parents. He will 
live with the security of knowing that he will 
have that at some stage, on top of his 
significant income. I don’t have that. My family 
isn’t rich, nor are they close by. I now also have 
to build my earning capacity. I have limited time 
I can spend doing this due to the care giving 
responsibilities I have for my children.

Mark and I have a child binding agreement in 
place. It is a legally binding document that 
means that Mark has to pay school fees and 
make contributions for their activities. He is 
also required to pay a monthly child support 
amount that I will receive until they each turn 
18. 

I feel as though I lived an entire life in Family law 
proceedings. But where I am right now is 
hopeful. I’m feeling a lightness that just hasn't 
been there in a very long time. There are times 
now where I experience really beautiful 
moments with my kids. There is peace in our 
everyday lives, laughter, joy and fun. We are all 
experiencing our new normal. 

I have witnessed what my kids have been 
through over the last few years. It has been 
really difficult for them. I’m also incredibly 
proud of them. Sasha, Julia and Astrid all 
maintained their friendships. They continued to 
do well at school academically, to the point of
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receiving awards and recognition. This is what 
they were able to do for themselves while 
surviving Mark’s abuse and Family Law court. A 
friend who supported me through the process 
said, “your kids will see things, especially the 
things that Mark is doing, and they will begin to 
make decisions on their own” and they are now. 
There’s a relief in that. I was so worried about 
how they would manage being in that situation 
with their dad. I notice my kids are now old 
enough and independent enough to voice 
things they want and make some decisions for 
themselves about how they want to spend their 
time with their dad regardless of the parenting 
orders. 

I’m also proud of myself. I like and love who I 
am. I’m seeing my creativity reignited, 
experiencing more of own capabilities and feel 
a sense of efficacy. I have had to learn to feel 
safe again. l feel stronger and am focused on 
building a life for myself and with my children, 
that feels purposeful, meaningful and aligned 
with my values.
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My Safety Kit

‘My Safety Kit’ is a reflection resource 
designed to support people who are, or may 

be, experiencing domestic, family and 
sexualised violence.

Follow My Lead

‘Follow My Lead’ is a resource designed to 
build on the understanding of people 

responding to control, abuse and violence.

www.insightexchange.net/follow-my-lead/

www.insightexchange.net/my-safety-kit/
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Insight Exchange centres lived expertise of 
domestic, family and sexualised violence. It 
is designed to inform and strengthen social, 
service and system responses to violence 
and abuse.

Insight Exchange provides free (donated) 
information, insights and reflection 
materials to people in any community, 
service or system. 

Read more about using Insight Exchange: 
www.insightexchange.net/guide-using/
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