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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



I'm at a point in my life where, where I feel that 
I'm on the other side of it. I want to share how 
I’ve survived. Sean never hit me. He never, ever, 
ever hit me. He knew if he'd ever touched me, 
that I would say, “I'm done”.

I met Sean when we were in high school. He 
was a few years older than me. I was head over 
heels for him when I was a teenager, but we 
didn’t have much to do with each other back 
then. It wasn’t until we were in our twenties that 
we reconnected. He just came out of the blue 
one day. I think that he saw me as somebody 
that used to like him and somebody that he 
could draw in quickly. When we got together in 
our twenties, I didn't know that he had a 
girlfriend. Sean was 100% cheating on her with 
me. Sean cheated on me with many, many, 
many, many women, even though I never 
caught him, but I now look back at so many 
situations in our life together and I can now see 
there was stuff going on with the other woman. 
A few of Sean’s mates were renowned 
cheaters. I knew that much. Sean would say to 
me, “I'm not like my friends. You're lucky to be 
with me”. 

Sean, and I got married. We both had good jobs. 
Sean worked as a nurse, and I worked in higher 
education administration. We had great friends. 
We had people over for barbecues. We lived in 
a great street. We had everything you could ever 
want. But Sean was the kind of person where 
nothing was ever going to be enough. He was 
just in my head making me feel like I wasn’t 
enough.  I know now that I am more than 
enough. But in his eyes, I was never enough. 
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“I'm not like my 
friends. You're lucky 

to be with me.”



Not skinny enough. Not pretty enough. I always 
thought, “what more can I do to make Sean 
happy? What more can I do?” I could never 
figure it out.

I remember one time, Sean and I were out, we 
bought kebabs for lunch. He got a big kebab. I 
got a little kebab. I finished mine. Sean had a bit 
of his larger kebab left over.  I said, “I’ll have it”, 
and he just lost it at me and said, “what do you 
mean have that? You don't need all this”. I was 
like, “whatever”, and I ate it. Normally, I 
wouldn't have done that, because I lived with 
the fear that he would reject me and I was 
scared of what he might say to me. 

Sean wouldn’t let me wear certain clothes. It 
wasn’t what he said, it was how he looked at 
me. It was just the glare Sean gave me. He 
looked at me from head to toe, just that look, it 
was like he was saying, “oh, my God what are 
you wearing” without saying it. For years and 
years, he just chipped away at my appearance. 
Anything above my knee Sean gave either a 
negative comment or a look of disgust. So, I 
wouldn’t wear shorts or skirts above my knees 
because Sean’s comments and looks made me 
think I was so repulsive.  One day I came into 
the living room wearing a little sundress. I was 
tiny at the time, not that it matters, but he 
looked at me, and he goes, “you're not wearing 
that out, are you?” I replied, “What do you 
mean, it’s a really hot day”.  He said, “You're 
not wearing that!” I went upstairs, took the 
dress off, put it in my bottom drawer, and 
covered it with other clothes, because I was so 
ashamed of it. Later on, I confronted Sean and I

5



said, “why did you say that to me?” His 
comment to me was, “if somebody that loves 
you can't say that to you, then who can?”
My brother Alan got married, and his partner 
wanted all the bride’s maid’s dresses above our 
knee. I said “I cannot do it”. Alan and his 
partner kept asking me, “why not?” I had to go 
out of my way to get the dress cut below my 
knee. That was purely because I was seeing 
myself through Sean’s eyes. Years later Alan 
told me that he thought I had some body 
dysmorphia. He said, “it was like you look in the 
mirror, and you think you're Jabba the Hutt”.  I 
was like, “I do”. Alan replied, “that's not you, 
that's him doing that to you”. 

I remember being in my twenties and Sean not 
wanting to kiss me. I enjoyed kissing, and he 
stopped doing that. When we had sex he did not 
kiss me. That just became a part of our 
relationship. He would never kiss me 
passionately. He intentionally took things away 
that he knew that I enjoyed. 

Months would go by without Sean wanting to 
have sex with me. He withheld intimacy and 
affection just to upset me. He took those 
simple pleasures away from me. When he first 
started withholding affection from me, I asked 
him about what was happening. He said 
“nothing” and then it just ended up being the 
norm. It was just easier not to say anything, 
because otherwise, Sean was hostile. Even 
when I did have sex with him, he made me 
dress in certain outfits. I have a lot of shame 
attached to this. I had to dress in certain outfits
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“That's not you, that's 
him doing that to you”. 



for him to have sex with me. I went along with it 
and did it, because I thought that's how he 
wanted me. It was degrading. 

The sex was all about him. None of our sex was 
about me. I just thought that's how it was. 
When he was finished, he would just get up 
straight away and go and have a shower. There 
was no kissing, there was no nothing. When I 
was a few months pregnant with my first child, 
Sean and I had sex and afterwards he said, 
“don't ever make me do that again”. 
I remember telling Sean’s mum that Sean 
withheld affection from me. Her response was, 
“oh, my goodness, oh, yes, Sean’s father, he 
never kisses me either. Not in the bedroom”. 
Sean’s mother is very manipulative woman. Her 
response dismissed my experience, and made 
it seem normal.  

I came home from work one day and told him 
about my colleague whose husband had just 
passed away. My colleague was pregnant. I was 
hugging Sean tightly as if to say, “oh, I don't 
want you to die”. But Sean just did not hug me 
back. He wouldn’t comfort me when I needed 
it. I remember I finished my uni degree. I 
chipped away at it and juggled parenting and 
work.  Sean didn't even bother to do any form of 
celebration or anything for me. He didn't want 
to come with me to my graduation. I celebrated. 
But he never celebrated me. When I got a new 
job, he did nothing. But I organised parties and 
celebrations for Sean’s birthdays and when he 
got his job.

When our first child, Isla, was about two years 
old, Sean started to act really weird. He started
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“Don't ever make me 
do that again.” 



to emotionally push me away, even more than 
usual. Sean’s silent treatment was probably 
one of the most horrendous things of all. 
Sometimes the pushing and then the pulling me 
back in was over long periods of time and 
sometimes it was within a week. I remember 
having some friends around and as they were 
leaving, Sean and I stood around talking outside 
with them for a bit. Sean was talking to 
everybody and saying goodbye. He seemed 
completely fine. I went inside before him. As 
soon as Sean stepped foot in the house, he just 
shut down. He did not speak to me and 
wouldn’t engage. Just bang. Gone. He looked at 
me like I wasn't there.  I do recall asking him, 
“what's wrong”. He would say “nothing”. The 
moment we were out with friends again, 
everything was fine, no dramas whatsoever.
 
Sean was able to converse with our friends.  We 
were having a good time. But when we got 
home, he just shut down. Sean would not speak 
to me. He totally ignored me. From that point 
onwards, Sean’s silent treatment lasted for 
weeks. I just tried to please him. I kept the 
house running, cooking dinner, looking after 
Isla, keeping her quiet when he was on night 
shift. I made sense of Sean’s shut down as a 
reaction to Isla and I. Again, I was left 
wondering “what did I do wrong?” 

Eventually Sean told me, “I don't know if I want 
to be with you anymore”. I thought he was really 
depressed and I worried he was going to kill 
himself. I was so worried about him. I just 
worried, worried, worried, all about Sean. I was 
trying to protect Isla as well. She was my only
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child at that point, and I loved her to pieces. I 
tried to give Sean space. I let him be on his own. 
He had a lot of freedom. I didn't question him 
because I was so afraid that he would reject me 
completely.  

One morning, Sean announced, “we will go 
away for a couple of weeks to Warrnambool 
and while we're away, I will decide if I still want 
to be with you”. Looking back, I'm pretty sure 
Sean would have been seeing somebody else, 
and that he was deciding whether to be with her 
or with me. I agreed to the trip, I was on my best 
behaviour. I kept thinking, “I've got to do 
everything ‘right’ so he still loves me”. After the 
holiday, Sean said to me, “we're right now, let's 
have another baby”. I got pregnant with my 
second, Joanne, really quickly.

One time, I remember being in our lounge room 
and the kids were little. Sean had a go at me 
about something. I can’t remember what it was 
about now, but he was very good with words 
and he just twisted things around. Usually, I 
questioned myself. But this time I remember 
that I actually questioned him. I stood up to 
him. I got so angry with him for the way that he 
spoke to me. I threw one of Joanne’s picture 
books at him– it went skidding across the floor. 
The book didn’t hit Joanne but because she was 
so little and crawling on the floor Sean said 
there was a chance the picture book could have 
hit her. I was just like,” oh, my God”.  That 
moment scared me. I was shocked that I 
reacted that way.  Sean said, “look what you've 
done”. He made me feel that I was putting my 
own child into danger. He really used that to 
shame me and repeatedly told me how bad a
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“I've got to do 
everything ‘right’ so 

he still loves me.” 



mother I was for doing that. I became the ‘crazy 
one’ in that moment.  After that, I mostly kept 
any anger or frustration I felt to myself, I rarely 
challenged him or questioned him again.  I went 
along with everything because it was just 
easier.

Sean was extremely distant, more so than he 
had ever been before. I even asked Sean’s dad, 
“do you think there's somebody else?” His dad 
asked Sean, “is there another woman?” Sean 
said, “No, there's not”. 

Sean was losing control of his facade of who he 
was at work. People were starting to see 
through him. There were nights when he had 
come home from being out. I could see he had 
been crying, actually crying about people not 
liking him. A mutual friend told me that Sean 
had been at a work function, and he saw Sean 
flirting and hooking up with some of the staff. 
So of course, his friends and colleagues started 
to see through him and lost respect. 

You could tell that there was lots of stress going 
on for Sean. He had cold sores. He was buying 
himself medication to keep his sex drive going. 
Because now I know he was having sex with me 
regularly, and also with other women. He 
probably would have been having sex in a 24-
hour period with me and other women he met 
through work. Sean was having sex with me a 
lot during this time, towards the end of our 
relationship. It was all power and control. So, 
he was juggling these multiple lives, and 
everything was starting to unravel. 
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One time Sean, the kids and I were out having 
lunch, and these two young nurses were sitting 
in the same cafe. The way that they looked at 
him, and the way he grinned at them made me 
feel like there was something off. I questioned 
Sean about that. I said, “who are those 
women?”. He said, “They're just girls I’ve 
worked with”. I remember how the young 
women looked at me, with pity, with our two 
young children with us. At that point, Sean was 
saying he was depressed and had 
psychological issues from his job. A part of me 
was still feeling sorry for him and I wanted to 
help him. I always wanted to rescue him and 
put him first. I do look at that situation now and 
go, “wow, what a sad human being”. He really 
was. A friend of mine made the point that it was 
not my responsibility to fix him. But in that 
moment, I was worried, because I had two 
young kids, and it was just hard. At the same 
time, I was witnessing him crumbling and losing 
control. For the first time, it was a way of me 
getting some power or control in the 
relationship.

I went through our desktop computer and I 
found Sean’s porn. It was gross porn. Stuff that 
I didn't think he’d be into. I knew that he looked 
at girls with big boobs, or whatever, but I never 
knew he was into bondage type porn.  Then I 
also found a photo of myself. It was a really old 
photo of me wearing a lace top, so you could 
see my boobs through it. Sean had put text over 
the image saying, “I’m a dirty slut”. I don't know 
where that photo was sent to. I don't know if 
that photo was for Sean or others. I have so 
many questions. I did confront Sean about the
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porn and the photo, but he denied it all. He said 
he never did any of it. I was so upset, that I 
actually told Sean that he needed to leave. I 
said that he pushed me into a corner by the way 
he was treating me. Actually, standing up to 
him and saying, “you have to leave”, was a 
massive thing for me. Sean left. He told me that 
I loved him too much, and that I put him on a 
pedestal. He said that he just didn't love me as 
much as I loved him. The day I broke it off with 
Sean, I asked him, “is there someone else? If 
there is, you just got to tell me if there is”. 
Again, he said, “No, there's not, there's not”. 
I went to my GP to get some medication to help 
me sleep, because I wasn't sleeping. I've been 
going to my GP for a long time and she knows 
me. When I went in, I was really upset. I was an 
emotional wreck. I told my GP, “he's left”. She 
asked me, “do you think he's having an affair?” I 
said, “no, he he’s not, I've asked him”. I was so 
mortified that that could happen. My GP said, 
“okay, look, I can give you some medication to 
help you sleep, but you need to go to a 
psychologist”.

Around this time, I found Sean’s old phone bills. 
I went through the phone numbers, and there 
was phone calls made when we had been away 
on holidays. The calls were an hour here, an 
hour there. My mum ended up ringing the phone 
number that was appearing on the bills, and a 
woman answered. That’s how we found out 
that Sean was definitely cheating. I rang the 
phone number. It went to a voice message. I 
ended up figuring out who it was. It was one of 
Sean’s nursing colleagues.  I have since heard 
stories about people knowing. Some of the
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people that Sean worked with had actually 
approached the husband of the woman he was 
having an affair with and told the husband. 
I went back to my GP, she asked me again, 
“was he having an affair?”. This time I said 
“yes”.  My GP asked me, “would you like a full 
blood test?” I said, “yes, please”.

After we had separated, Sean was still trying to 
have sex with me. I did have sex with him a few 
times after we had broken up. One time Sean 
had actually contacted me knowing that my 
kids were out with my mum and knowing that I 
wasn't at work. He had pretty much asked to 
come over. I was out with my friend, and she 
was just like, “do not, do not go near him. Don’t 
let him come to your house, tell him that you're 
out for the rest of the day”. Having her support 
around me, allowed me to be brave enough to 
say to Sean, “I'm not home”. That was the 
moment when I decided I would never again 
have sex with him. I never did. He tried again 
later that day, he said to me, “are you home?” I 
said, “no, I'm not. I'm with the kids”. He tried 
again, “I'll come over later tonight then, when 
they're asleep”.  I just said to him “no”, then I 
texted him, “I'm sure you've got a few nurses at 
the hospital who could give you a blowjob”.

Sean had moved out and was renting a place. I 
stayed in our family home. He continued to pay 
half the mortgage, and I paid half. He had the 
kids as much as he could. My rule was that I 
didn't want my kids going to him when he was 
doing shift work. So, he just had them on his 
days off. That was fine. I decided that I did not 
want to see or speak to him for an entire month. 
I totally blocked him. Which was really scary for 
me, but at the same time I just had to do it.  I
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“Do not, do not go near 
him. Don’t let him 

come to your house, 
tell him that you're out 
for the rest of the day”. 



just had to be strong. I just didn't want any 
incidents. I just blocked him. I needed that 
break from him, because I just wanted to kill 
him. If I saw him I knew that I would come 
across as the ‘crazy one’. So, I just had to put 
that in place for me. During that time, I made 
Sean drop my children at my mum's house and 
pick them up from my mum's house. Initially, 
my mum said, “why don't you go back to him”. 
So, I had to actually stand my ground with my 
mum and educate her about who Sean is. Mum 
supported my decision in the end. I know my 
mum was willing to do it for me.  Sean was 
ropable. He would screech down the road in the 
car.

Then one day I just texted him, and just said, 
“you can pick the kids up from our place now”. 
The first time he came to pick up the kids. I 
walked out the front wearing my short shorts 
and I just went, “the kids are here”.
I gradually started to take my blinkers off. I call 
them blinkers. These blinkers would just come 
off slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly, slowly. I’ve 
started to understand all the tactics that he was 
using, and the games he was playing. I 
consciously started to play the game. I could 
see the game. I just didn't hand my power over 
to him. I could see that he was constantly trying 
to bait me. I didn't buy it, and I didn't give him 
what he wanted.

I did a lot of reading online. I used to say to my 
kids, “I need half an hour on my own”. I started 
filling up blank exercise books. I just journalled 
all these thoughts out of my head. I started 
really identifying Sean’s abuse tactics. I 
realised, Sean’s use of silent treatment was
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“Why don't you go 
back to him”. 



one of his main strategies to manipulate me.  I 
also did another programme on loving yourself 
and putting yourself first, having boundaries, 
thinking about what you can and can't control, 
all of that. So that all started to unfold for me as 
well. 

I remember when I was doing that self-love 
programme when I realised, “oh, my God, I've 
never loved myself. Why didn't I ever love 
myself? I can't believe I never loved myself”. 
That was it. It was just like, “I can’t believe 
that”. I can still remember sitting there, and 
that happening, and I just cried, and cried, and 
cried, and cried, and just went, “oh, my 
goodness”. That was a turning point for me, just 
actually loving myself, and liking myself. My 
whole life I never thought that I was enough.  
Sean homed in on that. I've said that to friends 
that have been through similar experiences to 
me, and they get it. 

My hairdresser is amazing. Just sitting with her, 
going back to getting my hair cut over a long 
period of time. She saw me through different 
phases of my relationship with Sean and after 
the separation. My hairdresser told me that she 
has lived experience of similar abuse. Because 
she could relate to my experiences made feel 
like I wasn’t alone. My hairdresser also shared 
this quote with me “lions don't lose sleep over 
the opinions of sheep”. That really resonated 
with me, because I had been worried about 
mutual friends who really took Sean’s side. I 
realised the people that know me, know me, 
and that's all that matters. 

My psychologist did say to me, “the best 
response to someone like Sean is to be the best
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version of yourself. Don't allow him to make you 
the ‘crazy one’. Be the best version of yourself”. 
He told me, “that's when you get the power”.  I 
always sat with that, and I have become the 
best version of myself. Because I am now so 
much more confident in who I am as a person. 
I'm the best mum. I'm so grateful that I don't 
have to parent with Sean in the same house. My 
kids would never have become who they are 
now if we were still living with Sean.
 
Coparenting is still challenging, Isla said to me 
the other week, “I know dad loves me, she said, 
but he's got very high expectations of me”. My 
comment back to my Isla was “if there's 
comments being made, just let them brush off 
you, and know who you are as a person”.
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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/

https://www.insightexchange.net/my-safety-kit/
https://www.insightexchange.net/follow-my-lead/


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/

© 2025 Insight Exchange.

www.insightexchange.net

Insight Exchange acknowledges the 
Traditional Custodians of the land on which 
our work and services operate and pay our 
respects to Elders past and present. We 
extend this respect to all First Nations 
peoples across the country and the world. 
We acknowledge that sovereignty of this 
land was never ceded. Always was, always 
will be Aboriginal land.

http://www.insightexchange.net/guide-using/
http://www.insightexchange.net/guide-using/
http://www.insightexchange.net/guide-using/


The menus in the Insight Exchange website include listening, 
exploring, responding, learning and participating. 

Scan the static QR code to explore

www.insightexchange.net 
(website has a quick-exit button) 

https://www.insightexchange.net/
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