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Harrison James is a breath of fresh air in the activism space. His determination, his passion, his eloquence and ability to connect with the public and politicians alike is the key to his success. He is a true testament to the importance of activism and spotlighting the victim-survivor experience. This book has the potential to change the political landscape of this country, even if every person who reads it walks away only a little bit more like Harrison James.

Abbie Chatfield

With clear-eyed courage, Harrison gives an insightful meditation on power, justice and what it means to endure. A vital contribution to an urgent conversation.

Brittany Higgins

Harrison has transformed his traumatic experiences into a beacon of hope and change. This book is both a testament to the power of survivor voices and a practical roadmap for anyone ready to turn their story into advocacy. His courage in sharing his journey and his generosity in offering tangible tools for others makes this essential reading. This book doesn’t just inspire but equips us all to create the change we need to see.

Chanel Contos, Founder & CEO of Teach Us Consent

Unflinching, practical and full of heart. Transform Your Pain into Purpose is the book for anyone who wants to make a difference.

Tarang Chawla

They say you shouldn’t gush too much in a book endorsement. It might look inauthentic or paid for. But Harrison didn’t reach out to me; I reached out to him. Not as an actor or an activist, but as a survivor with questions. Harrison had broken his silence, and I wanted to know how he had done it. In this incredible book, he will teach you the same. When Harrison writes ‘we need a world that doesn’t leave people behind’, he doesn’t just mean it; he lives it. I have read this book twice, and by the time it goes to print, I will have read it again. Thank you, Harrison.

Ruby Rose

Harrison James is one of Australia’s most impactful advocates. In sharing his story, Harri empowers others to tell theirs. It is an absolute privilege to know Harri, to witness his work and to now know him at a deeper level through this book. This is what modern masculinity in Australia looks like: courage, vulnerability and action. I am inspired by Harri’s strength every single day. This book is a reminder of how each of us has the power to make significant change in the world.

Hannah Ferguson
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For Bella, Mum, Grandma and Hannah.

The girls who get me through.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book explores themes that may be difficult or distressing for some readers, including child sexual abuse, domestic and family violence, sexual assault, court experiences, homophobia, misogyny, trauma responses, suicide and mental health issues.

While no further content warnings appear throughout, I encourage you to move through the pages in a way that feels safe for you.

If you are a survivor and feel impacted by anything you read, support is available. Full Stop Australia offers free, 24/7 telephone and online counselling. You can reach them at 1800 FULL STOP (1800 385 578) or visit fullstop.org.au.

Please take care with yourself as you read.





INTRODUCTION

Experiencing sexual abuse as a child is fucked.

I’ve racked my brain for days trying to find a better word – something more sophisticated, more academic, maybe even profound. Something I could say in a roomful of people without the slight flinch, the subtle silence, and the shift in body language when they act like they know what to say, but it’s painfully obvious they don’t. Child sexual abuse is ‘complex’? Sure. ‘Traumatic’? Absolutely. ‘Incomprehensible’? That doesn’t even begin to cover it.

People want you to say something ‘appropriate’, something they can nod along to. Something that doesn’t make them squirm in their seats or corrupt their shiny, filtered view of life where everything is #amazeballs.

They want ‘healing’ and ‘overcoming’ when the reality is far from that. The reality is anger. Confusion. A constant fight just to exist without falling apart. Abuse warps your sense of safety, completely distorts your understanding of love and rewires your brain in ways you’ll spend years – if not a lifetime – trying to untangle.

‘Fucked’ is the only word that truly captures the full catastrophe of child sexual abuse. It’s the only word that feels right; that doesn’t try to make it neat or acceptable or tie it in a bow. It just is what it is.

And if that makes you uncomfortable, good. Because, as I’ll explore at length in this book, it’s only in discomfort that we begin to understand the need for change.

Life has a way of throwing each of us into places we never thought we’d be. I believe we all deserve the tools, support and time to find our way out of those places, whether we are there through our own actions or not, in whatever way we can. Some people do it with therapy, others with protest. Some are still trying. Some can’t.

We need a world that doesn’t leave people behind.

You may have bought this book because you’re a survivor like me, or maybe you’ve been following my activism for the last few years, or maybe you just saw it in the bargain bin of a major chain store where all good books go to die.

However this book ended up in your hands, I’m glad you’re here. I hope you’re reading it for the same reason I wrote it: to make a genuine difference. Whether you’re hoping to change the whole world, your community or simply your own home, whatever you have capacity for, I’ve filled these pages with ideas and inspiration to help you begin.

You don’t have to have experienced the devastation of child sexual abuse. Maybe you’ve survived cancer or a natural disaster or war. Maybe you’ve lost your grandmother, or you’re going through a break-up, or maybe you’re pissed off because hospital parking costs $70 a day and you’ve been in and out of appointments for months. Whatever you’ve had to overcome, big or small, this book is for you.

Because here’s the thing: we all have far more influence than we ever give ourselves credit for. It doesn’t matter whether your pain was life-altering or something that feels less dramatic in comparison – it’s still real, it’s still yours and it still matters. This book is about taking that pain, no matter what it looks like, and acquiring the tools to turn it into something that creates legitimate, lasting change. Some of us come out of pain ready to fight for everyone who’s ever been hurt like we have, and some of us are searching for a way to save ourselves – both are powerful, and both are important.

But before we dive into that, I’m going to tell you my story.

I am a survivor of child sexual abuse. That chapter of my life was dark and messy, and shattered me in ways I didn’t think I’d ever come back from. But I did. I found the pieces, and I put them back together. Not perfectly; not the way they were before. Because the truth is, the person I am now isn’t the person I would’ve been if the abuse never happened. And I think that’s something people don’t always understand: that when you survive something like this, you don’t just ‘go back’ to who you were. That version of you is gone. What’s left is someone new. Someone rebuilt. My story is one of survival, yes, but it’s also about transformation. Because somewhere along the way, I decided the pain that tried to break me wasn’t going to be the thing that defined me. Because real transformation isn’t just about finding purpose or trying to change the world; sometimes, it’s about something much simpler, and much harder. It’s about deciding that the cycle of abuse ends with you. That whatever was done to you, whatever pain you’ve carried, it doesn’t get to keep echoing through the people you love. It doesn’t get to shape the kind of partner or parent you are, or will be. It doesn’t get to control how you handle anger, or what you reach for when you’re hurting. That choice to stop the cycle might not look like much from the outside, but if all you ever do with your pain is make sure it ends with you, then you’ve changed the world in one of the most important ways there is.

Now, don’t get me wrong. I didn’t wake up one morning with a sudden surge of inspiration and a well-crafted life’s purpose. There was no montage of me journalling in a sunlit room or triumphantly climbing a metaphorical mountain. Most days were a hell of a lot messier. In fact, most days were shit. My healing wasn’t linear, because it never truly is. But eventually, through a lot of hard work, therapy and more setbacks than I care to count, I found my way through. And, to be honest, I’m still finding it. Healing isn’t a task you complete; it’s something you live with. Something you keep choosing, over and over again, every day you decide to keep going. Some days you do it gracefully. Other days you just survive.

I’m sharing this with you not because I have all the answers – trust me, I don’t – but because I know what it’s like to feel like the weight of your experience is too much to carry. I know what it’s like to feel angry at the world, to grieve what was taken from you and to wonder if happiness is something you’ll ever get to feel again.

I also know what it’s like to push beyond that. To find meaning in the thing that nearly destroyed you, and to eventually reach a point where, after fighting so hard for change, you realise you’re allowed to stop and rest. You’re allowed to want more than survival, or purpose or even justice. You’re allowed to want a life that feels like yours.

So, I’m honoured to share my story with you. Not because it’s polished or perfect, but because it’s real. My hope is that, somewhere in these pages, you’ll find something that resonates – a story that mirrors your own, a tool you can try, or even just a sentence that sticks with you when you need it most. Maybe it’ll be the moment you finally write the email you’ve been avoiding. Maybe it’ll be the push to speak up in a space where you’ve always stayed silent. Or maybe it’ll simply be the reminder that, even after everything, you’re still here – and that counts for more than you know.

Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that even the worst parts of our lives can become catalysts for something greater than us as individuals.

I was sexually abused by my stepmother every day, before and after school, between the ages of thirteen and sixteen. When I was fifteen, she gave birth to my daughter, a child I wasn’t allowed to call my own. For years, I had to pretend my baby was my sister, smiling for family photos, blowing out candles at birthday parties, opening Christmas presents, all while holding onto a secret so heavy it felt like I could drown in it. I sat through dinners where no one knew, went to school like nothing had happened and carried on as if I wasn’t suffocating under the weight of it all.

My parents divorced when I was ten. The years leading up to their split were a blur of constant fighting – arguments that were always louder and more intense than any child should ever witness. My father was physically, verbally and emotionally abusive – a man who would come home in drunken rampages, pin me down by the neck with the full weight of his body, call me a ‘poof’ for dancing and catapult cutlery at my four-year-old skull. The fear I felt of my father was woven into the air I breathed, the sound of his keys in the door, the unpredictability of how each night would end. I spent those years feeling unseen, as if I were just a spectator to the chaos, trapped in the dysfunctional crossfire of my parents’ hatred for each other. In separate conversations, they would mention things about each other – sometimes out of anger, sometimes out of pain and sometimes, I think, just because they didn’t know who else to turn to – but as a child, I didn’t have the emotional tools to hold those things. I didn’t understand that adults could be complicated, contradictory or even cruel. So I did what kids do: I internalised everything. My emotions swung between loving my mother and resenting my father, to resenting my mother and siding with my father. Back and forth, again and again, until I didn’t know who or what I believed. All I knew was that the ground beneath me never felt steady.

Eventually, after nearly three years without seeing my dad, I decided to move in with him. Not because he had changed – he hadn’t – but because I was a boy just starting high school and desperate for a father figure, even one who always made me feel like I was walking on eggshells, never knowing when he’d explode. As warped as it sounds now, his version of masculinity – volatile, aggressive, domineering – was all I knew. It was what I thought being a ‘man’ was. That was my baseline. Because I needed something – someone – and at the time, I thought that someone had to be him.

After moving in, my stepmother came into my life. She offered something I didn’t even realise I was missing: attention, care and the feeling that, for once, I wasn’t invisible. At least, that’s what it looked like. That’s what it was meant to look like. What she was really doing was setting the stage – making me feel seen so she could make sure I stayed focused on her. What felt like comfort was actually control; what was crafted to feel like care was the beginning of grooming.

What I craved more than anything was warmth, safety and someone to show me that I mattered and, for a while, I thought she was that person. She made me feel seen. She made me feel heard. And yes, for the first time, I felt like I was loved.

My biological mum has always loved me more than anything – I know that now – but at the time, she was a single mother raising four children, trying to hold our world together after a decade of violence. She was doing her absolute best: surviving, shielding us, carrying more than any one person should have to. At thirteen, when I moved in with my father, I didn’t realise how much Mum was holding. Caught in the emotional wreckage of it all, I thought I had to pick a side of my parents’ divorce, so I chose my dad – not because Mum failed me, but because I didn’t understand what love could look like when someone was just trying to stay afloat.

In that, my stepmother saw an opening.

It first began one night at Hoyts Cinema in Sydney’s Entertainment Quarter. We were there to watch Step Up 4: Miami Heat (otherwise known as Step Up: Revolution – honestly, I don’t understand why the producers at Universal Studios needed two titles). During the film, my stepmother softly ran her fingers along my legs. It was a discreet action that took me by surprise, but as a thirteen-year-old boy going through puberty, I found it surprisingly pleasant to be touched by an older woman. After all, it was the kind of ‘ultimate fantasy’ I often saw in internet porn – I was on cloud nine! She held my hand, kissed me on the cheek and, when the movie ended, we caught the bus home, cuddling one another. I remember the walk up the hill from the bus stop, arms wrapped around each other in a way that felt odd and sneaky but somehow not wrong. Then she asked, ‘Are you like this with your real mum?’

I didn’t know how to answer, and I froze. And then, without thinking, I said, ‘Oh no, never.’

Can you see what she was doing? From the very start, she was making me feel complicit – like it was something we were both choosing, both responsible for. And it worked.

What I didn’t understand back then was how easily you can become dependent on a feeling someone gives you, especially when you’ve been starved of it. It’s not love, but it feels like it. It’s not safety, but it’s safer than being unnoticed. That kind of attention is addictive in its own way, and once you’ve felt it, you’ll do almost anything not to lose it.

The next few days blurred together. The touching became more frequent, more intimate, more explicit. She’d ride the bus with me to school, and we’d make sure to sit in the back row, where no one could see us. We’d hold hands. We’d kiss. It felt wrong, but it also felt like it was our secret. I didn’t have the words to explain it, and I couldn’t tell anyone.

By the following Wednesday, it had escalated further. My father was away in Queensland for business – he went every Wednesday, back when his company was just starting up. It was then that the first penetrative act of sexual abuse was committed.

It continued when my father wasn’t around and it was just me and my stepmother. He was gone early in the mornings and returned late in the evenings, so I endured the sexual abuse every day, both before and after school. What I couldn’t comprehend was that what my stepmother was doing wasn’t affection, it wasn’t a clandestine ‘affair’, or anything else I might have thought it was. It was deception. It was exploitation. It was torture. It was abuse disguised as ‘love’.

I wish I could say I saw it for what it was right away. But the truth is, I didn’t. I was just a thirteen-year-old kid. The lines were blurred, and the manipulation was so subtle, so incremental, that by the time I realised how wrong it was, I was already drowning in it.

Once you’re in that deep, the shame keeps you in that terrible cycle. I told myself I’d ruin my family. I told myself no one would believe me.

I thought I was in love with my stepmother, and the constant coercion and grooming made me feel complicit in the abuse, ultimately leading me to stay silent for years. She told me I was special, mature for my age. She said she understood me in a way no one else did. And when you’re a kid starving for attention, desperate to feel wanted, you cling to that – even when it’s completely twisted.

She didn’t just make me feel special, she made herself feel like the only safe place. Like she was the only one who really understood what was happening, the only person I could relax around, the only one who knew the truth. Everyone else became a threat to her, and to the ‘secret’. In a world that often equates vulnerability with weakness, I carried the weight of silence, believing it was my duty to protect my stepmother.

My stepmother told me I was ‘the man in this relationship’. She made me believe it was my responsibility to provide for her, to protect her and to love her the way an adult man loves a woman. She groomed me. She would touch me. She stole my virginity. She sexually abused me in my bed, in the shower, in the living room and in the kitchen. There was nowhere she didn’t have absolute control over me. She made me believe we were in a forbidden relationship that my father could never know about. That this was something secret, something special. She told me it was love. She would take me on ‘dates’ to Italian restaurants. She made me believe I wanted it and persuaded me to think it was normal.

My stepmother convinced me that if anyone ever found out, ‘we would both go to jail’. She said both, as if I had any power in this situation. As if I was anything other than her victim. And so, every time I saw a police car driving on the street, my stomach would drop. I’d panic, convinced this was it. That I was about to be arrested, exposed, ruined and revealed as the teen who ‘fucked’ his dad’s wife. That the whole world would see me the way she made me see myself – like I was guilty. The fear she cemented in me kept me silent and compliant. She made damn sure I would never speak a word of it to anyone. And, for years, I didn’t.

She would watch me sleep, standing over me like it was normal; like it was a sweet gesture or something affectionate. But it was calculated and controlled. She was monitoring whether or not I was still complicit in protecting her. I see that now. I see how it was never about affection but about surveillance. About making sure I was still under her thumb. About making sure I hadn’t woken up, hadn’t cracked, hadn’t started thinking for myself. It was about her fear and anxiety over the fact that I might let something slip, that the carefully built lie she had constructed might crumble if I dared to speak. So she studied every facet of my existence to make sure that her secret – which was that she was sexually abusing a child – was still safe. And I hate that I let her.

My stepmother constructed this scenario and ensured that everything I did, every move I made, was in service of protecting her secret. She manipulated me so deeply that I didn’t even realise I was being manipulated. That’s the thing about control: when it’s done slowly and gradually enough, it starts to feel like your own idea. I thought I was just being mature. Responsible. Protecting the woman I loved. I thought I was choosing this. But the truth is, she regularly chipped away at my sense of self until I didn’t know where she ended and I began.

Before I go any further, I need to paint a picture of my father so you can understand the entirety of the situation and the atmosphere of fear that I grew up in.

People often ask me about him. Did he know? Did he see anything? Did he ever step in? Did he care? How could he not have noticed?

Well, I think so. Yes. No. I don’t believe he did. And I wish I knew.

My father is not a father, he’s a sperm donor. Long before my stepmother ever entered the picture, he made me believe I was worthless before I even had the chance to figure out who I was. His presence turned the house into a minefield: quiet on the surface but a constant angst that today might be the day that everything blows up. I lived in fear of his voice, his footsteps down the hallway, the sound of the front door slamming. I was utterly terrified of him. And it wasn’t fear like a jump scare in a horror film, it was fear like a background noise. I mean the kind of fear that lives in your bones and shapes your every thought. The kind of fear that makes your stomach drop at the sound of keys in the door. The kind of fear that makes you rehearse conversations in your head before you speak, just to avoid saying something that may set him off. It was the kind of fear that convinces you you’re in danger, even when no one’s there, because your body doesn’t know the difference anymore.

Dad would call me a ‘fairy’. A ‘cat’. He mocked the way I spoke, the way I walked, the clothes I wore. He hated the fact that I did drama lessons. That I loved art. He hated that when I was ten, I danced like Michael Jackson. I wore all the bedazzled costumes, set up a speaker on the front deck and invited the whole street to come watch me perform, all to raise money for the Sydney Children’s Hospital. I was just a ten-year-old kid trying to bring a little joy into the world, and he made me feel like I was a total embarrassment. I was too soft. I was too much. He made me ashamed of the things that made me me. He taught me that masculinity meant cruelty; that love was conditional, and something I had to earn by being less of myself.

He choked me more times than I care to remember, including once in front of my then best mate. He would come home in drunken rampages, and his violence was like a cyclone tearing through the house. I remember one night when he stormed into my room, his face as red as the rage he carried, cornering Mum with his belt pulled off and ready to strike. I was eight years old, on the top bunk, frozen, crying, watching it all unfold. And then I jumped. I launched myself onto his back because, even at eight, I knew if I didn’t do something, he was going to hurt my mother.

I never felt like I was enough in his eyes. No matter what I did, no matter how hard I tried, he always found something to tear me down with. And somehow, when he caught my stepmother kissing me in my bed when I was fourteen years old, he decided to blame me. He saw what was happening with his own fucking eyes, and instead of protecting me, instead of holding her accountable, instead of finally stepping up and being the father I so desperately needed, he decided it was my fault. He looked at his son being sexually abused, and he made the choice to see an accomplice instead of a victim. The next morning, I woke up to an empty house. I remember getting myself ready for school, tying my cerise and blue Marcellin College tie, when the phone rang. It was him. He went ballistic on me; called me an ‘embarrassment’ and said, ‘If I ever catch you doing that again, you watch what I fucking do to you.’ Then I put my backpack on and went to school with tears rolling down my cheeks. I was in Year 8.

And, to this day, he still flies to the Philippines to see my stepmother. As if nothing ever happened. As if she didn’t tear my life apart. That is a fucking choice. It’s a blatant slap in the face to everything I’ve been through. A constant, deliberate reminder that he chooses her. He hasn’t just dismissed what happened; he’s minimised it, mocked it and done everything in his power to twist the truth I’ve spoken, all to protect his own image and ego. Because deep down, he cannot stand the fact that I’ve called him out for exactly what he is: an abusive, cowardly, manipulative, gaslighting, tyrannical, sociopathic, narcissistic, insecure little cunt who is terrified of being exposed and hopes that eventually I’ll just shut up and go away.

When I was fifteen, when the daily instances of sexual abuse had been going on for two years, I was staying with my mum for a couple of weeks while my dad and stepmother were on holiday in Thailand. I was sitting on the 360 bus from Bondi Junction to Clovelly Beach, still in my school uniform, passing the Waverley Bowling Club with only a few stops to go before I was home.

My phone buzzed with a message from my stepmother on Facebook Messenger. I wasn’t expecting much, probably just checking in or saying something small. Instead, she told me she was pregnant.

I felt my stomach drop. Everything in me tightened as I stared at the screen. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. The bus was packed with other schoolkids – laughing, talking, fighting over seats – and I was sitting there, trying to process the f§act that I might be about to become a father. I remember thinking, This is it. We’re going to jail. Dad is going to find out. He’s going to kill me. Everyone will know. It felt like the world was caving in on me and there was no way out.

I messaged back: Don’t tell Dad.

She replied that she already had – and that she’d told him the baby was his.

At the time, I didn’t question it. I was too scared, too overwhelmed and, if I’m honest, too relieved that he seemed to believe it. He’d had a vasectomy years earlier, when he was still with my mum, and he’d always said he never went back for the results. I’ll never know for certain what my father did or didn’t truly know, but I think that, looking back, he wasn’t able to face the truth, even to himself – because that would have meant accepting what he had seen and what it meant.

My daughter was born in December 2015. Not long after that, the final act of abuse occurred, on my sixteenth birthday – 7 January 2016 – when my stepmother performed oral sex on me in the kitchen.

A couple of months later, I found myself on a flight to the Philippines with my father, my stepmother and our newborn baby, to introduce the baby to my stepmother’s family. We stayed in Angeles City, where she grew up, around three hours from Manila. My dad, who I guess was trying to bond with me in his own strange way, took me out drinking and clubbing in the red-light district – places no sixteen-year-old should have been. I’d never touched alcohol before, but on that first night, I drank so much, so quickly that I ended up so out of it that I shat myself in the shower. My stepmother’s sisters and their friends also joined us clubbing during that trip. While my stepmother was at home with the baby, I ended up clubbing with them every night for those two weeks away. One of the women – someone I particularly bonded with – was in her mid-twenties. On the second last night, she invited me out again, just the two of us. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but she had booked a nearby motel room in advance, and once we were alone in the room after a heavy night of drinking, she sexually assaulted me.

I froze, like I always had. Convinced myself that I was ‘lucky’. In my mind, I didn’t have the right to say no. By then, I was so accustomed to being used that I didn’t even realise it was assault until much later.

When my stepmother found out the next day, she didn’t seem shocked or angry on my behalf, or ask if I was okay. Instead, she used that moment to accuse me of ‘cheating’ on her – as if what had happened was consensual, as if she had some claim over me. That was her excuse to end what she called ‘our relationship’.

Looking back, I can see that this wasn’t about betrayal; this was about opportunity. The abuse had served its purpose and she saw a clean exit. We were too close to being caught, too close to the truth. She needed distance, so she found a way to end it while still holding the power, still casting the blame on me.

When we returned to Australia, I didn’t go back to my father’s house. I moved into my maternal grandmother’s apartment in Maroubra Beach. My father turned my old bedroom into the baby’s room.

I was still in school, juggling afternoon shifts at the fish and chip shop across from my father and stepmother’s place. I would visit my daughter as often as I could after every shift, then return to my grandmother’s place. I said nothing to anyone. That routine – school, work, visits, silence – continued for the next three years. When I was nineteen, I finally moved into my own apartment in Clovelly, deliberately choosing one just around the corner from my father’s house. It meant I could see my daughter more often, still under the guise of being her older brother. Sometimes she would even stay over. We’d build forts out of pillows, play Nintendo Switch and watch Hey Duggee on repeat – her favourite show at the time. Those moments meant everything to me. They were all I had.

I felt that I needed to be alert at all times. As a teenager I avoided house parties, alcohol, drugs – anything that might lower my guard. My stepmother would make me lie to the people I cared for, over and over again, isolating me, slowly and deliberately. All my friends were out drinking in parks, experimenting, growing up, but I couldn’t risk it. I was terrified that if I lost control for even a second, the truth might slip out. So I kept my distance, never allowing anyone to get too close. I even lied about sex, saying I lost my virginity to a girl at a house party, just like the rest of the guys in my group. I felt I had to perform a version of masculinity to stay safe and unquestioned. I was living in a state of relentless anxiety, trying to make sense of a reality that made no sense at all.

My father and I spoke sparingly during those years, except for when I started working at his company in 2019. There was a mutual silence between us, a kind of emotional absenteeism that made it easy to stay disconnected. I was envious of my father. Not because I wanted to be him, but because I believed he had taken the life that was supposed to be mine. He got to be the father, to live with the woman I believed I loved. That envy was tangled in grief, confusion and trauma I didn’t have the vocabulary for. I fantasised about running away with my stepmother and our daughter, just the three of us. I thought maybe then, in solitude, the anxiety and rage would stop. The lies could stop. I could breathe again. But, of course, that was never real. It was the story I told myself to survive.

It’s taken me years to understand that, even then, while I was in the thick of surviving, I was also doing something extraordinary: I was holding on. I was protecting the one thing that mattered most to me in the world: my daughter. I was being the best father I knew how to be, in the only way I could. And that mattered. It still does.

In 2019, three years after the sexual abuse had ended, I was nineteen and, despite everything, I still viewed my abuser as ‘my ex’ or ’the mother of my child’, and as someone I felt I had to protect at all costs. Beyond that, as a loving father, I felt an overwhelming need to guard my daughter and keep herout of harm’s way. The fear of destroying everything, of shattering what little stability I thought I had left, kept me silent and complicit.

My daughter was just three years old and I was still maintaining the lie, pretending to everyone that she was my little half-sister, upholding the story that my father was hers, burying the truth about our connection and the past. One afternoon, I picked her up from preschool, like I did so often, and along our walk home, I treated her to her favourite ice-cream. We sat by the beach, watching the waves crash in and out, and we talked about the silliest things, questions only a child’s curious brilliance would think to ask: ‘Do fish get thirsty?’ ‘Are birds scared of heights?’ ‘Can I be a mermaid when I grow up?’

I remember laughing, answering her questions as best as I could, all while trying to savour the normalcy of it, pretending there was nothing wrong, pretending there were no secrets surrounding us; just some time with my gorgeous girl.

When it was time to go, I dropped her off to my stepmother, her little hand in mine as we walked to the door. She hugged me tight, looked up with those big, trusting eyes and said, ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Haz.’

I returned to my apartment later that evening, had dinner, did some work and went to bed with a sense of calm my little girl had gifted me so generously – nothing out of the ordinary.

The next day, my father called me. Again, he was away on business in Queensland, and there was something in his voice that unsettled me immediately. He told me my stepmother wasn’t answering her phone, and there were some strange transactions going through on his bank card. He asked me to check on her and the baby.

When I hung up, something didn’t sit right. A heaviness crept in. I tried to brush it off, but deep down, I knew something was wrong. I rushed over and, as soon as I stepped inside, the silence was deafening. It wasn’t just quiet; it was hollow. An emptiness, like the house itself had been abandoned by life. Everything was gone; the cupboards were bare, wardrobes emptied. My daughter and my stepmother were gone.

It took a few moments for the full weight of it to hit me, but when it did, it hit hard. My chest tightened and the panic began to set in. ‘Where the fuck is my child?’ I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t process what was happening. The world felt like it was closing in.

Hours passed and I found out through my father that they had left for the Philippines – my
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