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         A gripping blend of memoir, investigation and expert analysis,  Obsession takes a deep dive into the disturbing phenomenon of stalking.

         
             

         

         Journalist Nicole Madigan was stalked for over three years. The relentless and debilitating experience wreaked havoc in her personal and professional life, leaving her trapped in a constant state of fear and anxiety.

         
             

         

         Nicole uses her own story as an entry point to examine the psychology behind stalking behaviours and their impact on victim-survivors. Whether by a stranger, acquaintance or former partner, stalking can have a devastating effect on a victim-survivor’s mental, social and financial wellbeing. At its worst, it can lead to physical violence, even death.

         
             

         

         In this timely and compelling enquiry, Madigan explores the blurred lines between romantic interest and obsession, admiration and fixation. Through expert consultation and the personal stories of other victim-survivors, she analyses society’s attitude towards stalking and its role in popular culture, while highlighting the failings of the legal system in protecting victims.
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        For
      

            
        Mum and Dad, my perpetual guiding lights
      

            
        Dave, my steadfast protector
      

            
        Brett, my inspiration
      

            
        my eternal love, Adam
      

            
        and the ‘fab 5’ – my reasons
      

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Like to the Pontic sea,

Whose icy current and compulsive course

Ne’er feels retiring ebb, but keeps due on

To the Propontic and the Hellespont,

Even so my bloody thoughts, with violent pace,

Shall ne’er look back, ne’er ebb to humble love,

Till that a capable and wide revenge

Swallow them up.

            
                

            

            William Shakespeare

            Othello, Act 3, Scene 3
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            Author’s note

         

         This is a story about obsession. A perpetual shadow that followed me for three years during an otherwise happy life. But it’s not just my story. It’s the story of dozens of other stalking victim-survivors whose lives have been dismantled by the relentless pursuit of the obsessed.

         Victim-survivors endure days, weeks, months, even years of torment, fear, anxiety and helplessness, while being overwhelmingly dismissed by police, by the justice system, and by society at large. Sometimes even by their own friends and family.

         It’s also a story about perpetrators. What drives them, what motivates them to dedicate so much of their lives to tormenting others.

         For legal and safety reasons, I have used pseudonyms for the victim-survivors who bravely shared their stories with me, as well as their perpetrators, excluding those who have been before the court. I have chosen not to reveal the name of my own perpetrator, or any connected family or friends.

         There are some confronting themes throughout the book, including rape, suicide and mental illness.

         But this is a story of hope too.

         Hope for change, for understanding, for validation and for justice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Stalking got us talking

         

         My husband and I fell in love online.

         It was second-time love for both of us. Or the first real thing, as we like to say.

         He was divorced, I was separated. We were both in our late thirties.

         It’s not as clichéd as it sounds, though. There was no Tinder, no Bumble, no eHarmony. We weren’t looking for love, least of all me.

         I was busy picking up the pieces of myself, and my life. A life dismantled by the explosive end of my marriage, which while sudden to those on the outside, was in fact the culmination of a tumultuous, and heart-breaking, years-long breakdown.

         So, although my life shattered suddenly, its structure was already weak, and the pieces – while many and scattered – were in view and within my grasp. My sense of self, on the other hand, had been chipped away at slowly; a shard here, a fragment there, some left lying around, others lost forever. That’s what breakups do. Especially this kind. My focus was on my children; my scars were fresh.

         Our bond developed unexpectedly over Facebook Messenger, a months-long exchange of written dialogue that triggered a pull towards each other. But there was no grand reveal when our first official date did eventually take place. We’d met in real life a couple of years earlier, so we had some idea of what to expect. It was just the feelings that had changed.

         Our sons played junior AFL at the local footy club, and were good friends, so we saw each other at training and games and at the occasional kids’ get-together. At best, we were acquaintances. It was at one of these catch-ups that an ostensibly minor, almost funny-at-the-time, incident triggered the first private Facebook message, which ironically became the springboard for our relationship.

         Stalking got us talking.

         That’s what we said to each other during those first couple of months. We were joking, of course. We tossed out the word ‘stalking’ flippantly, with little regard to its true meaning, like most of us do.

         Who hasn’t joked about stalking a new colleague, a new boss or a friend’s next date?

         ‘What a stalker!’ we might say in jest, in reference to someone showing a particularly high level of romantic interest, even an overly zealous friend.

         It’s a popular film and television subcategory too – a crazy ex, an obsessive student, a would-be killer who won’t take no for an answer. Who can resist? I admit I’m still drawn to stories of the obsessed, although these days they trigger an underlying unease, felt deep in the pit of my stomach. What if?

         It’s one of the reasons I decided to write this book. To examine the cause and consequence of society’s collective dismissal when it comes to the serious impacts of stalking.

         Attitudes that trivialise and underestimate the mental upheaval that can unleash suddenly, or creep up slowly (as it did for me). Like a dripping tap – annoying at first, but before long, each drip seems louder, the frequency higher. Soon you begin to hear it even when it’s not in the room. It keeps you awake at night and eventually starts to drive you mad.

         It wasn’t until I began to research this crime, as a result of my own experience, that I discovered just how widespread stalking is and why it’s critical that community attitudes change.

         ‘Stalking is romantic’, ‘victims are to blame’, and ‘stalking isn’t serious’ are some of the underlying beliefs held by large sections of the community.1 But it’s not just the general public who uphold these attitudes. It’s also law enforcement and even victims themselves. It’s little wonder there’s such a vast discrepancy between rates of victim-reported stalking and stalking arrests and convictions (and that’s without factoring in the many unreported incidents).2

         So, while we would come to know the real meaning of the word eventually, it was stalking, in the colloquial sense, that got us talking.

         Let me explain.

         It was a stinking hot day, almost a year before the real story begins. I arrived late to an inner-city apartment building with my son, Ben. We were meeting some of Ben’s footy mates and their parents for an off-season sausage sizzle, a game of cricket and maybe a swim in the complex’s communal area.

         My hair was unwashed, thrown up in a bun, and I was feeling unwell, made worse by the intensity of the Queensland sun and lack of shade. Still, I was happy to be taking a break from the tension that had engulfed my life.

         My 12-year marriage was all but over. During those final stages, and the year leading up to it, I’d learnt to compartmentalise my life – broken at home, protected with family, carefree around friends and totally in control everywhere else. A facade, of course, but it was convincing – to me as much as anyone else. So, while once I’d have tried to avoid a day out with people I barely knew, on this day it was a welcome escape from the crippling pressure that had become a regular part of my daily life.

         The day unfolded like any other get-together, with parents making the type of small talk parents make.

         ‘Been busy at work?’

         ‘The school holidays are a juggle, aren’t they?’

         ‘Isn’t it nice for the kids to get together outside of the footy season?’

         Nod. Smile.

         Adam – just another parent back then – stood at a barbecue with a couple of other dads, while the rest of us divided into the usual cliques. It was a nice spot, with expansive views of the city and lush green trees, the combined sounds of carolling birds and noisy boys a joyful blend.

         We had the area pretty much to ourselves. There was one other woman there, though, and she caught my eye for that reason. She sat away from the group with her two children. I didn’t recognise the kids from footy, but they looked around the same age.

         Close enough to be noticed, but far enough away to avoid any risk of impromptu conversation, she kept her distance as the rest of the group ate cheap snags in bread and drank soft drink from plastic cups. Cricket was next, and I dutifully took on my role as Instagram Mum, whipping out my phone to take a few snaps.

         As the hours passed, the heat intensified and I started to feel dizzy. My in-control persona was beginning to fade with the knowledge that I’d be heading home shortly. Absentmindedly, I flicked through the photos I’d just taken when I heard a woman’s voice.

         ‘Are you taking photos of Adam?’

         At least, I thought that’s what she said. I glanced up to see the back of the woman’s head as she walked past. Was she talking to me?

         ‘I’m taking photos of Ben,’ I muttered in response, but she didn’t look back. Maybe I’d misheard. Bemused, I glanced at the woman standing next to me, wondering if she’d heard what I heard. The look on her face – raised eyebrows, her mouth a cross between a cringe and a smirk – told me she had.

         
            *

         

         It was just after 9 pm, and I was exhausted from a long day of sun and small talk. The kids were out cold and I was slumped, alone, on the couch, ready for a date with Netflix.

         
            Ding.

         

         A message request from ‘Karissa Owens’.3

         
            Hi!

            Sorry, totally didn’t mean anything by my comment when the boys were playing cricket.

            I thought you were taking photos for the footy page and wanted you to take one of Adam getting bowled out by the kids. Haha.

            Anyway, really wanted to chat to you today.

         

         It was the woman from the barbecue. It seemed odd, but since she obviously knew Adam, I shot back a neutral response.

         
            No worries. I’m sure there will be another catch up.

            Have a great week!

         

         I shared the story with my mum and a couple of friends, a humorous anecdote, nothing more. Until, about a week later, as I strolled through Westfield:

         
            Ding.

         

         I rummaged around in my bag, digging through lip gloss, old wrappers and tampons, and pulled out my phone.

         
            Can I ask you a question?

         

         ‘Sure,’ I reply, although I’m wary.

         
            Are you married?

         

         Alarm bells ring, but I’m curious.

         
            Me: Can I ask why?

            Karissa: But you aren’t married, right?

            Me: Can I ask what’s prompting the questions?

            Karissa: Sorry, it’s quite weird hey! Haha. Guess I’m trying to ask if you are married.

         

         Ok, I’m out! I thought. I had more important things on my mind, like preparing to tell my children their father and I had separated. I tossed my phone back into my bag.

         Later that evening:

         
            Ding.

            Is that a no?

         

         Ignore.

         
            All good.

         

         Ignore.

         
            No worries! You have beautiful kids!

         

         
            *

         

         The waves crashed against the slippery rocks as my children chased iridescent crabs and collected broken shells on an isolated Sunshine Coast beach. My mum and I stood on the sand watching, shoes tossed to the side, the strong wind a refreshing slap in the face. My mum was my saving grace, always making me feel strong, even when I was weak. It was about a month after the footy catch-up, and we were going over the same old ground about my crumbled marriage, my mum repeating her reassurance that everything would be okay.

         
            Ding.

            Ok, we’re still trying to work out if you’re married or not.

         

         Seriously? I rubbed my forehead and passed the phone to my mum. Shaking my head, I wondered aloud whether Adam was aware these bizarre messages were being sent to the mother of his son’s friend.

         ‘I doubt it,’ Mum said. ‘Why don’t you let him know? You’ve got enough on your plate without worrying about this rubbish.’ So I did. The reply came within seconds. He didn’t know about the messages, he said, but I got the sense he wasn’t entirely surprised either. He said he was sorry. Karissa was a woman he’d dated about a year ago. She’d wanted to remain friends, but it had become clear that wasn’t a good idea. You don’t say! I thought, as I read the response to my mum. The poor guy, how embarrassing! I put my phone back into my pocket, and returned my gaze, and my thoughts, to the ocean.

         
            *

         

         About a week later, I received a message from Adam.

         
            Just checking in to make sure you hadn’t received any more unwelcome messages. I’m so sorry about that.

         

         I joked that as long as I didn’t come home to a boiling bunny then it was all good. He laughed, using emojis of course, though I found out later he’d never seen the film Fatal Attraction and didn’t understand the reference. I replied, changing the subject. He replied. I replied. He replied.

         Over time, the breaks between our message exchanges went from weeks to days. Before long, we were messaging daily. Some evenings we’d message for hours at a time. Eventually, our conversations delved deeper, became more personal. Soon, we were divulging our innermost thoughts and feelings.

         The pull towards each other became all-consuming yet felt totally natural at the same time. There was no pressure, no expectations and we had all the time in the world – at least, that’s how it felt.

         It would be almost a year after that footy catch-up before I heard from Karissa again. Until then, I didn’t give her another thought.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            The bubble bursts

         

         The apartment is a sea of blue and yellow. The men have painted their faces to match and wear absurd wigs. The kids have spray-painted their hair and we try in vain to keep the colour from getting on the couches and carpet. There are balloons and streamers, carefully laid out platters, fridges full of drinks, even a blue-and-yellow lasagne, which tastes much better than it looks.

         I’m wearing a West Coast Eagles jersey too, though I don’t support them with any sort of passion. But I’m swept away in the moment and by my new life. It’s the first event Adam and I have hosted together as a couple, and I’m borderline euphoric amid the simple, easy joy that surrounds me. Our friends are here, our families too, our children have never looked happier – everything is perfect. From the outside looking in, there’s nothing particularly remarkable about the day. But for me, it’s monumental, a moment in time I’ll never forget. Today represents the sort of everyday contentment I’ve craved for so long.

         Anyone who has left a marriage knows how incredibly complex and traumatic a decision it is. It rips at your heart and tugs at your brain, and you wait, and you hope things will get better. You try until you physically have nothing left to give.

         Mine was a marriage of 12 years to a man I met when I was just 18; we were together for almost half my life, I knew nothing else. When I left, I honestly believed it would be me and my children against the world, forever. And I was quite happy for it to be that way. Love found me, though, and when the time came to take the leap from the safety of my phone to a real-life date, I’d felt like a schoolgirl being dropped off outside the cinema. I was terrified.

         I’d been a silent, lurking member of a few online forums for single mothers, and had read the horror stories about post-divorce dating. Dating sites seemed another beast entirely, and I doubted I’d ever be ready to enter that world. I hadn’t been separated long, publicly even less so. My custody and financial settlements were still painful works in progress, and I worried about being judged on the perceived timing.

         Then, of course, there was the fact that I’d literally never gone on a date as an adult. When our first date came around, I had no idea what to expect or what would be expected of me.

         Turned out, Adam was an old-fashioned romantic and a total gentleman. He organised for a stunning bunch of flowers to be delivered to my home, as I tossed outfit options around my room and my mum wrangled the kids for a day at the movies. It was a lunch date, and from the moment we sat down, we picked up in real life where we left off online, talking as feverishly in person as we did in writing, about our lives, our feelings and our worlds. Our relationship developed organically, with love, respect and family at its core.

         Today is the AFL Grand Final. The West Coast Eagles are taking on Collingwood, and most of our guests are joining Adam in supporting the Eagles. The apartment living room is small, the balcony smaller still, but it’s bursting with laughter and joy. I catch my mother’s eye, and she shoots me a knowing smile. She understands what it’s taken for me to arrive at this place.

         The winning goal flies through the posts two minutes before the siren. West Coast secure the premiership, sending us into a frenzy of whoops and cheers and hugs. The loud crack of fireworks cuts through our noise – it’s as though they’ve been set off just for us – and we all squeeze onto the balcony to pose for selfies and watch the explosions light up the night sky. Adam isn’t big on social media, I’d already discovered that, but for us, tonight is something special. His beloved Eagles have taken home the flag, we have successfully hosted our first social gathering, and we are in love. He posts a bunch of photos and we celebrate late into the night.

         
            *

         

         One by one our guests leave and all that remains is a messy apartment, dirty dishes and full hearts. We carry my sleeping daughter, hair a tangled mess of knots and remnants of hair paint, and place her on a blow-up mattress; we say good night to four excited but exhausted boys, happily crammed into two single beds but far too tired to do anything other than sleep.

         Standing in the kitchen, we’re tired but content. Silly grins adorn our faces and we prepare to make what feels like the biggest decision of the night – Should we clean up now or in the morning? – when my phone tells me I’ve received a message. Adam is still talking when I pick it up. It’s a Facebook message request from Adam Isaloser. There is no profile photo.

         
            How do you like my sloppy seconds?

            Might go hit up your ex-husband on Plenty of Fish.

            I used to sleep in that west coast jersey.

         

         As I try to process the words, another message comes through.

         
            Enjoy sleeping in the bed we fucked in hundreds of times.

         

         A fifth message follows, too vulgar to repeat. I stare at my phone in shock. My eyes are wide, my hands shake.

         One of my biggest anxieties about going into a relationship after the divorce was the dynamics surrounding ex-spouses. For me, this was completely uncharted terrain. My ex-husband and I barely had a former boyfriend or girlfriend to speak of. We were young when we met, so ex-partners were never an issue for us.

         I hadn’t met Adam’s ex-wife yet, but by all accounts, she seemed reasonable. Their children were lovely and from what I understood, their divorce and current arrangement was completely amicable.

         Perhaps she’s not so reasonable after all.

         I struggle to speak, and all I can muster is Adam’s name as I push the phone towards him. His eyes scan the words, and I see his face drop, a mixture of confusion and fear clouding his eyes, followed quickly by recognition. My phone makes another sound, but this time it’s a text message. This one is from my ex-husband.

         
            Karissa says hi.

         

         
            *

         

         The love bubble I was in that afternoon bursts. In this moment, I wonder if the bubble that holds my new life will too. I am a grown woman, in my late thirties, with three children. I’m dating for the first time since I was a teenager. Adam is the only man I’ve been with since the end of an 18-year long relationship. It has been natural, easy, resulting effortlessly in the peaceful contentment I’d so longed for. I thought the drama of my life was behind me. How naive had I been?

         Of all the things I had feared, I could never have conjured up such a scenario. Karissa wasn’t even on my radar. Adam and I had discussed her a couple of times, just briefly, not long after the bizarre incident at the football catch-up almost a year earlier. I knew they’d dated for a while, parting ways about a year before that catch-up, due to what he described as escalating toxic behaviour. I hadn’t asked him to elaborate. I didn’t think it mattered. She’d wanted to remain friends, and he’d tried for a while, concerned about her mental health, and the wellbeing of her children. Eventually this too became untenable. Almost 12 months later, he’d deemed their short relationship an inconsequential chapter of his past. We were both wrong.

         
            *

         

         As a journalist I’ve spent years writing extensively about domestic abuse, intimate partner violence and family law. I know leaving an abusive relationship is the most dangerous time for victim-survivors. I know perpetrators are overwhelmingly men. Victims are overwhelmingly women. I know stalking is common among domestic abusers, particularly after the relationship ends. But that’s about all I know about it. And at this stage, the idea of stalking doesn’t even cross my mind. Perhaps that’s due, in part, to my own gender bias – if I’d received these types of messages from a man, it would scream domestic abuse.

         But as I read them now, I’m not thinking about stalking or domestic violence or criminal behaviour of any kind. Instead, I just feel shock, disgust, embarrassment. Is this what adult dating is like? What have I got myself into? There is something else gnawing at me, though, a deep unease caused by the knowledge she’s been in contact with my ex-husband. I don’t know how she’s done it, and I don’t know why.

         Still, after a period of tears and tantrums, we tell ourselves it’s a hyperbolic outburst on her part (something she was prone to do, I learn). We block the fake account and put what we hope is a one-off incident behind us. Maybe we’ll laugh about it one day. Maybe.

         
            *

         

         It’s after 11 pm, and my head sinks into Adam’s chest. I’m hovering in that sweet spot between wakefulness and sleep when I hear it.

         
            Ding.

         

         My eyes shoot open. I’m awake now, but I don’t move. Is it her? I want to wait until morning, avoid spoiling another perfect moment.

         
            Ding.

         

         Seconds pass.

         
            Ding.

            Ding.

            Ding.

            Ding.

         

         I feel a shift in Adam’s breathing. Without speaking, I reach for the phone, my stomach a tangle of knots. Six messages from Karissa Owens, using the same account she used to message me after the football get-together almost a year ago.

         
            He’s using you to make me jealous.

            He still asks about me, and my children.

            You sleep on my side of the bed.

            Ask him if he still has the pillow I bought him.

            He always said he hates blondes.

         

         The final message is graphic, sexually explicit and full of expletives. My eyes hurt. My head too. Tears threaten, but I blink them away, wild with insecurity and frustration. Rage rises within me and I unleash.

         ‘So, do I sleep on her side of the bed?’ I spit, and follow up with a slew of other similarly accusing, but rhetorical, questions. Adam waits in silence as I continue my onslaught. I see pain in his eyes and I know I’m attacking the wrong person, but I can’t stop. A twisted form of jealousy, for lack of a better term, has crept in. This is not who I am, and I hate that I am indulging in it now.

         At this stage of our relationship, Adam and I are solid and happy, firmly focused on the future. We’ve discussed our feelings, the next steps and the impact our combined lives would have on our children. We want to create a family, not just a relationship. I resent the interference.

         
            Ding.

         

         This time it’s Adam’s phone, sending my butterflies into an even more frantic fluster. It’s a message request from Karissa, from a newly created account, as he’d previously blocked her usual one.

         The message is long, and again filled with expletives and vulgarity. She tells him she’s met my ex-husband in person, that I’m a crazy bitch who tried to stab him, that I stole from him, cheated on him and have plans to do the same to Adam. She tells him I look like a rat, that my nose is too big and that I’m a desperate whore, but also sexually boring. I’m clingy and a bad mother, and he will regret his decision to be with me. She will make sure of it.

         Fury is replaced with fear. I feel like I’m in a dream – a nightmare. What the hell is happening? None of what she says is true. I don’t know if she’s really met my ex-husband, if the lies are coming from him or her, or a combination of both. I have no idea if she’s going to contact anyone else.

         I feel helpless. So I say nothing. I just sit in the bed and cry. Adam wants to reply, warn her to leave us alone, but I refuse to allow it. My irrational mind tells me this is nothing more than a jealous woman after attention. And there’s no way I’m going to give it to her.

         
            *

         

         I’ve been working as a freelance journalist since my eldest son was born 13 years ago. My children are all in school, so I spend my working days alone at home. I may move from my workstation to the couch and back again, just for a change of scenery. Sometimes I’ll sit outside. I stop to make lunch, usually eating at my desk. Sometimes I pause to watch a bit of daytime TV.

         I speak with my mum each day on the phone. Occasionally a friend calls. But essentially, I spend my days alone with my work and my thoughts. I am a chronic overthinker at the best of times, always have been. And, like most who share this affliction, overthinking peaks during moments of solitude. For me, those moments are frequent. My thoughts race and overlap, they collide and jumble. It’s why I found solace in writing. The mishmash of words that dance in my brain land on the paper in an orderly fashion. They make sense.

         I’m sitting at my desk, about a week after those late-night messages, and as the words I’m supposed to be writing fight for my mind’s attention, I hear a familiar sound. My heart leaps.

         A message request. This time from an Ellie Gibbons.

         
            I got your name from someone who works with Adam.

            He’s shady as fuck girl.

            He hit me up last week, but I told him hell no.

            He’s making his way around the workplace.

         

         My breathing quickens. I immediately pick up the phone and dial Adam’s number. I feel like the punchline of a bad joke, a pitiful character in a B-grade comedy. Surely – surely – there is not a second woman preoccupied enough with Adam to track me down. I click on the profile. It’s blank. No profile picture, no cover photo. No information, and no friends. Realisation creeps in. I check the username of the account.

         
            @Karissaowens_

         

         I breathe deeply and wonder if the username is a case of poor attention to detail, or if she wants me to know it’s her. I take a screenshot, ensuring both the username and the account name can be seen. I’ve been taking screenshots religiously since the very beginning. An automatic action – journalistic instinct, perhaps.

         When Adam picks up, I blurt out the contents of the message and tell him about the fake account. There is a change in his voice, a detectible rise in concern. He’d obviously known she was possessive, prone to drama, vicious even – these were the reasons he didn’t pursue the relationship. But this is clearly moving beyond anything he could have envisaged. As we talk, he receives a message request. It’s from yet another Karissa Owens account – the third new account so far. He takes screenshots of the messages and sends them to me so we can read them together.

         
            Hey douche bag.

            Guess what?!?

            I fucking hate you. Sooooo much.

         

         In the lengthy message, she describes how she wants to ‘cut his dick off’, and reminds him that I’m a ‘desperate and crazy whore’. She says she’s friends with me on Facebook but I’m too stupid to realise.

         
            She’d add the fucking pope if he asked.

         

         She says she saves my photos and shows them to her kids. She tells him she’s met with my ex-husband.

         
            Everything you don’t want in a partner you are stuck with. So Ha Ha. Fuuuuuuuuuuuccccckkkk youuuuuuu.

         

         She alludes to collusion with my ex-husband. A plan for revenge. Or … something.

         
            Oh, the best is yet to come.

            Just wait.

            We will reveal soon enough.

         

         I can’t make sense of my emotions. They bounce around wildly, like improper ingredients thrown into a blender – a mix of anger, sadness, shock and fear, plus a few others I can’t seem to find the words for – combining to form a sour-tasting mess. The vulgarity, the language, the lies, the threats – I can’t get my head around any of it. The juvenile quality of the messages only adds to the feeling of menace. Within the hour, Adam is at my door, holding me close. He is worried for me. But he is also worried for us. Will this drive me away? He promises me he will fix it.

         ‘No,’ I say. ‘We won’t be doing anything.’

         I’m convinced that ignoring her is the best approach. Despite my churning stomach and the deep knowledge this isn’t right, I convince myself that Karissa is just an unstable, jealous woman who wants attention. She will get bored, and she will go away.

         
            *

         

         While the kids sleep, I stare into the abyss that is my wardrobe, bursting with too many clothes (although I never have anything to wear). As I ruthlessly toss unwanted garments onto my cull pile, my phone rings. My mum’s name flashes on the screen. It’s unusual for her to call this late, so I pick up quickly.

         ‘Is everything okay?’ I ask. Thankfully no-one is hurt or sick. But there is something in her voice.

         My mum and I are extremely close. As close as a mother and daughter can be. There is almost nothing I don’t discuss with her. I make most of my life decisions, both big and small, following thorough consultation, and we always enjoy a major debrief afterwards. We’re also fabulous friends, we talk for an hour or more most days, about anything and everything. She knows exactly how my relationship with Adam unfolded, when and how I fell in love. She also knows about Karissa. Every message, and all the gory details within, that have been sent to both Adam and me.

         So when she receives a message request, she calls me immediately, knowing exactly who it is. She doesn’t accept the request, but keeps the message, takes a screenshot, and sends it to me to add to my ever-growing collection. The message addresses my mum by her first name and refers to Adam as her ‘new son-in-law’, then continues with a slew of lies. The sender writes that Adam and I had an affair while I was married, that I stole him from her, and that I need to ‘watch out’. She invents a confrontation between us, claiming she approached me about the supposed affair, and I denied it.

         Thankfully, my mum knows the truth, so it’s not the lies that scare me, but the boldness of the act. The fact that this woman has deliberately defamed me, attacking my integrity and my reputation, by contacting my mum. It’s brazen, it’s weird and it’s downright scary.

         How does she even know who my mum is? Both our Facebook accounts are private, and my mum doesn’t use Instagram. Was it my ex-husband? How much research is she prepared to do, and who else is she prepared to contact? The questions shoot like rapid fire through my brain. Fortunately, my mum has a beautiful way of making things make sense. She is my calm and my strength. When I put down the phone, I feel in control, but I am anxious. I pace, picking at the skin surrounding my thumbnails, a nervous trait I’ve had since childhood.

         Who else is she prepared to contact? This is the question that unnerves me the most.

         I’m not a particularly wild woman, especially when it comes to relationships. For the most part, I follow the rules. I’m ambitious, but not an overt risk-taker. I’ve held the same values my entire adult life, and much of my teen years too. One of things I love most about Adam is that he shares these values.

         I’m overwhelmed by what I’m being accused of. By what Adam is being accused of. The absurdity of it is outweighed by the sordidness. We have careers, children. We have former spouses, friends, family. I’m terrified that having failed at destroying our relationship by contacting us directly with attacks and lies, Karissa has now shifted her focus to destroying us from the outside in.

         
            *

         

         For the most part, I relegate the situation with Karissa to external noise. It interrupts the movie but doesn’t ruin it. I have a good life – amazing family and friends, fulfilling work and a beautifully evolving relationship. Adam is the antithesis of the men I often write about in my work on family law and relationships. He is a doting father. He willingly pays child support. His children live with him 50 per cent of the time and his life revolves around that time with them. He treats me well and loves my children, and they love him.

         My parents tell me I’ve returned to my old self. I feel like my old self.

         I admit the intensity of feeling scares me a little. The end of my toxic marriage rendered me fiercely protective of both my independence and my heart. The former, I’ll never let go of again; the latter, well, that’s another story.

         
            *

         

         
            Ding.

         

         Adam receives another message request. It’s from a new account in Karissa’s name. The fourth so far. The message is erratic and jumps from topic to topic. I’m a whore that plans to leave him, she writes. She reminds him I look like a rat, and doesn’t he hate blonde hair? She asks if what they had was a lie, and how he can be so happy with ‘a bitch’ like me.

         She tells him she knows we attended a Melbourne Cup event the week before and that she’s never hated anyone this much.

         The same week, I also receive multiple messages from different accounts in Karissa’s name. She tells me Adam will eventually leave me and return to her, that I’m delusional. That she feels sorry for me. Using one of the accounts, she likes around a dozen of my previous Facebook profile photos. More messages arrive over the next few weeks and months, all with similar content. As quickly as we block accounts, new ones are created.

         Her messages to Adam vary from vicious abuse to desperate grovelling. Each one rips apart my appearance, calls me vulgar names and attacks me to my core through lies and innuendo. On one occasion she sends a screenshot of a Facebook location tag, a local restaurant. She also tags my ex-husband, implying they’re together. ‘Haha,’ she writes.

         The messages sent to me are mostly the same. Reminding me Adam still wants her, that he plans to leave me. That I’m ugly, a rat face with squinty eyes. And that Adam hates my children.

         I’ve done a bit of digging, of course – it’s in a journalist’s blood – but I don’t find much. I figure she doesn’t mix in the same circles as me. From what I’ve heard, we seem to be chalk and cheese as far as both personality and lifestyle go. So why do I care what she says about me? What she says to me? I chastise myself for allowing her words to worm their way into my brain, but it makes little difference.

         I should be clear. This is a story about an experience, one experience, so that is what my words focus on. But it’s just one part of an otherwise beautiful and complex life; a poke in the ribs when I least expect it. I’ll be going about my business one minute, then out of the blue, a feeling creeps up and taps me on the shoulder. The tap isn’t always anxiety, although that is common. Sometimes it’s anger, deep anger. A simmering rage – at myself, at Karissa and sometimes at Adam for having ever known her. I need someone to blame and, at times, I become the type of woman who requires proof of love. I demand it, hurling cruel words and expecting loving ones in return. Thankfully, I receive them, but it’s not who I am.

         
            *

         

         ‘Here Comes Santa Clause’ echoes through our home. We’re the picture of Christmas cheer (and cheese), each of us wearing a Christmas t-shirt and Santa hat. The tree is up – we picked it up a week ago, the last purchase on a road trip to the gorgeous Tiaro Christmas Cottage in preparation for our first Christmas together. Five kids are standing in a crooked and chaotic line, baubles in hand, ready to start decorating.

         I’ve been a Christmas tragic for as long as I can remember. I believed in Santa until my parents let me down gently at the age of 11, after I refused to accept what was being said in the schoolyard. My brother and I continued to hang our stockings until the day we left home, and we always woke to find them filled with goodies. Since the day my eldest son was born, I’ve wanted to emulate those experiences for my children, and for the most part, I think I have. But throughout their early years, I often did it alone – silently filling stockings while the rest of the household, including their father, slept – and there was something a little sad about that.

         But times have changed. This Christmas, it’s noisy and chaotic, it’s joyous and – dare I say it – festive. It’s the Christmas of my dreams, the Christmas of my childhood. I see the joy on our children’s faces, so as usual, I grab my phone and take too many photos, capturing one of the most magical moments of my adult life. I make our first Christmas family photo my new Facebook cover photo, and I go to sleep with carols ringing in my ears.

         The following day we rise late. It is one of those days where breakfast becomes lunch, and kids wear pyjamas for longer than socially acceptable. I’m sipping my second, maybe third, coffee for the day when Adam calls me to the kitchen table, where he sits, gazing skywards, his laptop open in front of him. Immediately, I can tell something is wrong. He’s received an email, he tells me, and points the computer towards me. I see it’s from Karissa, sent from a freshly created email address because he’s blocked the previous two.

         I brace myself and look at the screen. I’m taken aback to see an image of myself. I open the attachment first. It’s a screenshot of a Facebook message exchange. The message is from ‘me’. My profile photo. My name. The message is to ‘Karissa’. Only I didn’t write it.

         
            No Xmas for you.

            Get the hint bitch.

            He’s mine.

            He will never believe you.

         

         Our family Christmas photo is included, as though I’ve sent it to her to rub salt into her supposed wounds. Half of her ‘reply’ is included in the screenshot.

         
            I’m so far from caring about you two.

            I just got engaged last night so I don’t really.

         

         My eyes shift to the body of the email.

         
            She won’t stop! I’m done with her. This is your woman. You must be an idiot and she is a dumb arse. I’ve had plenty of these messages. I’ve asked her to stop. She is a bitch and constantly sends me photos of you guys. This photo makes no impact on my life whatsoever. So her nasty shit will be forward to her and your family. Tell her to leave me alone!

         

         Realisation hits, and I begin to tremble. She’s stolen my photo, created a fake account in my name, and literally sent herself messages purporting to be from me. Adam doesn’t ask me if I wrote the messages – he knows the answer. Still, I fumble with my phone and thrust the unnecessary proof into his hands, for my own benefit more than his. A jolt back to reality, and a reminder to resist the gaslighting.

         The room spins, and I take hold of the hardwood chair to steady myself. I can hear myself rambling, almost chanting. I’m being impersonated, she wants to ruin my life. Who else will she send this to? What if she contacts my clients? My friends?

         As panic takes hold I honestly don’t know if I’m overreacting or underreacting. This is a common response for stalking victims, only I don’t know that yet. I just feel helpless and pathetic.

         Victims of coercive control often experience a similar type of self-questioning, the consequence of insidious behaviour that sneaks up on you, leaving you confused, gaslit by your own mind. Like being placed in a pot of cool water, the heat slowly increasing, until you wonder why you’re boiling alive.

         Is it illegal to impersonate someone in this way? I’m unsure, but it’s enough to drive me to act. We call one of Adam’s friends – he’s a police officer. We give him a brief rundown of our situation – glossing over the sordidness, as usual – and ask what we can do. He warns us that making an official report could make matters worse. A failed restraining order may embolden the perpetrator, he says, a successful one may anger and inflame them. The fear of escalation following reporting is a familiar and perfectly justified fear, experienced by many victims of domestic abuse in relation to domestic violence orders (DVOs). Thousands of DVOs are breached every year in each state of Australia, often with devastating consequences.1

         When Hannah Clarke was murdered in 2020, burnt alive along with her three children, Aaliyah, Laianah and Trey, by her estranged husband, Rowan Baxter, he was the subject of a DVO. He’d already breached that DVO once, having stalked her for months prior to the attack. While there was a history of coercive control and emotional abuse in the relationship, the family’s murder was Baxter’s first known physical assault.2

         There are countless other cases where the first physical attack by a domestic abuser takes place after they become the subject of a DVO. Instead of taking formal action, Adam’s friend suggests we contact Karissa via email, and advise her that we intend to take legal and/or police action if she continues to harass us. It feels pointless. I feel helpless and confused, so I decide to hold off. I cling to my resolve in refusing her the satisfaction of contact. She will get bored eventually.

         Her evolving behaviour can’t be ignored though, and I’m concerned about her involvement with my ex-husband, who so far seems only too happy to add fuel to the fire.

         Despite the tension, I send him an email, imploring him to avoid communication with Karissa, to put his feelings towards me aside, to not let emotion cloud his judgement. I explain she’s been seriously harassing me and my family, that I think she might even be dangerous. He replies, telling me Karissa has shown him the messages.

         I recall the screenshots she sent to Adam from an account purporting to be me, and figure she’s done the same to him. ‘Ask her to show you the messages on her actual phone,’ I write. ‘Click on the account created in my name. It won’t lead you to my profile. There are no messages. You know it isn’t me.’ But he doesn’t reply.

         
            *

         

         It’s a scorching December night. A Thursday. I’ve showered early and tucked myself into bed, armed with a cup of tea and a good book. The rickety fan is on high and looks as though it might fly away from the ceiling. It’s covered in dust and I promise myself I’ll clean it tomorrow, though the likelihood of that happening is slim. Adam will be coming over in a few hours. He’s at a shopping centre, about half an hour from my home, supervising the setup of a pop-up store. Around 8.30 pm the phone rings.

         ‘Hey honey,’ I say cheerfully, assuming he’s calling to tell me he’s on the way.

         ‘Karissa is here,’ he blurts out.

         He’d heard his name shouted from an upper level of the shopping centre. When he looked up, he saw her. She flipped him the bird, then quickly began walking. He didn’t know where she was going and, fearing she might be heading his way, told a colleague he had to leave, offering a vague explanation about a bothersome ex.

         I put down the phone as anxiety rises up my body, then grips me tightly as I grapple with the combined feeling of helpless unease and anxious rage. Within minutes my phone alerts me to a message. It’s from another of Karissa’s accounts. This time the message has been sent to my work Facebook page.

         
            It was so nice seeing Adam at [the shops] tonight. Great hug and he looked really sad.

         

         
            Ding.

            I asked him if he loves you and he said no. That it all happened too quickly. You guys really need to talk. I felt awkward and sorry for him.

         

         Within 15 minutes, Adam is home, and this time we say very little about it. He’d left straight away, but his colleague says she never did turn up at the pop-up store. We address the coincidence of her being there, and hope that it’s nothing more than that – a coincidence.

         
            *

         

         My Facebook account is restricted to friends only. After Karissa’s claim that she’d tricked me into accepting her friend request, I’d scoured through every name, every face, deleting anyone who didn’t seem familiar. It’s always been my philosophy to only accept people I know, but over the years I’ve added the odd mutual friend or industry colleague. But I feel confident there are no fake accounts on my list.

         For a freelance journalist and content writer, social media is a necessary evil. I use LinkedIn less frequently than I should, and I have a public Instagram account that combines personal and work-related content. Content creation of this kind is not my forte, so limiting Instagram to one account saves me time, while enabling me to build and promote my personal brand. I’m on Twitter too but rarely use it. By the time I come up for air after work and parenting duties, my brain simply doesn’t have the required battery power to offer a worthy contribution to an online conversation.

         When the stalking first began, I sought out Karissa on each of the social media platforms. I found nothing on Twitter, but I did find an account on Instagram. It looked inactive, though, with nothing posted for the past couple of years, so I haven’t revisited it since then, or even given it much thought. I post freely on the platform – curated content, posted with a purpose in mind, as opposed to the endless family photos I share privately on Facebook with family and friends.

         When I receive a direct message request on Instagram, I don’t feel the sense of dread that has become par for the course on Facebook. Then I see her name. The message is from the account I’d found previously, but the profile photo and bio have been updated.

         She makes fun of my rat face and big nose. Tells me my posts make her sick and that she and her friends create memes from them, that I better tell Adam to leave her alone because he keeps messaging her, and that her new boyfriend is much hotter anyway. She says she can’t wait until he cheats on me or gives me a disease, or vice versa.

         This time, I don’t cry or shake or tremble. The absurdity of these desperate and contradictory messages smacks me right in the face. Just how weak have I become?

         Enough is enough.

         I send a reply for the first time since the stalking began.

         
            It seems ignoring you doesn’t make you go away.

            Please scrape up what dignity you have left, and leave us alone.

         

         I press send and experience a mix of satisfaction and dread. The message is limp, but to the point. Maybe it’ll prompt enough shame in her to stop what she’s doing. Or maybe it’ll make things worse.

         A read receipt pops up and my heart leaps into my throat. Within seconds, the account blocks me. A feeling of satisfaction, almost exhilaration, rises within me.

         Maybe all I needed to do was speak up? The feeling doesn’t last long. A few seconds pass, and I receive another message request, this time from an Evelyn Gray.

         
            You are getting played big time. He’s made plans to leave you. Sorry but you need to hear it. I’ve heard all about you. He’s said horrible things about you. He’s faking it. He’s not in love with you. The sex is crap. Etc Etc.

         

         I click on the profile, and as I expected, it is blank. No profile picture, no followers, no posts. I take stock of what’s just occurred. Her response to my reply is to create a fake account, and up the ante on the content. As I block the account, my strength dissipates. I feel defeated. The police officer’s warning was justified, I tell myself. Responding is only going to make things worse. We will stick to the original plan. We will ignore her.

         For the next week I obsessively check my social media accounts for messages. I experience a physical response every time my phone makes a sound, my stomach a raging ocean. But a couple of weeks pass without incident, and I begin to breathe a little easier, a little slower. I drop my guard, just a bit, and the compulsion to continuously pick up my phone lessens.

         
            *

         

         It’s Friday night and the storm outside is fierce. The howling wind makes the trees thrash, ridding themselves of twigs and leaves in the process. We’re curled up on the couch. Crackers and gherkin dip sit half eaten on the coffee table, as Mother Nature makes herself known. It’s time for a cuppa. I walk to the kitchen and fill the jug. My phone sits on the bench charging, and I pick it up while I wait for the kettle to boil. It’s been a while since I’ve received anything from Karissa, so I’m at ease, but the feeling is temporary. I register a notification from Instagram.

         
            There are four new comments from @karissa_00

         

         The comments have been added to a photo I posted on the last day of school holidays. It is a simple image – the seven of us at the park, enjoying the hot sun and a barbecue by the canals. I feel my pounding heart, my laboured breathing, my panic.

         
            Keep up the posts!!! We’ve had the best time turning them into memes on our group chat. Glad to see Adam isn’t pulling any new moves. Watch out for diseases. Oh you were the one spreading them while you were fucking everyone while with your partner. #karma #stds

            Please thank him for the flowers he sent for my birthday. Way nicer than yours. #roses #notweeds #mademyboyfriendjealous He hates blondes. You always looked like a rat. Your nose is too big and not attractive.

            Your profile is public just to make people vomit. So thanks!

         

         I have no idea how long the comments have been there for public consumption. I think back to when we pulled out the crackers and plugged our phones in to charge. It’s been about half an hour. Despite my panic, I screenshot each comment before deleting them and blocking the account. I run to Adam and make the dramatic announcement: She has gone public.

         I eventually discover, through research, that Karissa has already exhibited multiple behaviours that fit the stalking profile – continuous contact, approaching family and friends, public defamation, the spreading of lies. Right now, though, I have no idea what I’m dealing with. I don’t know whether her behaviour is illegal or not. Is it illegal to lie? Is it illegal to lie in public? I have no idea. What I do know is that I have to do something. There’s no time for tears or anger or blame.

         ‘We have to write the email,’ I tell Adam, referring to the advice from his police officer friend. We have to warn Karissa to back off or risk facing legal action. The relief on his face is palpable. He has spent so long being forced, by me, to sit on his hands while our life and happiness is attacked. We carefully draft an email and send it to the three email addresses we have for Karissa, copying in both his and my accounts. We want to be sure she receives it, and that she understands that we are united and strong. We inform her that we have spoken to the police, and that there will be legal action if she contacts either of us, our families, or even replies to this email.

         And then we wait.
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