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To my daughter,
the heartbeat to my resilience,
you are everything to me
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Prologue

Friday, 22 June 2012 begins like any other Friday that year. Except on this particular Friday, I am on the edge of a train platform, about to choose death. This is where it all ends, I think. One second of intense pain to never know pain again.

Balaclava Station is five stops from the CBD, and at 8 a.m. on a weekday, there’s a rush of Melburnians headed for the city. I have to jostle my way through a sea of black umbrellas to reach the platform edge, but despite the commotion, I feel cocooned in a circle of silence where only me and my dark deliberations exist.

I hadn’t planned this. The day began as it did three days a week, every week. I crawled out of bed, packed my nursing books and drove to Balaclava Station. It was a cold morning and the biting wind and spitting grey skies mirrored my dark mood. The events of Wednesday played repeatedly in my mind; time with my one-year-old daughter would now be supervised. I would see her for two hours, five times a week while I was watched by other people. I couldn’t be trusted alone with my daughter.

My mother’s words ring in my ears. ‘You are worthless, Dassi, rotten to the core. You don’t deserve to live.’ I believe her. I know she is right, and my heart struggles under the weight of this knowledge.

By the time I park outside the station, I’ve decided. It will be better if I am gone.

I wait for the train. Every two minutes an automated announcement reminds us to stand behind the yellow line, to ensure our safety.

The platform is wet and slippery. It will look like a fall, I think. One missed step will end everything.

The 8.05 arrives. I stand still as the crowd of bodies presses against me, everyone vying to board the already overcrowded train. The train leaves with me still standing on the platform. Failure, the voice in my head says. Couldn’t even kill yourself.

The wind howls and I pull my jumper tighter. The moment has passed, moved on without me. I don’t step away from the edge; I’m frozen in fear of myself.

It has been three months since I was last discharged from the Albert Road psychiatric clinic. I have begun the process of making a police statement against my former principal and sexual abuser, and separating myself from the exclusive, insular community I grew up and married within. It’s a lot.

The sound of a baby chattering in excitement breaks me from my dissociative state. I can’t do this to my daughter. Not here, not like this.

When the 8.15 train arrives I allow myself to be swept inside the carriage, and I stand pressed against the door, breathing in the sweat of the man standing beside me. I get off at Flinders Street Station, my body on autopilot while my mind plays catch-up. I trudge up Swanston Street and down Bourke Street, like I do every Monday, Wednesday and Friday, to Navitas University, where I am studying a diploma of nursing, and join my classmates outside. I am grateful for their friendship; I have only known them for a couple of months, and they are so different from the people I grew up with.

Ten minutes into the first lecture I escape the classroom in search of solitude, secluding myself in the university bathroom atop the lid of a toilet. The smell of cleaning chemicals lingers in the air. Taking out my phone, I flick through photos from a park adventure with my daughter two days before. We look happy and relaxed, wrapped up in coats, enjoying the sunny day. Two days ago, I was free to hug, bond and play with her. Now, I have just two assigned hours with her, and a pair of eyes watching our every move.

The tears fall silently, pooling on the phone screen. Two students enter the bathroom and fix their make-up in the mirror. I strangle my sobs as I wait for them to leave and analyse every choice that has led me to this moment, days shy of my twenty-fifth birthday. It is a strange place to take stock of my life, but the white walls make an appropriate backdrop to my dark thoughts.

Two years ago, I was secure in my arranged marriage, finally pregnant with our first child after three years trying to conceive. I worked as a personal assistant to the principal of a local Jewish boys’ school while my husband spent his days in the synagogue, studying the Torah and praying. Our life mirrored the lives of all our friends, except they were pregnant with their second or third children.

Within eighteen months, I had given birth, separated from my husband, had three lengthy hospital admissions for postpartum depression, given a statement to the police about the sexual abuse I had suffered at the hands of my former principal, left my closed community and enrolled in a nursing degree.

I look down at myself in my short denim skirt and black leggings. Whose strange life was I living? Was this all part of secular society? Why couldn’t I have stayed silent and buried my truth in the religious life destined for me?

The destructive inner voice is back, and determined to crush me. Your new life is flimsy and unsustainable; you’ll never make it. I remember the childhood stories about those who tried to leave our community: they either ended up dead or lived on the streets as druggies and alcoholics.

I dry my eyes and leave the bathroom. I skirt towards the exit, past the half-glazed classroom windows, hoping no one will notice my red-faced escape.

It is 10.30 a.m. and the changeable Melbourne weather has turned from dreary into bright sunshine. I join the stream of slow-moving tourists shopping on Bourke Street and duck into Target. The gleaming white floors and colourful toys are soothing. I check my bank account. I have $70 to last until next week; I can make do with $40. I choose a Hoot Owl plushie for my daughter, and already, I feel lighter. I might only see her for two hours today, but I will make sure every minute counts.

I jump aboard a passing tram. Six hours until I can hold my daughter in my arms and tell her I love her. I wrap myself around a yellow pole for balance as the tram lurches the four stops to Flinders Street Station.

I enter Melbourne’s oldest station under its famous clocks and catch the Sandringham line to Balaclava. Once again, I am standing on the edge of the train platform. But this time when I look down at the tracks, I realise something: I don’t want to die, I want to kill something inside me.

I sit down on the now-deserted platform and speak out loud to myself.

‘Dassi, you have two choices. You can feel sorry for yourself. You can give up, lean into the narrative that the system is punishing you for circumstances beyond your control. You can let it ruin you, continue the cycle of inherited trauma, prove that you are indeed a worthless mother.

Or you can get up and fight. Do the work. Take the help being offered to you and fix yourself. Prove that you are not broken. Be the mother you always wanted to be. Give your daughter the love and safety you never had.

It will be hard, but it can be done. It must be done.’




CHAPTER 1

The monster

My mother stood in the corner of my bedroom smashing my doll against the floor. I shrank back into the top bunk, trying to make myself invisible as I watched on in horror. Esther was my only doll.

Mummy was screaming, and it took me a minute to realise she was screaming at me. ‘Dassi, get me a knife.’ I tumbled down the ladder of the bunk and ran. Down the stairs, through the hall and into the kitchen. The sun in the backyard filtered through the windows. I stopped for a moment and stared at my bike, propped against the shed. I could hear the girl across the road laughing with her brothers as they rode up and down our dead-end street. I was envious of her life. I had spent so many afternoons watching her family from the upstairs window, while I was locked inside and forbidden to play.

‘AVODAH ZARAH, AVODAH ZARAH.’ My mother’s yelling travelled down the stairs.

‘Avodah Zarah’ referred to idol worship or creating an image of God himself. This was forbidden under Jewish law. Although God had no physical form, humans are representations of God, and a human sculpture could be considered an idol. According to the strict interpretation of the Talmud’s holy teachings, my doll’s human-like features were an affront to God.

I needed to hurry. Panicked, I pulled open both cutlery drawers. Which knife did I bring my mother? Red or blue? Dairy or meat? I jumped up and down, gripped by indecision, then grabbed the red knife and bolted back up the stairs as fast as my five-year-old legs would carry me.

My prep teacher had taught us not to run with sharp objects, but I didn’t slow. There was no time for caution.

My older sister Nicole was on her trundle bed and my younger sister Elly was on the lower bunk, clutching her own doll. The monster that had swallowed my mother stood at the back of the room, Esther trapped between her fingers.

I handed the knife to my mother and shrunk back. I retreated two steps, but her eyes told me to stop there.

The knife punctured Esther’s face again and again. ‘Avodah Zarah,’ my mother repeated as she handed the doll back to me, her voice softer now. Elly and Nicole didn’t move as my mother took their dolls and cut holes in their faces.

After she left the room, I climbed back into bed clutching my disfigured doll. I’m sorry, Esther, I told her, but Esther didn’t look like Esther anymore. There was a hole where her face used to be.

I covered Esther’s poor, damaged face and tried to retreat into the quiet world inside my mind. It didn’t matter that Esther was broken or that I would get no dinner that day. I covered my head, sucked my thumb, and disappeared into the world where I felt nothing. No pain, no hunger, no fear. A world where suffering didn’t exist. I had been retreating into this world since I was old enough to know it was safer than the one I was living in.

I was born during the early hours of a wintry Australian morning in June, the fourth daughter in a family that would eventually number seven children. The year was 1987 and my parents were on a religious quest. By the time I turned six my family would belong to the most exclusive Jewish ultra-Orthodox community in Melbourne. Religion, and fear of my parents, would be the defining features of my childhood.

According to strict Jewish law, a family only fulfils the commandment to ‘be fruitful and multiply’ if they give birth to both male and female children. My parents had my sisters Dalia, Tamar and Nicole before I came along. Despite poor health and difficult pregnancies, my mother would then go on to have my younger sister Elly and my two brothers, Isaac and Ben.

Our family was considered small in the community. According to Jewish belief, each child’s soul represents a whole world, and killing that possibility with birth control is akin to murder. My mother almost died during the labour with Ben and only then received the rabbi’s permission to take measures against further pregnancy.

My parents’ mixed marriage was tumultuous. My father came from an English, multi-generational, upper middle-class family.

He was born in the Royal Northern Hospital in London in 1953, the same week that the Queen was crowned. The family of five – his parents and his two sisters – lived in the upmarket London suburb of Hampstead Gardens. His family, as Liberal Jews, lived a cultural expression of Judaism, engaging with the traditions of the faith while also embracing modernity, such as the use of technology and mixing with the secular community.

My mother was an exotic, dark-skinned child of Israeli immigrants, one of five daughters including a set of twins. Her father had been a fervent follower of religious life and engaged in training to become a rabbi. My mother’s early years were spent in Israel around her grandparents, who kept a strongly traditional home.

When my mother was ten, her parents moved them to England, and the family dropped many of the religious traditions as financial struggles saw her father moving away from his rabbinical training to open a restaurant in London.

Both my parents attended Habonim, a Socialist-Zionist Jewish youth movement in London. My father, at the time a nineteen-year-old university student, had walked into the club and seen a young woman sitting on the floor, and told himself he was going to marry that girl. My mother was sixteen at the time.

It was 1973. My parents began a whirlwind romance and quickly fell in love. They informed their parents that if they didn’t allow them to marry, they would live together. Both sets of parents were aghast at the idea, and despite their families’ wishes for them to delay the marriage until my father had finished university and my mother was older, they married later that same year. Although neither lived a religious life, their marriage was held in an Orthodox synagogue, as they intended to settle in Israel. Marrying in an Orthodox synagogue would prevent them from having to serve in the Israeli Army.

They travelled to Paris for their honeymoon and, wanting independence, chose to settle away from their families in Manchester, England. My father finished his university degree in information technology and began looking for a job. A year later, in November 1974, Dalia was born. My parents struggled to support themselves and my paternal grandmother helped them financially when she was able. Tamar was born three years later, in September 1977.

With two young kids and limited funds, my parents decided to move across the world. Warm, sunny Australia seemed ideal. My father’s qualifications as a computer programmer were in high demand, and offered the growing family financial stability. So, in 1981 my parents began a new life in Melbourne.

Before their departure, my mother travelled to Israel to seek out a rabbi for a blessing. She had a secret hope of leading a more religious life, and asked the rabbi to grant her wish that my father would also embrace a religious lifestyle. The rabbi gave her a blessing, and she held that promise to heart.

After they settled in St Kilda, my father successfully developed a business in computer technology and my mother looked around for a Jewish day school where she could enrol Dalia and Tamar. She considered Yavneh College, the modern Zionist school in Elsternwick, but a chance meeting with a rabbi’s wife in a Jewish bakery convinced her to instead enrol my sisters in Beth Rivka – a religious school in East St Kilda.

Beth Rivka was a staunch Lubavitch school with a philosophy promoting knowledge and religious practice. Lubavitch is a Hasidic movement within ultra-Orthodox Judaism, known for its outreach activities and its emphasis on the study of the Torah and adherence to the commandments in daily life. The movement is also sometimes referred to as Chabad, an acronym for the Hebrew words ‘Chochmah, Binah, Da’at’ (wisdom, understanding and knowledge).

Dalia was devoted to her religious teachings, and encouraged my mother to light Shabbat candles and keep the Shabbat – a holy day of rest that follows many strict customs. The family was warmly welcomed by Lubavitch community members, who provided them with guidance and support. To my mother’s great joy, my father also began attending classes to learn how to properly observe the Shabbat.

Religious observance in our family quickly became a source of tension between my parents. My mum wanted to live a religious life while retaining the practices of her childhood, without the numerous restrictions, whereas my dad, having experienced a taste of a religious lifestyle, wanted to embrace it wholeheartedly. The religion they were taught by the community had many life-changing rules, including a married woman covering her hair, keeping a scheduled sex life, and observing dietary laws.

Once my father was exposed to religion in an authentic manner, his outlook shifted drastically. His apathy was replaced by a strong conviction. No longer was my mother leading the charge.

My parents had tried for more children, but faced fertility complications after the placenta ruptured during my mother’s pregnancy with Tamar. They had conceived multiple times, but each pregnancy ended in a miscarriage. My mother was promised by a rabbi that if she took on God’s law, she would be able to carry a healthy baby to term. With this promise in mind, she agreed to embrace a religious lifestyle.

At first, living a religious life seemed daunting. There were so many rules and restrictions to follow; the family would need to make many changes.

They took steps to purify their lives and banished any and all outside influences: no more television, radio, secular newspapers, catalogues or non-Jewish music. Only Jewish music was now permitted, sung solely by boys and men; women’s voices in song were forbidden, deemed too immodest for a man’s ears. No longer content with the secular world, the family found solace in the Torah and the many rabbis who preached its message.

My parents lived next door to a rabbi in the ultra-Orthodox community. He attended their home and showed them how to make a kosher kitchen. Dishes that had been used for non-kosher food were discarded and new ones were bought and ritualised in a holy bath. My mother, obsessed with cleanliness, took on the cleaning and ‘koshering’ of the kitchen with gusto. After the kitchen had been cleaned and left covered for forty-eight hours, the rabbi poured boiling water over the countertops and sinks and declared it ready for use.

From now on, meat and dairy would be cooked and eaten separately, using only ingredients found in Jewish grocery stores or approved by the governing Australian kosher authority. The Bible states not to cook a goat in its mother’s milk, and the many laws from the Torah regarding eating meat and dairy together came from the translation and understanding of this quote. One was not allowed to eat meat and dairy in the same meal, and the dairy could not be consumed for six hours after eating meat. Slowly, my mother learnt to cook the foods traditional to Jewish women worldwide, and to ensure they were up to the highest kosher standards.

The rabbi’s promise of a healthy baby came to fruition. My mother carried a pregnancy to term and in 1985 my sister Nicole was born.

By the time I was born two years later, in 1987, my parents aspired to an even more religious life. Although the Lubavitch community members were ultra-Orthodox, their outreach meant they were involved in the secular world. The Adass community represented the epitome of religious observance, insular and exclusive, and my mother wanted in.




CHAPTER 2

Growing up Adass

Nestled in the popular suburb of East St Kilda, Melbourne, lies the Adass Israel community – an ultra-Orthodox Jewish sect of approximately 250 families who adhere to the strictest interpretation of the commandments in the Torah. The community has its own self-sufficient services, such as kindergartens, schools, shops, synagogue, cemetery and medical service, and rarely engages with the wider community.

In 1939–40, a group of Elwood Talmud Torah members, unsatisfied with the level of observance in their congregation, decided to form their own – the Kehila Kedosha Beis Haknesses Ahawah Zion. In 1944, they affiliated with the London Adass Yisroel movement, and adopted the name Adass Israel in 1950. To be part of the movement, their constitution had to include a commitment to Orthodoxy, and had to stipulate that no one who desecrated the Sabbath or ate forbidden food could be on the governing body.

Immigration after the war laid the foundation for the Adass community, and in 1950 the work began to build a mikveh (ritual bath), which played an important role in community life for men and women. A government-recognised primary school and a kosher meat facility were also built. In 1959, a War Memorial Synagogue Building fund was established. The school building opened the night before the foundation stone for the synagogue was laid, marking the start of a new future for the congregation. My mother learnt of the Adass community through the rabbi next door, and chose to enrol her children in Adass. By 1992, we had officially become members of the Adass community.

East St Kilda was one suburb and a million miles away from its well-known neighbour St Kilda, with its famous beach, pier, Luna Park and edgy nightlife. Our suburb was inland, with standalone houses on small blocks, intersected by the tramlines carrying rattling trams between the city and Melbourne’s southeastern suburbs.

Living side by side with our secular neighbours, it felt like we existed in a parallel universe. There were few reasons to leave the four-block radius we lived within – journeying to the dentist in Hawthorn, only a few suburbs over, felt like travelling to a distant world.

I remember being six years old and standing glued to the bathroom doorway with Nicole and Elly as our mother held Tamar by her hair and pushed soap into her mouth. Tamar’s teeth were covered in a film of white, and I knew it would take days to rid her mouth of the taste. My mother’s roar followed her down the hall as she pushed Tamar into her bedroom. ‘You are not my daughter anymore, you don’t deserve to be Jewish. A Jewish girl doesn’t talk back to their mother like you do!’ We followed her as ordered, and gathered around the bed. My father had taken down a suitcase and collected Tamar’s belongings. Sixteen-year-old Tamar was being kicked out of the house. From today, we would no longer have an older sister.

I don’t know what Tamar had done to anger my mother. Even at this young age I had worked out her rage had no rhyme or reason, no trigger we could predict.

When our father left to drop Tamar somewhere outside the community, Nicole, Elly and I fled upstairs and hid under our blankets. I stared at the ceiling, wondering if I would ever see my sister again. I imagined the forces of evil in the secular world convincing her to wear a shorter skirt or making her forget to say the blessings after food. I thought about how hard it would be to keep all the Shabbat rules in a strange place. Not being Jewish was the worst punishment.

Nicole told us a made-up story about Zelda the robot and sang the nightly prayers with Elly and me, as Tamar had done every night, but it wasn’t the same.

When we got up the next morning, I asked my mother if Tamar would be coming home. She told us that Tamar was not a part of our family anymore, and that we would be punished if we mentioned her name. That evening, we were sent upstairs to bed without dinner as soon as we came home from school. Without Tamar to look after us we were too noisy, and our mother didn’t want to see us.

The problem with going to bed at four-thirty was that both bathrooms were downstairs, and once in bed we were forbidden to come downstairs until morning. It was a long time to hold in our pee and because we were hungry, we would drink as much as we could to fill our stomachs. Sometimes, if we were very thirsty and could overcome the guilt, we would drink the negel vassar. These cups of ‘nail water’ standing in buckets beside our beds were for pouring over each hand three times in the morning when we woke. After we washed our hands from the impurity of the night, we would sing a short stanza to thank God for giving us a new day.

The days without Tamar are remembered by the constant taste of fear in the back of my throat. Without the shield of my big sister, I was afraid of my own shadow. I wanted to please my mother, I wanted to make her happy, I wanted her to love me, but I had no idea how. Everything I did was wrong and no matter how hard I tried, I didn’t know how to make myself right.

That night Nicole, Elly and I huddled in the middle of our bedroom. Hungry, we had once again drunk water to fill our empty stomachs. We were too scared to lie down in case we peed on our sheets. The ache from holding it in was turning Elly green. I leant in close to Nicole so I wouldn’t be heard and, in a series of whispers, we made our decision: we would open the corner cupboard and pee on the carpet in turns.

The cupboard door was heavy; three metres tall and made of solid wood.

Nicole stood on the bunk bed and wrapped both hands around the handle while Elly and I lay on our stomachs and pushed our fingers underneath the door. On the count of three we dragged the door towards us. There was a loud creak, big enough to fill the room and travel downstairs, and as if rehearsed, we each froze for a moment and then flew to our beds.

We listened for the sound of our mother climbing the stairs, her bare feet in hard-soled slippers. The tone of her footsteps told us everything: how red her face would be and the rage that would pour into the room. We had been reading the way she walked since we were little.

I jammed a thumb into my mouth and squeezed my legs together, holding my breath so I could hear better. I blinked back my tears and waited. Crying would only make things worse. We waited another few moments and then, without making a sound, moved together towards the cupboard again.

I didn’t want to go first. I was convinced that every childhood monster lived behind that door, and the few times I had seen the cupboard open I’d been too scared to look inside. Goosebumps covered my chest. I knew our decision was wrong, but the monsters in the cupboard weren’t as scary as the very real one waiting downstairs.

Nicole went first, then Elly, and I peed last. With the carpet soaked in our desperation, we closed the cupboard door and tiptoed back to our beds. It was dark and my face flushed with shame as the smell seeped into the room. I was relieved that my sisters couldn’t see me. Now we had done it once, we knew we would do it again.

The following afternoon when we came home, our mother was in our bedroom, standing in front of the cupboard. The carpet hadn’t dried from our sins of the previous night, and the air breathed our secret.

‘Who did this?’ she asked. Her voice was quiet, calm. We knew that was worse than her anger. Nicole and Elly were silent, and I bit my lip to hold back my confession. My heart was thumping in my throat and my legs were straining not to fold.

My mother spoke directly to me, as if she had read my thoughts and knew what I had done. ‘Take off your clothes,’ she demanded. I ripped off my uniform and tights while she glared at me, my eyes lowered with the shame of being immodest. My mother handed me a nappy. ‘If you act like a baby, I will treat you like a baby,’ she said. For the rest of the evening, I was ordered to crawl around on the floor with the nappy under my nightie and drink water out of a bowl under the table.

Even after that punishment, we still used that cupboard in times of urgency. I felt dirty and wrong every time we did it. I tried to stop myself drinking after school so I wouldn’t need to pee, but sometimes the hole in my stomach was greater than the shame, and I drank to mask the hunger.

On the nights we were given dinner, we then spent the time until bed sitting on the pink couch in the dining room, staring at the walls. We were robots, forbidden to move. Movement meant punishment, and punishment meant time locked in the cupboard under the stairs. It was impossible to figure out how to be the ideal child; the meaning of perfect changed as quickly as my mother’s moods.

It was easy to sit still and silent. I could float into the nothing behind my eyes, to a place where my body didn’t exist. I worried about Isaac and his bundle of toddler energy. One evening my mother pulled him towards the cupboard, picked up his flailing body, threw him in and locked the door. ‘Twenty minutes,’ she told him, but he was only two years old and didn’t understand. Every time he cried to be let out, my mother started the timer again.

My heart was sore with my longing to save him. When my mother got up to use the bathroom I jumped up and ran to the cupboard door. I lay on my stomach and spoke through the crack. ‘Isaac, think about the story of elephants I read to you yesterday. Think how you are an elephant, big, strong and quiet.’ His words were soft and filled with fear. ‘My tummy is hurting, Dassi.’ I heard Nicole run into the kitchen to find something we could slip under the door.

Every moment we were away from the couch, we risked a bigger punishment, but although our young minds couldn’t fathom that this was not our fault, we knew our mother was being unfair to the youngest of us.

A couple of days later we came home from school to find Tamar standing at the sink, washing dishes, like she had never left. She seemed different, quieter, and she held her head lower. She was still dressed the same – a skirt over her knees, tights, and a long-sleeved shirt that covered her neckline.

I was relieved that the non-Jewish people hadn’t torn her away from the Torah. It was April, and our mother was weeks away from having our youngest brother. The pregnancy was fraught with complications. If she had no patience for us before, she had even less now. Tamar had been brought back to keep the house running.

The days without Tamar had given me a taste of life without the protection of my older sister. The following nights I tossed and turned, worrying about her leaving our home when she was older.

By now I had started prep at Adass Israel School and we were learning about Lag Ba’omer – a festival of celebration during a period of mourning in the Jewish calendar.

Each morning our teacher made the blessing for the day, before our morning prayers, and we chanted it after her, word for word.

The forty-nine days between two of the major Jewish festivals, Passover and Shavuot, are a period of mourning to commemorate the massacres that took place in Jewish history, especially the death of the great sage Rabbi Akiva. Every year during this seven-week period, we stopped listening to music, didn’t get married or cut our hair.

Even as a little girl, I was fascinated by the stories of the Great Rabbis and their sacrifices under the evil Roman Empire, which forbade the learning of the Torah. ‘Rabbi Akiva didn’t learn how to read until he was forty years old,’ our teacher taught us, ‘and still he gave up his life to defend the Torah.’ I wished I could find a way to sacrifice my life for such a holy cause.

One of Rabbi Akiva’s famous disciples continued to defy the Romans and spent twelve years hiding in a cave, sustained by a miraculous well and carob tree, writing a key work of Kabbalah.

Lag Ba’omer, the thirty-third of the forty-nine days between the festivals, was the day the disciple died and was buried in Meron, Israel.

On that day, observant Jews around the world stopped mourning, and we celebrated his life and his teaching by building huge bonfires to symbolise the light of religious spirituality.

The weeks leading up to Lag Ba’omer were marked by the growing pile of wood in the middle of the school playground. The taunts of the boys traipsing into the yard to drop their firewood made me realise I was too old to attend. The bonfire would be surrounded by the men and boys dancing, and at almost seven years old I was too big to slip in unnoticed as I had in previous years. I was devastated.

In later years when my mother allowed us to attend, my sisters and I would stand outside the school with the rest of the women and girls, watching the men celebrate from afar. The rituals of Lag Ba’omer, like the rest of the Jewish holidays, are mainly performed and led by and for the men.

I accepted this. Our way of life was the holiest way to live.

I recall being amazed when the non-Jewish girl who lived next door told me that, although she was a girl, she was allowed to sing in church.

We had been warned never to speak to her, given her lack of Jewish faith, but one weekend I was biking up and down Avoca Grove, coasting on the applause of our Jewish neighbours for learning to ride without training wheels, when a little girl in a white dress caught my eye.

Perhaps it was the confidence boost I had received that gave me the courage to defy my parents’ order and stop outside her gate, but without thinking, I yelled out hello. ‘I’ve just come home from church,’ she explained to me.

‘What’s church like?’ I asked her.

I felt incredibly naughty for saying the word ‘church’ out loud. I knew it was a dirty word that described a sinful place. When walking to the synagogue with our father on Shabbat, we crossed the road when passing a church so we wouldn’t walk on church grounds.

Mary was five years old, and she sang us a hymn she’d learnt that day. I was glad she was allowed to participate in the prayers. She had a beautiful voice; it would be wasted if she couldn’t sing. I yearned for her life. As the guilt began to bite at my chest, I yelled goodbye and rode away. That night I chastised myself over and over. You’re an awful, terrible girl, Dassi, you deserve to die right now and go to Gehinnom. (Gehinnom was an afterlife of torment for the wicked dead.) I promised myself to never think of her life again.

Fifteen days after Lag Ba’omer came Shavuot – the festival to celebrate the giving of the Torah to the Jewish people. We observed the holiday with festive meals of dairy foods, and the men stayed up all night to learn the Torah.

That year our mother was in hospital with complications from her pregnancy, so instead of going to the synagogue to study, our father walked to the hospital after the traditional meal. It was half an hour away, but the rules of the major Jewish holidays were the same as Shabbat, and driving was forbidden.

At home alone that night, we danced around Tamar, too excited to sleep. We knew our mother had gone to the hospital to bring home a baby. We changed out of our holiday clothes, which were only to be worn on holy days, and brought our blankets down to the living room. I tried to stay awake, waiting for my father to come home with the news of our sibling, but as dawn crept closer my eyes were too heavy to keep open.

‘It’s a boy!’ my father announced, bursting through the door at 4 a.m. We all jumped up and down in excitement. My father pulled Tamar into the hall to speak privately, then returned to the hospital. ‘Your mother is very unwell,’ he told her. ‘It’s a life or death situation.’

My mother was fighting for her life due to complications with the birth, but I had no idea. To me, it was the best Shavuot ever. Tamar sat at the head of the table, and we each received our Shavuot chocolate pudding without anyone missing out, as often happened. Isaac zoomed through the house, and we chased him up and down the stairs, through the halls and out the back door. At the end of the day, we all fell into cuddles in the middle of the living room floor.

When our mother came home a week later, the children we had been during Shavuot ceased to exist; we snapped back into the little soldiers she expected us to be.

A month later, in June 1995, I turned seven.

I only remember two other events of that year – Dalia’s wedding and Tamar leaving for a religious seminary a month later.

Dalia had left for a Jewish girls’ seminary in England when I was five. Tamar would follow her a year later. The next time I saw Dalia, I was six years old, and she was engaged. The matchmaker had set her up with an Australian boy studying in Manchester Yeshiva, the men’s seminary. A week later, they were engaged, and the wedding preparations began.

It was my first wedding. All my friends came from bigger families, and were related to many other families in the community. Every other week one of my classmates had the day off school to attend a wedding, and now, finally, it was my turn. My mother was on a mission to prove her worth to the Adass community she had only recently joined. To do that, she would make sure Dalia had the perfect Jewish wedding.

My mother kept a constant count of how much money we cost her, and when it seemed too much, she would yell at us, ‘I wish you were dead.’ Despite this, every Sunday for months before the wedding, we were taken to a seamstress to have bespoke dresses made, just like other families in the community did. ‘Higher, higher,’ my mother would rally the seamstress, until the neckline was so tight around my neck, I felt like I was choking. It was a sin to parade your collarbone. My mother would stop at nothing to ensure our modesty.

Dalia’s wedding was held at Clarence Receptions in Elsternwick, with 250 guests in attendance. All night, I waited eagerly for the buffets of food and the dessert tables.

My mother frequently used food withdrawal as a punishment. Always hungry and frequently starved, I thought about food constantly. But when the waiters pulled out the chocolates with Dalia’s name on them, I wanted to throw up with the pounding in my head. As well as my first wedding, I was also experiencing my first migraine, a condition that would haunt me all my life. On the one night I could eat what I wanted, I felt too ill to indulge.

For me, the unintentional highlight of Dalia’s wedding was when a woman got too close to the celebratory candles and her wig caught on fire. She didn’t feel it until half her head was ablaze. Fortunately, she was unharmed.

A month after Dalia’s wedding, Tamar left for the seminary. I knelt on the couch by the window and waved until I couldn’t see her anymore. I was overcome by fear, sadness and dread. We were alone now, without the protection of our big sisters. Tamar was gone, and she would never live with us again.

Our last years at the house on Avoca Grove are hazy in my memory. My childhood was characterised by constant fear and anxiety. I lived in a heightened state of vigilance, experiencing intense emotional distress. I didn’t quite understand why I didn’t feel safe with my father – that understanding would come much later. My brain, intent on keeping me alive, found creative ways to protect me. Each day when I woke, I felt like I was a different Dassi to the one who had existed the night before. Every morning, I was a Dassi not yet been betrayed by the people supposed to protect her.

This dissociation allowed me to lock parts of the same memories in different boxes inside my brain. That way, even if I gained access to one part, I would never remember everything and become overwhelmed. My primary school reports talk about my lack of focus, insisting that better concentration would help me fulfil my potential. I spent a lot of time wondering if I was real, and disappearing into a dreamlike world where I was an inanimate object that didn’t think or feel.

Many summer days were spent locked upstairs, to keep us away from our mother. We would pass the time watching life outside the big panoramic window in Dalia and Tamar’s former bedroom-turned-rumpus. There was no air-conditioning; we were sweaty, hungry and grumpy. ‘I wish we had icy poles,’ Nicole would say to me as we watched our neighbours on the street. ‘I wish we were allowed to ride our bikes,’ Elly would say. ‘I wish I was dead,’ I would say under my breath.

After Tamar left, my mother expected nine-year-old Nicole to run the house as Tamar had done. The vacuuming was delegated to me, and I was slapped each time the vacuum bumped into the walls. The machine was bigger than I was.

When I was eight, Tamar came home from the seminary. Following the same path all young women in the community were expected to take, the matchmaker set her up with a local boy and a month later they were engaged. The following months were dominated by the tension of my mother’s stress as she organised the wedding.

Two days before the wedding, at 6.30 a.m. there was a knock at the door. Our father was at the synagogue, our mother and Tamar were sleeping, and Nicole, Elly and I ignored the door as we had been taught. But before we could stop him, Isaac ran to the door and pulled it open. ‘It’s Dalia,’ he shouted into the house as we all ran to hug her. We had been told she had a new job in Manchester and wasn’t able to come to the wedding, so this was a wonderful surprise. Dalia placed her finger over her mouth and crept up the stairs as we trailed behind her to wake Tamar. My heart felt like it would burst with happiness. My two big sisters were home again.

The Sheva Brachot (seven blessings) followed Tamar’s wedding. For seven nights, friends in the community hosted Tamar, her husband and our family for an elegant meal where the wedding blessings were recited again, asking God’s blessings for the new couple. I was old enough to be invited to several of these occasions, and I took advantage of the food on offer.

When the wedding festivities had ended, my mother compelled my father to take us on a short holiday to the country before Dalia returned to her husband overseas. For two glorious nights our mother played gracious hostess, and after a day picking cherries with Dalia, Tamar and her husband drove up to join us for an evening. When I scrambled up to the high bed and snuggled in next to Elly, my dreams were filled with laughter and love, like I was a princess in my own land of angels. Now that the stress of both weddings was over, I believed my mother had changed, and we would never see the rage monster again.

But when we returned home, Nicole, Elly and I cleaned the car and carried our belongings into the house under our mother’s stern gaze. ‘Get to your rooms and don’t make a sound. Take Isaac upstairs with you,’ she told us. ‘One sound and you’ll go without dinner.’ It was 2 p.m. – for four hours we had to keep Isaac from running around. Downstairs, our mother was putting Ben down for a nap. He was a gorgeous toddler, with bright eyes and chubby cheeks; the apple of her eye. I wondered what it was like to be loved like that.

But Isaac wouldn’t settle. He scampered from one end of the room to the other, never growing tired or out of breath. His energy had no end, his world was bound by nothing but his own imagination. ‘Quiet!’ my mother screamed when she heard his feet thumping overhead. Isaac didn’t register, he didn’t hear the panic in our voices as we pleaded for him to calm. He was lost in his head, playing out his favourite storybook characters and having fun.

‘Bring him down,’ she screamed. Him – the boy that doesn’t deserve a name. I’m scared for Isaac, but I know disobedience isn’t an option, so I lead him down the stairs towards her.

I feel as though I am standing outside the window looking at the four children gathered around the fridge. Four children and a monster. I know my body is in that room, but I am not. I am floating outside, beyond her reach. I watch as the monster holds a chilli pepper up to the little boy’s mouth and tells him to open wide. I have been forced to eat a hot pepper before, and then forbidden to rinse the burn from my throat. I know the pain. The little boy looks around, eyes wide with fear, then opens his mouth and squeezes his eyes shut.

I see his eyes watering and the tears stream down his face. He is choking on the pepper as she pushes it down his throat. ‘Look at your brother,’ the monster screams, and I watch as the pepper comes back up, along with his breakfast. The vomit makes the monster bigger. The oldest girl begs for her brother, but the monster pays her no attention. The boy is pushed onto his hands and knees and she forces his face into the vomit. I watch outside, waiting for the monster to give me back my mother.

As I return to my body, I hear my mother telling us we won’t be having dinner tonight. We put ourselves to bed in silence. My mouth is dry, and my chest feels narrow and cramped. I pretend the noises of my stomach belong to someone else. The hope that our mother would be different has disappeared.

As I grew older, I became more creative in finding ways to appease the hole in my belly. I would wait until the middle of morning prayers, then put up my hand to use the toilet. On the way to the bathroom block I would pass through the locker room, where the students’ bags were kept. Glancing around to make sure I wasn’t being watched, I would stick my hand into an open bag, open the lunch box and pull out a snack. I never took more than one snack from the same child. Finding something I had never been allowed to eat, like a lolly, was the ultimate treat. I would stuff it into my pocket, race to the bathroom and quietly eat it in the privacy of a cubicle.

When the students complained of a thief, the head teacher gathered us in the hall. ‘Thou shalt not steal,’ she reminded us – one of the ten main commandments of the 613 in the Jewish Torah. My classmates looked around, whispering about who they thought it could be. They didn’t look at me. I was a girl who never made a peep. I couldn’t be the thief. Although I felt enormous guilt, that never outweighed my hunger. My hunger was bigger than anything.

When I was in Grade Three, my parents sold the house on Avoca Grove – at a loss, as Australia was still recovering from the recession. We moved from a five-bedroom, double-storey house into a three-bedroom rented property, the first of three rented properties I would live in with my parents. Anything that wasn’t deemed an essential and didn’t serve a Jewish purpose was thrown out. Nicole and I did most of the packing, along with the cleaner my mother hired, who stayed on despite my mother accusing her of stealing. ‘You can’t trust non-Jews for a second,’ she warned us. ‘They would steal from you, all of them.’

Somehow despite my parents’ strict rules, a few ABBA tapes had escaped the earlier culling; Dalia and Tamar had occasionally pushed against the rules and played them. I remember listening to them fascinated to hear a woman’s voice in song. As I packed the dishes, my mother walked into the kitchen, pulled out the tape reel and threw them away. ‘From now on we will only be listening to Jewish music,’ she told us. ABBA’s lively beats were replaced by the haunting sounds of boys’ choirs singing about the Torah and its holy messages.

The cassettes were a small part of my childhood, but they held memories of our older sisters. It felt like any remnants of our lives with Dalia and Tamar had been thrown away. From this point on, it would be up to Nicole, Elly and me to look out for each other. We would watch each other’s backs, and together we would survive. I would keep the monster away from my brothers, I would make sure they were fed, and I would pray every day that my mother would love me.
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