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Dedication

To my parents, Jerry and Debbie Yingst, you supported my dreams to be a foreign correspondent when no one else did. Thank you for teaching me to be empathetic to all humans regardless of race, religion, or background. It has made me a better journalist and human.

And

To the journalists who risk their lives in Israel and Gaza to tell the world what is happening. You are heroes and must always be protected. And to all journalists unjustly jailed around the world—like our colleague Evan Gershkovich—we are with you. We will not rest until you are home.
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Prologue

My team and I were riding, late at night, through the lightless Gaza Strip in an open-air army Humvee, wide open to rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) fire from the darkened buildings above, hoping against hope we were going in the direction of the border with Israel. I was wondering what I was doing with my life.

This embed—a correspondents’ attachment to military units in armed conflict—already dangerous enough, had become by far the most dangerous thing I’d ever done. On what was supposed to be a two-hour assignment, we’d been off the grid—no cell, little GPS—for more than four hours. We hadn’t been able to check in with New York, and our bosses would be worried.

I hadn’t been able to text my dad, in Pennsylvania. Since my mom died in 2022, he’s been even more focused on my career than before. He, of course, would be concerned as well.

And now we were lost in the war zone in Gaza.

I’d been embedded in order to visit Al-Shifa hospital. The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) had bombarded and partially occupied it. I’d seen sleeping soldiers on the floor of the cafeteria, go bags stashed behind an MRI machine, a gaping hole blown in the wall through which we entered the complex, so dark that as we climbed through it, I couldn’t see my hands. It was critical for me to report on that scene—beyond the front line of Israel’s war against Hamas.

Now, though, I was questioning my choices.

Exposure to danger like this had become a repeating pattern. Exactly four years before, to the minute, I had been reporting from Gaza City because I’d gotten trapped there when a conflict broke out between Israel and Islamic Jihad. Tonight I was back, and the situation was even more perilous. Going in, we had ridden through the war zone in an armored personnel carrier (APC), on roads and paths cleared by the Israeli military—and that had been tense enough. Then, after the hospital visit, the officers at the staging area hadn’t been able to find us an APC for the trip out. Our only option: open-air Humvees with a bunch of young soldiers. And though I knew the soldiers were trying to keep us safe, they kept doing everything wrong.

As the tires spun in mounds of sand and dirt, they told us to keep our seat belts on, but Sean, our security member, muttered to me and Yaniv, the cameraman, not to listen. Stay unbuckled. If we got hit or ambushed, we’d need to be able to bail quickly. The soldiers argued about which way to go, took dark streets not yet fully under the control of the Israeli military, and turned the headlights on, then off, then on again.

My focus went into hyperdrive, as it always does when I’m in danger. I could see better. Hear better. Smell better: decomposing people buried under the rubble, the stench hitting me in the face.

Body tense, I gripped the Humvee’s metal cage. With each bump, my left shoulder slammed the ammunition box mounted on the vehicle’s edge. It seemed more and more likely that we’d never get out . . .

How did I get myself into this? What am I doing?

* * *

At this point, the war had been underway for nearly forty days. Two and a half weeks earlier, Israeli ground forces entered the strip to take the battle to Hamas in the aftermath of the October 7 attack and massacre. Active ground fighting was unfolding in numerous locations.

Even before October 7, it had been a year of even greater tension and conflict than usual between Israel and Gaza. A Palestinian territory lying between the Israeli border and the Mediterranean Sea, blockaded by Israel and governed by Hamas, an Islamic fundamentalist organization avowedly dedicated to Israel’s destruction, Gaza has been a frequent source of operations carried out against Israel by Hamas. For its part, Israel has frequently assassinated leaders of Hamas and smaller organizations.

On January 3, 2023, militant forces in Gaza made their first attempt of the year to target southern Israel. National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir, who has a history of taking extreme public positions regarding Palestinians, had visited the area known by Jews as the Temple Mount and by Muslims as the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound. Hamas had warned that such a visit would ignite the region, and indeed a rocket was launched from Gaza that day. While the fire fell short and didn’t lead to a major clash, the day set the tone for the year.

Tensions further escalated just a few months later, in the spring of 2023, giving us the first major sign that the year could see a larger war. A four-day conflict erupted between Israel and Islamic Jihad in an operation the Israelis called Shield and Arrow. The death of Palestinian prisoner Khader Adnan after an eighty-seven-day hunger strike drew rocket fire from Gaza in early May. Rather than respond immediately, Israel waited a week before targeting and assassinating Islamic Jihad commanders. That move was as much about deterrence as it was about sending an internal message that attacks against Israel won’t be tolerated.

That short conflict was relatively intense—but it never drew in Hamas. Some analysts said that was because Hamas was looking forward to a more stable political future in Gaza and the territory on the West Bank of the Jordan River. Observers online even went so far as to say Hamas was changing as an organization, becoming more moderate.

To many, that idea seemed like a fantasy. Hamas leadership routinely made threats against Israel. They held rallies calling for the destruction of the Jewish state and jihad (holy war) against Jews. And Hamas had often made serious miscalculations about Israeli responses.

Tension between Israel and Gaza is the rule, not the exception. Multiple skirmishes and limited conflicts can erupt during a single year. The sparks have varied: sometimes prisoners on hunger strike, sometimes clashes at the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound and rising tension around the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.

The fire, though, was always the same: rockets launched from one of thousands of positions in Gaza, followed by heavy Israeli bombardment of Gaza, coupled with artillery and naval shelling. Sometimes, as in the fifty-one-day war in 2014, a limited Israeli ground component was added to the equation before a cease-fire solution was arrived at: more money into Gaza, aid projects, extended work permits for the Palestinian population.

Such interactions had become routine. Still, the months after the Shield and Arrow conflict saw bloodshed on a scale uncommon even for Israel. Two thousand twenty-three became the deadliest year for Israelis and Palestinians in decades. The state of tension and conflict was becoming categorically different.

* * *

How did I get myself into this? What am I doing?

Simple: I always wanted to be an international journalist. Every day after school, in our rural part of the suburbs of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, my twin sister, Aly, and I walked across two fields to our grandmother’s house. An avid traveler and adventurer, she had ventured around the globe. She had stories, coins, and gifts that piqued our interest in far-off lands.

I was also fascinated with Indiana Jones and Egypt. My grandmother promised that when I turned sixteen, and she turned eighty-two, she’d take me there. She made good on that promise.

In November 2009, my grandmother and I were at the end of a riverboat cruise down the Nile when I went to her cabin and found her very pale and looking like a deer in headlights. She asked me to find our local guide. It turned out that she was having a heart attack, ultimately a stroke. In Aswan, Egypt, five hundred miles from Cairo—not a place you’d expect the best medical treatment.

But my grandmother survived the ordeal. She lived into her nineties. And it was on that trip that I started to journal, to write notes of our adventures in this faraway land. When she died, I buried those notes with her—with the exception of one page. It described seeing the Pyramids of Giza.

I took that page back to Egypt and floated it on the Nile.

* * *

And now I was stuck. Literally, stuck in the sand, under immense threat. And emotionally, trapped by the necessity of putting myself in danger to get these stories, knowing there was no other choice.

Sean pulled out his phone and got a ping of GPS signal. My anxiety spiked. We were about a mile off the exit route, in an unlit, destroyed neighborhood full of tall buildings. “Maybe don’t tell New York about this,” he whispered in my ear.

As we contemplated the possibility of being targeted at any moment, few words were spoken. I scanned the buildings and piles of rubble for militants who might try to ambush us. So did Sean and Yaniv.

I started thinking of all the things I would miss if I died. I realized that for the first time in my life, I was truly contemplating death. But just in case we made it out unharmed, I was also making a deal.

No more embeds, I promised. At least for a while—maybe the whole war.

That’s what I told myself.
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Something Is Happening

Trey, something is happening in the south.” Yonat’s urgent voice blared through the speaker of my phone. It was 7:03 a.m. on October 7, 2023.

As my producer, Yonat sometimes called me this early, but her tone jolted me awake. I sat up. “What?”

“There are rocket sirens all over. I’m not sure,” Yonat said. “They’re firing on central Israel.”

This had to be something significant—Hamas and Islamic Jihad don’t launch rockets without a reason—but, phone to my ear, waking quickly, light filling my Tel Aviv apartment, I had no idea what. I’d covered the region for years now. There were no clashes this weekend at the Al Aqsa Mosque compound, no hunger strike developments in Israeli prisons . . .

No particular reason to think anything was going down.

* * *

I went to X, formerly known as Twitter, to look for information—the maps showed rocket fire all over Israel. I hadn’t seen anything like this since the war in 2021. Sure, there had been smaller rounds in between, but this much fire at one time was unheard of. Especially with no prior warning.

Six minutes after waking up, I was on the phone with Greg Headen, vice president of news coverage at Fox News. Since the summer of 2018, I’d been working at Fox as a foreign correspondent based out of the Middle East.

I got to the point. “Israel is under attack. We don’t know what happened, but there are sirens all over the country. It looks like a surprise attack. I’d like to take the team and head to the south.”

There was a beat of dead air, so I filled it. “We’ll report from Sderot and go from there.”

Sderot is a town of nearly 30,000 people that sits along the border with Gaza. Down Route 4, it’s an hour south of Tel Aviv during the week, even quicker on the weekend. We frequently use it as a base for reporting during conflicts between Israel and Gaza; you can see into the strip. Plus the city is filled with bomb shelters.

Headen has decades of news experience. A former producer, the former Miami bureau chief, and a former head of the Fox News Foreign Desk, he has an eye for news. He knows when it makes sense to move and when it makes sense to stay put. He had come to Israel with Fox News president Jay Wallace after the eleven-day conflict in May 2021 to see the Gaza border. Both former field guys, they like to see operations firsthand. I’d first met Headen in 2018. If I ever need anything, he is the guy who answers the phone at any time of day.

After a couple of questions about safety and logistics, he said, “Okay, let’s do it.”

“Copy, thank you. I’ll keep you posted.”

* * *

Nine minutes after getting the call from Yonat, I was on the office group chat:

7:12: Yalla, just spoke to NY

7:12: We will go to Sderot now

7:14: Same plan as always. Meet in parking lot of Sderot ASAP. Can someone grab the black bag from outside my office? My vest and helmet.

I also called Yonat. “We’ve got the green light from New York.”

I told her to round up the crew: Yaniv, the cameraman on call that weekend, and Yoav, the engineer. She and Yaniv planned to drive together from Jerusalem, an hour east of Tel Aviv. Yoav would meet us later on his motorcycle.

A seasoned war producer, Yonat is used to breaking news and knows Israel and the complexities of its society. She grew up in southern Israel in a kibbutz, or communal settlement, in the Negev Desert and then served as an officer in the army, as every Israeli is required to do. After a stint at Israel’s Channel 2 (now known as Channel 12), she joined Fox News just before the Israeli disengagement from Gaza in 2005.

Producers in conflict zones have to maintain extensive military and government contacts while coordinating daily live shots and coverage on the ground. Yonat is one of the best-sourced producers in the entire Middle East, with an intricate understanding of the stories we cover. The whole team has a deep, personal understanding of the region—one that I simply don’t have, even after six years of being based in the Middle East. I live there, but it’s their home.

We made plans to meet in Sderot, at the parking lot next to the entrance to the town. We would coordinate by phone on the drive down.

Sirens were sounding all over Tel Aviv as I went upstairs to pack a bag and put on my boots. It was a warm morning, with blue skies and a few clouds. A bulletproof vest was sitting next to my TV. I grabbed it: I wear a vest whenever we’re in a situation that might involve gunfire or shrapnel; I tend to keep one in my apartment or car in addition to one in my office. Today I had only the light one at home, not the best protection from shrapnel but better than nothing. I went out onto my balcony.

I watched as two rockets slammed into the sea. Another one was intercepted overhead by missile defense.

As booms echoed through the city, I began reporting, speaking into my phone for a video to post to social media. I post often to bring a new, younger audience to Fox. I’m a big believer in meeting your audience where they are: often that means online. This morning, I described what I was seeing, in real time: “Right now there are rocket sirens sounding in Tel Aviv. You can hear behind me interceptions. Those booms in the distance. I can see off in the distance, some of these rockets are landing in the sea. Others are being intercepted by Israel’s missile defense system, the Iron Dome.” That’s the Israeli counter-rocket, -mortar, and -artillery system formally known as C-RAM. It uses radar to track incoming projectiles and then fire intercept missiles at them.

Israel was obviously under attack. But it wasn’t yet clear that this was any different from other attacks—aside from the unclear context and the significant volume of firepower. At this point, I assumed that the Israelis had targeted a senior figure in Hamas or Islamic Jihad. That can send the region into an occasional round of conflict.

Whatever it was, it must have been a big deal. This was more than just a large amount of rocket fire—the factions in Gaza were clearly using both medium- and long-range rockets. I didn’t have time to think about it further. I needed to get to the south and start reporting from the Gaza border.

* * *

Driving my black Jeep Wrangler, I didn’t encounter much traffic. It was early in the morning on Saturday—the Sabbath—and rockets were flying, so even those who would otherwise be out were either still asleep or sheltering. At the end of my street, I took a left and headed for the highway.

Overhead I saw more rockets being intercepted: white trails of smoke from the Iron Dome interceptors, then puffs of smoke followed by more booms. I drove south toward Sderot with my left hand on the wheel; with my right, I refreshed my X feed and learned that the Israelis had ordered residents along the entire length of the Gaza border to remain in their homes due to a “security incident.” If the fire was this heavy in central Israel, where I was driving, the border had to be extremely active.

At this point I figured Hamas had to be involved. This wasn’t just an attack by Islamic Jihad and other smaller factions. This amount of fire had to be coordinated and approved.

As I drove, I also looked at my WhatsApp archive folder for feeds with my sources in Hamas. Nothing. I checked signal for other regional sources. Again nothing.

While I hadn’t realized it when I first woke up, my best source in Gaza—Nael—had already texted me from Gaza City at 6:39 a.m., when the attack began. Nael is the former Fox News local producer, known as a “fixer,” in Gaza; I developed a friendship with him during our years of working together. He had moved to the United States a few years earlier to raise his young family there; he only happened to be in Gaza right now because he was visiting his parents in Gaza City.

Nael has spent his life in journalism. A complicated man, he and his wife, Nancy, wanted a better life for their sons, but Nael felt guilty about leaving his parents in Gaza. He’s also a brave and loyal friend. In 2019, when I was trapped in Gaza, as conflict erupted between Israel and Islamic Jihad, Hamas accused me of spying on behalf of Israel. Nael put his name and safety on the line to defend me. I’ll never forget him yelling at the Hamas intelligence officers who tried to threaten and intimidate me.

He loves the craft as much as I do, and in classic fashion, it turned out that while I slept, Nael had been first with the news:

6:39 a.m.: Good morning, the first text read. Rockets now from Gaza. Also followed by two videos he’d taken of outgoing rockets.

Then, at 8:07 a.m., he texted again: Qassam leader: We are starting operation called Aqsa flood.

I couldn’t make sense of that, so I told Nael to be safe and kept driving. Thirty-six minutes later he sent me a photo—it looked like it had been forwarded—of Hamas militants holding a kidnapped Israeli. The man was shirtless. The faces in the photo were drawn over with digital ink to conceal the identities.

The rocket attack was unusually intense, and the trigger still wasn’t clear.

An Israeli held by Hamas fighters? That didn’t fit.

* * *

I continued racing south, running a few red lights on empty streets before making it to the highway, all while staying in touch with Yonat as I drove.

The team and I were trying to figure out what exactly was going on.

The incoming rocket fire south of Tel Aviv was getting heavy, and I pulled over with other cars to take cover. It was more rural here, with trees lining Route 4, which connects the suburbs of Tel Aviv with the southern areas. Nearby I saw a family lying in the tree line as rockets were intercepted overhead. One of the women cried as a man who appeared to be her father covered her with his body. I snapped a few photos on my DSLR, fumbling with my phone to take a video.

Boom: a huge rocket interception. I looked up around the edge of my car for falling shrapnel. During rocket attacks, you’re taught to get out of your car and lie on the side of the road. I’ve always stayed close to the car, hoping that if a rocket lands, some of the shrapnel will hit the car, instead of me.

Why were they launching so many rockets? I still couldn’t find any report of a targeted assassination by Israel. It was about thirty minutes since I’d started my drive south, and nothing online indicated that the Israelis had done anything to provoke this barrage.

Back on the road, I called my dad. When something big happens, I know he’ll be watching the news or he’ll get a call from someone telling him to turn on the news. I never want him to worry.

“Hey,” I said—trying not to sound like I was worried. “There’s something serious going on. Hamas launched a huge attack against Israel. We’re heading to the south now, but I just wanted to let you know.”

“Okay. Well, be careful, Treybird, and keep your head down.”

“I’m sure the Iron Dome will intercept a good amount of the fire,” I assured him.

“Can’t depend on that. It just takes one little piece—”

I interrupted. “You’re right. I’ll be careful. I love you.”

My dad watches every single one of my reports, then sends notes and suggestions. He’s always been my biggest supporter—he even used to come shoot with me when I had my company News2Share, which I cofounded in college; he came with me on a trip to Ferguson, Missouri, and a trip to Ukraine. When I got the job at Fox, he came to visit and was with our crew getting teargassed on the Gaza border and in the West Bank as we covered clashes between the Israelis and Palestinians. He’s always been not only understanding of my work but more than encouraging. Especially since my mother’s death, in 2022, the news and my role have given him something to look forward to.

Now I was close to the city of Ashdod, about fifteen miles northwest of Sderot. Here it seemed the missile defense had been overwhelmed or wasn’t working properly. Large black plumes of smoke filled the skyline to the east of Ashdod and told me that rockets had clearly slipped past Israel’s missile defense system, slamming into buildings and roads.

I called Yonat and Yaniv, who said they saw the smoke I was talking about, so we agreed to meet near the largest plume. I figured we could do a few taped reports about the rocket fire with the smoke behind me. I saw fire trucks headed in that direction and followed them, stopping only one more time to film from the side of the road.

Arriving behind the fire trucks at an industrial area off the highway, I saw a factory engulfed in a huge blaze. But I didn’t see Yonat and Yaniv. I was getting frustrated, worried we might not be first to the story. We had to keep moving. I parked and got out of my car in a dirt lot. Pacing back and forth, I called Yonat again. She didn’t answer; it just kept ringing. Where are you? I’ll send you my pin again, I texted her.

It took me about ten minutes to find Yonat and Yaniv; Yoav would meet us later. The firefighters had jumped out of their truck but quickly realized the blaze was too big to fight with the men they had. I still had on my light bulletproof vest: I grabbed my blue flak jacket and helmet from the back of Yaniv’s car. Black smoke continued to spew from the building. We didn’t have much time.

I did a few “pieces to camera”—quickly taped reports—with the smoke behind me, one fifteen seconds long, another thirty seconds. We planned to feed these reports to our editor Uri in the Jerusalem bureau, through the LiveU, a backpack that uses cell signals to transmit our video; he would then send them to New York. If we didn’t have any compelling live imagery later, I could use this taped report to show the audience what it had looked like earlier in the day.

We finished our brief reporting and pushed on toward Sderot. By now we’d seen one video circulating online: Hamas fighters in the city. We assumed that the army or police would have taken care of them by the time we arrived.

* * *

Yonat jumped in my car for the last leg to Sderot, and we followed Yaniv. She was visibly frazzled, something I’d rarely seen.

Having reported on attacks against Israel over the years, and having lost friends along the way, Yonat knows the toll that terrorism takes on the population. Her best friend was killed during the Sbarro Pizza restaurant bombing in Jerusalem in 2001. She’s long since lost count of how many similar incidents she’s covered.

Yet today she was shaken. “There was no warning. Nothing,” she told me. “This is a nightmare.”

She read updates off her phone, confirming initial fears that this was an outright infiltration—far more significant than even a major air attack or act of terrorism. The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) were releasing small bits of information indicating that an attack was indeed underway, but we didn’t need statements. By now we could see it, smell it, hear it. The radio buzzed in Hebrew. Residents in communities along the border with Gaza, shocked and terrified, were calling in to Israeli radio and TV stations to give updates. Occasionally, Yonat translated a few sentences for me.

“Have you talked to your parents?” I asked.

“They’re in the shelter, I think.” Living in southern Israel, Yonat’s parents are used to rocket fire. But this was different. “My dad has a gun,” she told me. “My brother is checking on them.”

Yonat’s identity is focused on journalism: no husband, no kids, only work. A deeply empathetic person, a highly strategic thinker, she’s not only my producer but also a confidante, giving me advice about women and friends.

Yonat knows more about my life than most people do.

I drove, still checking my phone, and looked over at her. “Sorry,” I said, attempting not to swerve.

I tried to keep my eyes on the road.
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“We Are at War”

As we drove toward Sderot, the effects of what was really happening unfolded around us in real time. We couldn’t fully grasp it yet, but the rocket attack’s unusual intensity was serving in part as cover and diversion. The astonishing fact was that at more than thirty locations, more than 3,000 Hamas fighters, along with numerous Palestinian civilians, had broken through the fence between Israel and Gaza.

Within hours of the first rocket fire into Israel, the entire border had been breached. Using rocket-propelled grenades, small arms, and hand grenades, the best-trained, deadliest militants from Gaza infiltrated southern Israel and engaged in a massacre of the civilian population, slaughtering people in their homes and overwhelming the relatively small number of Israeli soldiers at bases along the border.

With gun battles now unfolding across southern Israel, the Israeli army was nowhere in sight. At HaKirya, the central military base, in Tel Aviv, officials were still trying to make sense of what was happening and contacting the bases along the Gaza border: the Zikim base, under attack; the Nahal Oz base, under attack; the Re’im base, under attack.

While driving, I kept monitoring buzz on X. A news anchor for Israel’s Channel 12 was also trying to make sense of what was happening, though much of the country wasn’t watching TV because of the Sabbath. That moment was later also written about in the Times of Israel. “I can hear gunfire,” Kibbutz Be’eri resident Dvir Efrat whispered into her phone just after 9 a.m. Be’eri is a small farming community of just over 1,000 people along the Gaza border eight miles south of Sderot. Like many of the kibbutzim, it has a more liberal population than much of the rest of the country.

“We have terrorists roaming between the neighborhoods causing chaos,” Dvir went on. “We are really scared. I don’t understand the situation; there are already several casualties. I’m with my partner in the safe room.”

She explained that his community had a small group of men trained to protect the kibbutz—nearly every community among the border had a similar volunteer force. But that morning, most had already been overrun. “We need to send forces, police, the army,” Dvir begged. “The kibbutz has a nearby army base, they should send people who can handle the situation.” She and the other residents of Be’eri didn’t know that local army bases too were already overrun by Hamas gunmen.

Another resident of Kibbutz Be’eri, Eli Messika, called in to Channel 12 with more details. “There are wounded here,” he said. “There are burning houses.”

This was a scenario long considered impossible. The latest and most advanced security technology—including drones, above- and below-ground fences and sensors—was deployed on the Gaza border. Now it had failed.

Israel’s worst nightmare was underway.

“Please send troops,” Eli Messika begged.

* * *

Driving with Yonat, I could only wonder how far-reaching this attack might be. I thought especially about the possible plight of kibbutzim in a region I’d come to know well, north of Kibbutz Be’eri, right along the northern border with Gaza. Back in 2018, on my very first day on the job in Israel—I was Fox’s new correspondent, learning as fast as I could—I’d been part of a team reporting from that very area. Not far from Kibbutz Kfar Aza, we were also only yards from Gaza’s border. A cease-fire was supposedly in place; in fact we were within range of snipers. Across the border, black smoke plumed upward.

The fill-in correspondent was on camera, and the Jerusalem bureau chief was getting me oriented. Picking up a stick, he drew a map of the Gaza border in the dirt.

“We’re here,” the bureau chief told me, pointing with the stick. Then, barely moving the pointer: “Gaza City is here.”

Driving toward Sderot on the morning of October 7, I replayed this moment with the bureau chief and thought of how exposed the kibbutzim were to Gaza.

I would later learn that by the time Yonat and I were in the car together, residents of that kibbutz were in a horrible state of shock and terror. Hamas gunmen had entered the community.

* * *

Like so many others in Israel that morning, Chen Almog-Goldstein, her husband, Nadav, and their four kids were huddling, terrified, in their bomb shelter in Kfar Aza.

The shelter doubled as the bedroom of their eldest daughter, Yam, twenty. The only one with a cell phone, she was reading aloud the urgent instructions coming from the kibbutz group chat and alerts from the army. Two months away from completing her army service, she was also calling and texting army contacts for help—to no avail—and taking over as commander of the family.

She ordered her younger sister and two younger brothers to get under the bed. The shelter door wouldn’t lock, so her father, Nadav, used a cable to tie the handle.

When an explosion rang out, they opened the door, thinking that an Iron Dome interceptor had hit the home. But it had been a Hamas explosive—taking out a wall.

They ran back inside, re-cabled the door, and huddled again.

A strange and awful quiet fell around their house. It was punctuated only by occasional gunfire.

There was nothing to do but wait.

Where, Chen kept thinking, is the army?

* * *

Everyone under attack that morning had the same desperate question. Yet mobilizing a defense against what would soon turn out to be the most devastating surprise attack in Israel’s history—coming from a quarter that Israeli officialdom had long ruled out as a ground threat—was taking time.

At about 8 a.m., Israeli defense minister Yoav Gallant had arrived in haste at the country’s military operational center, HaKirya, a tall gray building surrounded by heavily fortified walls in the center of Tel Aviv, as I later learned from Gallant himself. He went straight down to “the pit,” which, with its maps, secure communication lines, and battle-monitoring tech, serves as the underground nerve center for all IDF operations. It was up to him to mount, from a standing start, as rapid and powerful a defense as possible.

Gallant, sixty-four, former commander of Shayetet 13, Israel’s elite naval forces, then of the Gaza division, ultimately all of southern command, was nine months into his new position. A stoic man with a weathered face, he’d spent most of his professional life not in the cabinet but in the field. He speaks in a decisive, firm, military tone, often pausing between sentences to choose his next words strategically.

On the wall of his office is a pyramid chart with wanted Gazan militants. When one is taken out, Gallant uses a Sharpie to mark an X over the face.

Since taking the job of defense minister, he’d spent a lot of time preparing for threats against Israel from places like Lebanon and Iran; today he’d planned on spending a quiet Saturday cycling in the mountains. But, hearing the sirens and noting the intensity of the rocket fire, he and Israeli chief of staff Herzi Halevi had agreed by phone that something unusual was going on, and they’d both hurried to HaKirya.

Gallant and Halevi’s first meeting that morning was with the head of the Israeli Security Agency, known as Shabak or Shin Bet; top military officials were also in attendance. It was clear that Israel was at war. By 9 a.m., Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu had joined the room.

Gallant assessed the unfolding threat as a military man, not a politician. With Israel under attack, he believed they needed to be prepared for the attack to expand and change quickly. Hamas had probably coordinated in advance, he believed, with Hezbollah, the Iran-backed Lebanese militant group with reportedly more than 100,000 rockets and precision-guided missiles. Even lacking prior coordination, Hamas would certainly hope Hezbollah and other proxies would join the attack. An offensive from Lebanon, in the north, would be deadlier for Israel than an attack from the southwest by Gaza.

The country had to brace for a multifront war, Gallant told the others. “Send forces to the north—recruit everybody,” he said.

* * *

Even while launching the attack that morning, Hamas had taken credit for the operation. The organization’s military commander, Mohammad Deif, said in an audio message that Hamas was firing more than 5,000 rockets into Israel that morning. He called the attack “the day of the great revolution.” As Defense Minister Gallant had predicted, Deif called on the rest of the Arab world to join in. “Our brothers in the Islamic resistance in Lebanon, Iran, Yemen, Iraq, and Syria, this is the day when your resistance unites with your people in Palestine,” the Hamas commander said. “Today, the people are bringing back the revolution and reviving the March of Return.”

The Israeli military would later estimate that around 3,000 rockets were fired into Israel during the first four hours of the attack—a number hard to process, given that during the entire fifty-one-day war in 2014, around 4,500 rockets were fired into Israel; a similar number rained down during the eleven-day war in 2021. To have 3,000 confirmed in the span of a morning was nothing short of shock and awe. Hamas and Islamic Jihad were using sheer volume of fire, mostly of homemade rockets and mortars, to initiate the war and, just as importantly, to distract from the stunning infiltrations on the ground.

Hamas officials also released the name of the assault, Operation Al-Aqsa Flood. The name refers to the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound, which Jews call the Temple Mount. It is also the third-holiest site in Islam, a traditional flashpoint for regional conflict.

* * *

As Yonat and I continued toward Sderot, I was still communicating with Nael, who was able to act as a second source—from his family home in Gaza City—confirming much of what we were hearing in Israel. But even though he was in Gaza, and as well-connected as anyone, he too was having difficulty making sense of what was happening.

We found the first route into Sderot blocked. So: change of plan. Yaniv, Yonat, and I pushed farther south, toward Gaza’s northern border, near Kibbutz Yad Mordechai.

I was familiar with the area. My previous team——the bureau chief, the field producer, and the cameraman—used to have lunch once a week at a gas station nearby. Now, as we approached an intersection, we saw a small group of people there, civilians and officers. We stopped. They warned us of shooting in the distance. We could hear it.

Now we had a decision to make: go forward, stay put, or get to Sderot the back way. As the correspondent on the team, it was my call.

I thought back to when I’d first arrived in the region, five years earlier. I was taught how to get around areas like this, driving through fields and dirt roads. Something in my gut told me not to push it today. We could also head toward the coast and drive to Zikim; we had numerous options and places to go and report from.

In the end, we decided to stay put. That was a good call, because we quickly learned that we really didn’t want to be heading into the chaos that people were fleeing. Around 9:20 a.m., casualties began flowing into our intersection: wounded civilians, soldiers, border police officers. The intersection was quickly becoming both a meeting point and a triage station, as paramedics arrived from the southern cities of Ashkelon and Ashdod. We jumped out of the car, set up, and tried to start reporting but suddenly found we had to deal with people trying to stop us from filming. Both the officers and the civilians at this scene of chaos didn’t want us showing the dead and injured Israelis.

They yelled at us to stop. Yaniv, besides being deeply loyal and hardworking, is also very protective of me and our shot; he’s happy to get physical with other cameramen in a scrum of people. As we kept shooting, two guys ran up to me and Yaniv and punched us both in the face. I felt a cut on the inside of my lip and spit a small amount of blood.

A screaming match ensued in Hebrew between them and Yaniv. Stay focused, I told myself, and I went around the side of the car and continued filming on my phone. I was mad about being punched in the face. Looking back, though, I understand.

For a few hours, we were the only press at the intersection—just me, Yonat, and Yaniv, covering the chaos and carnage. Then NBC News correspondent Raf Sanchez pulled up. Like me, Raf is based in the Middle East. He’s a brilliant and dogged reporter with a background in print. We met in 2018 and lived in the same building when he was a reporter in Jerusalem for the Telegraph.

Raf and I were among the first American network journalists in the south that day, along with a handful of still photographers, some of whom later got caught in a gun battle between Israeli forces and Hamas fighters. We both had the IDF media briefing ongoing on our phones—a giant conference call with Lieutenant Colonel Richard Hecht giving the information.

“Richard, it’s Raf Sanchez from NBC,” Raf said. “I don’t know if you could hear me earlier. I’m just wondering if you have an estimate of how many Hamas militants have infiltrated, or are we talking in the hundreds? In the dozens?”

“Still don’t know, still don’t know, Raf,” Richard said.

When Richard said he didn’t know, I tended to believe him. A Scot from the suburbs of Glasgow, he had quickly become one of the faces of the Israeli military, as international spokesperson for the IDF. Unlike some military spokespeople around the world, I’d always found Richard to be an up-front guy. A few years back, Yonat and I met him for coffee and I told him I needed two things: for him never to lie to us, and an embed in the West Bank or with one of the Israeli units that responds to protests on the Gaza border. As far as I know, he’s never purposely lied to me in our private conversations. And days before the war broke out, Richard had arranged for me to be the first foreign journalist in ten years to embed with elite military units during a nighttime raid in the West Bank. The raid went sideways and we ended up in the middle of an hours-long gun battle between Hamas and the Israelis.

He is a man of his word, and I could tell this morning he didn’t have many words to provide.

He and the rest of the country were trying to make sense of what was happening. The attack was still unfolding, nearly fifty years to the day of the anniversary of the Yom Kippur War. A war that, until today, had been the worst surprise attack against the Jewish state in Israel’s history.

* * *

The first person I saw die that day was an Israeli soldier or officer with a long beard. He had arrived at the impromptu triage station in critical condition. His friends placed him on the ground and two paramedics tried unsuccessfully to get a pulse. He was hooked up to a defibrillator. It didn’t matter. One of the paramedics took out his phone and called someone while pacing back and forth. I could see the frustration on his face: he wasn’t able to save the man. The man’s body was covered. They moved on to the next casualty.

Time stood still as I took a few photos and a video from a distance. It’s that first moment of death, as surreal as it seems in real time, that makes a war truly immediate. No amount of fire or sound has the same effect. Something in my brain wanted to believe that the guy wasn’t actually dead, that he was asleep or just unconscious. But I knew the truth. A lifeless body lay there on the pavement. He was gone.

There was no time to identify him, let alone mourn. The attack was still unfolding. As soldiers and civilians were put into waiting ambulances, it was hard to tell if some of them were alive or dead. Dead Hamas militants were also being brought to the location. In one case, once it was clear that the body was not that of an Israeli, the corpse was dumped unceremoniously onto the median.

I’ve thought about that first dead Israeli often. I hope to meet his family one day, just to tell them he didn’t suffer, that he passed with his fellow soldiers around him, that he wasn’t alone.

We watched as mothers arrived in civilian cars, dragging their injured children out of the back, shoving them into waiting ambulances. And as we watched, I realized something. The injured had bullet wounds—not shrapnel wounds. They largely hadn’t been hurt by rockets. They’d been hit by live fire.

Despite the reports we’d seen and the sound of gun battles in the distance, the team and I still couldn’t believe this was happening. Maybe it was a state of shock or just a desire to believe it wasn’t true, but the idea that all of these people were shot meant that there were at least dozens of gunmen.

I still didn’t consider the prospect of hundreds of gunmen. Let alone thousands.

I also realized that my team’s brief delay earlier in meeting up probably saved our lives that day. Had we arrived at the intersection only a few minutes sooner, we wouldn’t have stopped; we’d have driven straight to the next intersection, where Hamas had launched the ambush whose casualties now surrounded us. Driving time between the two intersections was forty-five seconds.

We listened to gun battles between Hamas fighters and the Israeli army. Occasionally, army jeeps rushed by. Injured soldiers spilled out of jeeps screaming in pain. Some jeeps took no time to stop at the evacuation points but drove straight to the hospital. We would later discover that hundreds of Palestinian militants were still in Israel. The fight was only beginning.

At 11:36 a.m., I tweeted: Active ground fighting continues along the border. We hear machine gun fire in the distance. Multiple Israeli soldiers being loaded into ambulances next to us. Lots of confusion in the air. Israeli police believe dozens of Palestinian militants are still inside Israel.

In between our live shots and reporting, I checked online for updates. Throughout the day, Hamas began to release images of the attack. It was now clear they’d taken military equipment and were battling the Israelis at military bases along the border. The entirety of this operation—whatever it was—had to have been coordinated far in advance. By early afternoon, amid ongoing confusion over where fighting was taking place, emergency services confirmed that two dozen people were dead.

Almost five hours after the initial infiltration, Netanyahu made his first public statement.

“Citizens of Israel,” he said, “we are at war.”
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