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			Foreword: 

			The Pain of Those Who Remember

			There are scores of Palestinian writers, journalists and photographers, many of whom have been killed in the Israeli attacks on Gaza, who are determined to make us see and feel the horror of this genocide. They, in the end, will vanquish the lies told by the killers. 

			Writing and photographing in wartime are acts of resistance, acts of faith. They affirm the belief that one day, a day writers, journalists and photographers may never see, the words and images will evoke pity, understanding, outrage and provide wisdom. They chronicle not only the facts, although facts are important, but the texture, sacredness and grief of lives and communities lost. They tell the world what war is like, how those caught in its maw of death endure, how there are those who sacrifice for others and those who do not, what fear and hunger are like, what death is like. They transmit the cries of children, the wails of grief of the mothers, the daily struggle in the face of savage industrial violence, the triumph through dirt, filth, sickness and humiliation of their humanity. This is why writers, photographers and journalists are targeted by aggressors in war – including the Israelis – for obliteration. They stand as witnesses to evil, an evil the aggressors want buried and forgotten. They expose the lies. They condemn, even from the grave, the killers. It is why Israel has killed at least thirteen Palestinian poets and writers, along with at least 81 journalists in Gaza since Oct. 7.

			I was a reporter for two decades in wars in Central America, the Middle East (including Gaza), Africa and the wars in the former Yugoslavia. I experienced the familiar feelings of futility and outrage. I wondered if I had done enough, or if it was even worth the risk. But you go on because to do nothing is to be complicit. You report because you care. You will, at least, make it hard for the killers to deny their crimes. 

			The journalists, writers and photographers in Gaza are dying like flies, many deliberately targeted by Israel. I am haunted by their deaths, like the deaths of those I worked with. I speak to my own dead, often in my dreams, sometimes in my nightmares, as often as I speak to the living. I try now – although I no longer cover war – to honor the memory and courage of these Palestinians. I heed their voices. I imprint their images in my mind. I vow never to forget. They surround me. I see myself in these Palestinians. I see those – now gone, I worked with.    

			The Greek poet Giorgos Seferis, his country occupied by the Nazis, writes in his poem ‘The Last Stop’:

			our mind is a virgin forest of murdered friends.
And if I speak to you in fairy tales and parables
it’s because it’s easier for you to listen, and the horror
is not discussed because it is too vivid
because it is silent and transient:
The pain of those who remember
drips day by day into sleep.

			Atef is no stranger to the violence of the Israeli occupiers. He was two months old during the 1973 war and as he writes, ‘I’ve been living through wars ever since. Just as life is a pause between two deaths, Palestine, as a place and as an idea, is a timeout in the middle of many wars.’ During the 2008-2009 Israel assault on Gaza, he sheltered in the corridor of his home for 22 nights with his wife, Hanna, and two children while Israel bombed and shelled. ‘Memories of war can be strangely positive, because to have them at all means you must have survived,’ he notes.

			He did what writers do, including his fellow Gazan Refaat Alareer, who was killed, along with Refaat’s brother, sister and her four children, in an airstrike on their apartment building in Gaza on December 7. The Euro-Med Monitor said that Alareer was deliberately targeted, ‘surgically bombed out of the entire building.’ His killing came after weeks of ‘death threats that Refaat received online and by phone from Israeli accounts.’

			Refaat, whose doctorate was on John Donne, wrote a poem in November, ‘If I Must Die,’ which became his last will and testament. It has been translated into over thirty languages and viewed almost 30 million times. It reads:

			If I must die,

			you must live

			to tell my story

			to sell my things

			to buy a piece of cloth

			and some strings,

			(make it white with a long tail)

			so that a child, somewhere in Gaza

			while looking heaven in the eye

			awaiting his dad who left in a blaze—

			and bid no one farewell

			not even to his flesh

			not even to himself—

			sees the kite, my kite you made,

			flying up above

			and thinks for a moment an angel is there

			bringing back love

			If I must die

			let it bring hope

			let it be a tale.

			Atef doggedly publishes his observations, often difficult to transmit because of Israel’s blockade of internet and phone service, in The Washington Post, The New York Times, The Nation magazine and other publications.

			On the first day of the Israeli bombardment, a young poet and musician named Omar Abu Shawish, is killed in an Israeli naval bombardment. Atef wonders about the Israel soldiers watching him and his family with ‘their infrared lenses and satellite photography.’ Can ‘they count the loaves of bread in my basket, or the number of falafel balls on my plate?’ he wonders. He watches the crowds of dazed and confused families, their homes in rubble, carrying ‘mattresses, bags of clothes, food and drink.’ He stands mutely before ‘the supermarket, the bureau de change, the falafel shop, the fruit stalls, the perfume parlour, the sweet shop, the toy shop — all burned.’

			‘Blood was everywhere, along with bits of kids’ toys, cans from the supermarket, smashed fruit, broken bicycles and shattered perfume bottles,’ he writes. ‘The place looked like a charcoal drawing of a town scorched by a dragon.’

			He leaves his teenage son with family members.

			‘The Palestinian logic is that in wartime, we should all sleep in different places, so that if part of the family is killed, another part lives,’ he writes. ‘The U.N. schools are getting more crowded with displaced families. The hope is that the U.N. flag will save them, though in previous wars, that hasn’t been the case.’

			On Tuesday October ١٧ he tries to help with the rescue efforts as his sister-in-law Huda’s house is hit by an Israeli missile; most of the family perish, save Wissam, his ٢٣-year-old niece, who needs immediate surgery to amputate both her legs and her right hand. 

			Leaflets in Arabic, dropped by Israeli helicopters, float down from the sky. They announce that anyone who remains north of the Wadi waterway will be considered a partner to terrorism, ‘meaning,’ Atef writes, ‘the Israelis can shoot on sight.’ The electricity is cut.  Food, fuel and water begin to run out. The wounded are operated on without anaesthesia.  There are no painkillers or sedatives. After airstrikes he joins the rescue teams ‘under the cricket-like hum of drones we couldn’t see in the sky.’ A line from T.S. Eliot, ‘a heap of broken images,’ runs through his head. The injured and dead are ‘transported on three-wheeled bicycles or dragged along in carts by animals.’

			On Nov. 21 he decides to flee the Jabalia neighbourhood in the north of Gaza for the south with his son and mother-in-law who is in a wheelchair. They must pass through Israeli checkpoints, where soldiers randomly select men and boys from the line for detention.

			‘Scores of bodies are strewn along both sides of the road [...] Rotting, it seems, into the ground. The smell is horrendous. A hand reaches out towards us from the window of a burned-out car, as if asking for something, from me specifically. I see what looks like two headless bodies in a car — limbs and precious body parts just thrown away and left to fester.’

			He tells his son Yasser: ‘Don’t look. Just keep walking, son.’

			His family home is destroyed in an airstrike.

			‘The house a writer grows up in is a well from which to draw material,’ he writes. ‘In each of my novels, whenever I wanted to depict a typical house in the camp, I conjured ours. I’d move the furniture around a bit, change the name of the street, but who was I kidding? It was always our house.’

			When the first edition of these diaries was published, as an ebook on 26 December 2023, Atef was still trapped in southern Gaza with his son. Now he is out. Israel kept up its pounding of Gaza through Christmas, the New Year, and beyond, and is still bombing, as we go to print in early February, with the death toll now over 28,000. 

			The story of Christmas is the story of a poor woman, nine months pregnant, and her husband forced to leave their home in Nazareth in northern Galilee. The occupying Roman power has demanded they register for the census 90 miles away in Bethlehem. When they arrive, there are no rooms. She gives birth in a stable. King Herod – who learned from the Magi of the birth of the messiah – orders his soldiers to hunt down every child two years old and under in Bethlehem and the vicinity and murder them. An angel warns Joseph in a dream to flee. The couple and infant escape under the cover of darkness and make the 40-mile journey to Egypt. 

			I was in a refugee camp in the early 1980s for Guatemalans who had fled the war into Honduras. The peasant farmers and their families, living in filth and mud, their villages and homes burned or abandoned, were decorating their tents with strips of coloured paper to celebrate the Massacre of the Innocents.

			‘Why is this such an important day?’ I asked.

			‘It was on this day that Christ became a refugee,’ a farmer answered.

			The Christmas story was not written for the oppressors. It was written for the oppressed. We are called to protect the innocents. We are called to defy the occupying power. Atef, Refaat and those like them, who speak to us at the risk of death, echo this Biblical injunction. They speak so we will not be silent. They speak so we will take these words and images and hold them up to the principalities of the world — the media, politicians, diplomats, universities, the wealthy and privileged, the weapons manufacturers, the Pentagon and the Israel lobby groups — who are orchestrating the genocide in Gaza. The infant Christ is not lying today in straw, but a pile of broken concrete.

			Evil has not changed down the millennia. Neither has goodness.

			Chris Hedges

			Princeton, New Jersey

		

		
			
			






		
			
			

		

		
			Saturday 7th October

			Day 1

			I never thought it would happen while I was swimming. I had risen early, around 5:30am, and decided to go to the sea. It was Saturday and I didn’t have any appointments till 10am, when I was supposed to be in Kararra, near Khan Younis, to participate in the National Heritage Day. This was probably going to be the last chance to swim in the sea this year. The night before, I had slept in my sister Halima’s house on the west side of Beit Lahia, just a few minutes away from the beach. Being so close, it’s so tempting. Ismael, her husband, goes swimming every morning, even when it’s raining.

			It was a beautiful morning as we drove to the beach. There was a cool breeze, and everything seemed so calm. Today was going to be a good day, I thought. I would swim until 7:30, then take a shower in my flat in Saftawi, near Jabalia Camp. By 8:30 I would be on my way. It was all going to be so simple. 

			But nothing in Gaza is simple. As a teenager, I would get so frustrated by this fact. I would make plans for the weeks ahead of me, then we would hear the soldiers announcing a curfew on megaphones, from militarised vehicles passing through the Camp (‘Manmno’o el tajawol hatta esha’aron akhar’, they would say in a funny accent: ‘No moving around until further notice’): from that point, till some unspecified time in the future, we weren’t allowed to leave our homes; if we did, they couldn’t be held responsible for what might happen to us. For a teenager, this meant no school for the foreseeable future; it meant no homework as there was no one to mark it; it meant no playing football with my friends in the playground at night, or hanging out with anyone. In time, I learned not to plan anything, even what we did the next day. ‘We live for today,’ my mum used to say. 

			Now, when I think about this Saturday, the day would inevitably become known as the ‘first day of the war’. I think about remembering this lesson – one that I had almost forgotten. Plan nothing. We arrive at the beach. The sun is still sleeping. Towards the horizon, the tiny fishing boats can be seen heading in to shore, after a long night at sea. There were four of us: Mohammed my brother, Yasser my 15-year-old son, Ismael my brother-in-law, and me. I was visiting Gaza from the West Bank, on a typical work visit, combining time with relatives with work commitments. I only planned to be here three days, arriving on Thursday evening and leaving on Sunday morning. Yasser had asked if he could accompany me this time, saying that he missed his grandparents. Never did he dream he’d be caught up in this. 

			We drive to the northern end of the beach, park the car on the main road, then walk down onto the shell-flecked sand. We head further north, along the water’s edge, beyond where any car can reach. In Gaza, the belief is that the beach and seawater get cleaner the further north you go. As usual, Israeli warships squat on the horizon, visible to everyone. 

			The sea is so inviting this morning. Ismael and I strip down to our shorts, while Mohammed and Yasser decide not to join us. I realize this is the first time I’ve swum this year. And the feel of the water is joyous. Yasser walks around taking photos; Mohammed smokes heavily, as he always does in the morning. 

			Without warning, rockets and explosions sound in all directions. I look up at the lines of smoke the rockets have traced across the sky, like decorations. I carry on swimming. It’s a training manoeuvre, I think, an everyday exercise. More rockets and explosions, coming from sea and land. This is normal in Gaza. It might last an hour or two, I think, I can still make my meeting.

			I swim back to shore, calling on Ismael to get out as well. He shrugs, as we walk out of the water: typical intervention. Nothing to worry about. I shout over to him that it doesn’t seem to be stopping. Then he nods his head and points to the east. By the time I’m on dry land everyone on the beach is running in all directions. ‘We have to get out of here!’ Mohammed shouts. He barks at Yasser to stop taking photos. It isn’t the time for that. Explosions ring in our ears, louder and louder. Something is going on, I realise. This isn’t a one-off strike. We head for the car, but the sand is difficult to run on. We make it to the main road, but the car is still another 500 metres away. Ismael and I run barefoot, carrying our clothes and our shoes in our hands. But the further we go, the more dangerous it feels. Everyone around us is doing the same, scrambling for safety. 

			 Eventually, we reach the car. Jumping in I hit the accelerator before anyone else has even closed their doors. I drive like mad, breaking all traffic laws. People jump in front of the car, trying to get a lift. We stop and let five men pile in the back. I shout at Yasser to climb into the front seat between me and Mohammed. We speed off again, honking the horn to clear the way. Suddenly I turn to Mohammed: ‘Where is Ismael? Did we leave him to the rockets?’ Mohammed laughs: ‘No we left him to the sharks,’ then explains that Ismael could not keep up with us and told him to go on, his house is close to the beach anyway, he can get there on foot. Mohammed’s shark joke doesn’t make me feel any better. Out of fear for my son’s safety and my own, I had completely forgotten about my in-law. The moment we get to my flat, I phone his wife, my sister, who confirms, that eventually, after much ducking and hiding, he had indeed made it home safe. 

			For hours no one knows what’s happening. Then the news starts trickling in. My friend, the young poet and musician, Omar Abu Shawish, had been swimming just like us in the sea in front of Nuseirat Camp, when he was killed along with a friend of his, by a shell from a warship. They are the first two victims of this war.

			But we still didn’t know that it’s a ‘war’ yet, or even an escalation. I take a shower and prepare to go to Khan Younis for the Heritage Day event. It is 8:30 and everything points to this not being an ordinary day. From my window I overhear a group of people analysing what’s going on. 

			‘Maybe Israel assassinated someone really high up, and Hamas have retaliated.’ 

			‘I heard the assassination was in Turkey.’ 

			‘No, it is just another escalation.’  

			‘What are you talking about? There’ve been hundreds of rockets already. This is no “escalation”!’

			Like the guys outside my window, I had no idea what was happening. It isn’t until midday that I realise, this is different. Instead of Khan Younis, I go to the Press House (a kind of ‘press club’ for Gaza) in the Rimal quarter of the city. There I meet a group of journalists, including Bilal [Jadallah], the manager of the house. The only thing we can agree on is that we have no idea where this is going.

			Sunday 8th October

			Day 2

			I’ve no idea how I slept last night. As I lay in bed and felt the entire hotel shake with each strike, I wondered which of the images passing through my head were part of a dream and which were real: I saw decapitated heads, severed hands, scattered teeth, rivers of blood. In my dream, I recalled a scene from the 2014 war, when I tried to help a rescue team gather the scattered pieces of the body of a woman. I carried her hair scalp in my hand. Her house was near Jabalia Camp’s cemetery and the smell of death that hung over the scene combined with the sight of the cemetery gates was unbearable. The more I dreamt the more I fought to go back to the real world, desperately hoping that it was all a flashback, a replay of old traumas. Just a memory. 

			It couldn’t be as bad as that time. 

			In The Roots Hotel, there were just thirteen of us: ten guests and three hotel attendants. Four of the guests were having their breakfast, on tables that had been moved to the corridor between the lift and the staircase. For anyone who’s spent more than five minutes in Gaza, this is a bit of a cliché. When bombing starts – and there’s bombing almost every month – you move to the middle of the building, usually a corridor or a stairwell – not just because it’s furthest from the windows, furthest from flying glass (the air pressure of a bomb half a mile away can still blow out your windows), but also because it’s the strongest, most fortified part of a building. If your building takes a direct strike, you’re more likely to be protected under a stairwell. The reinforced concrete of the stairs might help, and if you’re lucky the falling blocks of concrete might criss-cross as they fall, and form a kind of concrete tent. If you’re very lucky, that is. During the 2008 war, Hanna, the kids and I spent 22 nights sleeping in the corridor near the stairwell. At the time, we were living in a flat in the Nasser quarter of the city (central West Gaza), and our choice of where to sleep probably kept us alive.

			Through the curtains at the end of the corridor, I catch glimpses of the bright blue sea, down below us, under the small cliff our hotel stands on. No fishing boats went out last night, instead they stand moored to the harbour wall, listing idly on the surf, rocking in time with the sway of the curtains. Further off, three warships sit, ready to blow the port to oblivion. While I eat, I think about the soldiers in those warships watching us. Through their infrared lenses and satellite photography, can they count the loaves of bread in my straw basket, or the number of falafel balls on my plate?

			Yasser – who, at 15, has only witnessed two wars so far – is still scarred by memories of the 2014 conflict. He was seven at the time, and remembers it all vividly. His younger sister Yaffa, who was only two, claims she remembers it, but when asked to describe it, it seems she is only describing videos she’s seen of the war. She also knows I talked a lot about her in my book, so has a kind of strange nostalgia for it. Memories of war are strangely positive, because to have them you must have survived.

			Survival is the topic of the day. The other visitors in the hotel – all from the West Bank – have decided to leave through the Rafah Crossing into Egypt. They all hold passports, and many have diplomatic clearances. Their names will jump to the top of the queue. Before breakfast is finished, arrangements have been made with the Egyptian side. My name and my son Yasser’s name are included. We all pack up our things quickly. Then, just as Mohammed heads out to the car, I decide to stay. This might not prove to be the wisest decision I’ve ever made, but it’s the right one, for me at least. I cannot simply flee out of fear and abandon my relatives just to save my own skin – nearly all my surviving family are here: my father [Talal], my three brothers [Mohammed, Ibrahim and Khaleel], my five sisters [Awatif, Halima, Naema, Eisha and Asmaa], not to mention two half-sisters [Amina and Samah] and a half-brother [Mosa]. (Only one of my siblings lives outside of Gaza, my half-sister Leena in Amman). I was only two months old when my first war broke out, in 1973, and I’ve been living through wars ever since. I started my novel Suspended Life with the line ‘Naeem was born in a war and died in one also.’ Remembering this, and the long 51-day onslaught I endured in 2014, I’m more certain of my decision: just as life is a pause between two deaths, Palestine, as a state of being, is a time-out in the middle of many wars. 

			I tell Yasser he needs to leave with the others, but he refuses, insisting on staying by my side. I am torn – the idea of leaving him on his own at the Raffah Crossing, which is always bombed by Israel at the start of these wars, or not being with him as he crosses Northern Sinai, which is its own war zone these days, terrifies me. In the end, I have to do what he asks. My friends in the hotel start to leave. The Salah al-Din Road to Rafah is full of danger; the Israelis like to go on bombing missions along it, as well as along the beach. There is one car available, so Mohammed agrees to drive them. It’s two hours before he returns.

			Yasser then tells me he can’t stay in the hotel as it bores him, asking instead to stay at his grandparents, where he can play with boys of his own age. On the way to the Camp, I ask Mohammed to stop by the small bayara (patch of land) I own near the beach so I can water the trees. It’s a small plot that I intended to build a house on, one day. ‘Are you joking?’ Mohammed screams. ‘It’s far too dangerous.’ ‘Leaving the tress without water is dangerous too,’ I reply. ‘If the war goes on for long, they’ll die.’ Mohammed laughs: ‘They’ll die anyway if there is a full-scale. The tanks will bulldoze over them as they always do.’ But I insist.

			When we get there, the place is deserted. It’s just us three. I try to pick a mango but none of them are ready yet. ‘They need another week,’ I say. ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Mohammed says, ‘there will be no next week, pick them now if you’re going to and store them in a flour bag.’ This is a technique my mother taught us to ripen green fruit. The previous Friday I had picked two mangos that had proved delicious. But now nothing was ready, not even the guavas. I refused to leave empty-handed, so went searching for oranges, eventually finding just one, which I picked, peeled and ate right there, the juice dripping down my chin as I did so.

			We drop Yasser off at his grandparents’ place, which is near one of the camp’s UNRWA schools. I meet up with Ali, my friend Hisham’s son, who tells me they’ve all had to leave their homes in Beit Hanoun after the tanks attacked. Many families from this area have started to seek shelter in Jabalia’s UNRWA schools. Hisham is staying the night at my neighbour Faraj’s place. Faraj is a former PA officer, and a good friend who I’ve known since I was a kid. His wife lost her brother in the first day of the war so she had to go to her family’s house in Bureij Camp for the funeral. The street in front of the two UNRWA schools is heaving with people: confused children, angry men, tired women. All of them seem lost. Everything hints at the war being a long one. Farmers herd their animals up against the walls of the schools. A single UNRWA teacher stands in the middle trying to create order out of this chaos.

			Back at the Press House, dozens of journalists work tirelessly trying to track the latest news and convey it. Here they at least have access to the internet, electricity and running water, thanks to the solar energy. Bilal, the manager, serves a hot meal for everyone: rice and meat. Rami, the Press House’s accountant says, with a smirk, this is the only option on the menu. We eat while deliberating on the future that awaits us. A vague and dismal future. 

			As dusk settles, we head back to the hotel. Many journalists have moved to the hotel thinking somehow it is less likely to be bombed than other buildings. Now the place is surrounded by camera crews transmitting reports to the rest of the world.

			Monday 9th October 

			Day 3

			In wartime, the first few minutes after you wake up are the most stressful. As soon as you’re up, you reach for your phone to check that none of your loved ones have died. But as the days pass, you start to fear what you’ll read and hesitate before reaching for your phone. Some mornings you can hardly bring yourself to pick it up. At some point there will be bad news. 

			The city has been transformed into a wasteland of rubble and debris. Beautiful buildings fall like columns of smoke, the memories of those who lived in them evaporating like sand in the wind. I make a conscious effort to sleep, to rest when I can. Most of the time in war, you’re simultaneously exhausted and bored. You have to fight every waking moment to stay alive, but nothing ever changes. I often think about the time I was shot as a kid, in the First Intifada, and how my mother told me I actually died for a few minutes, before being brought back. I take comfort in the thought: maybe this time I can do the same again, return from the dead. The very fact that I’m thinking about survival is proof that I’ve survived so far! 

			Today is Monday, which means the weekly government cabinet meeting is at 10am. I decide to attend the meeting on my phone, via zoom, and am told by the secretariat that many other ministers will be attending via zoom as well, because the Israelis have blocked all the main roads in the West Bank. The meeting is entirely dedicated to the war launched against Gaza. What should the PA do in the face of Israel’s refusal to let any humanitarian or medical relief into the Strip? When it’s my turn to speak, I say the most important thing is to expose the Israeli crimes against us. The world needs to break out of the Israeli narrative about this being self-defence. 

			I cannot fully concentrate on the meeting as news alerts keep popping up on my phone’s screen. The screech of misses from the gunships is deafening. The beach area seems to be full of explosions. Many times I have to look behind me to check if the room is still intact. 

			The news alerts inform me that the latest airstrike in ‘Al Tirrans’ in Jabalia has killed 50. I give my apologies to the other ministers and head back to the camp. Al Tirrans is the heart of Jabalia. From there, you reach any other point in the camp quickly. The souq is just few hundred metres to the south, the elementary schools are over to the west, the area where my family lives is nearby, to the east. All the transport links to nearby towns and villages converge at this point: taxis and minibuses to Beit Hanoun, Beit Lahia, the Bedouin Village and elsewhere in the North of the Strip. One could say you can’t have Jabalia without ‘Al Tirrans’. The word ‘tirrans’ means the electricity transistor as the main transistor for the camp is situated there. 

			When we get there, hundreds of families seem to be wandering the streets unsure where to go. It seems their houses have been struck or they’ve been told to flee. They look like they’re carrying all their worldly possessions with them: from mattresses to bags of clothes, to food and drink. They all look exhausted. It’s easy, I think, to build a bomb, to design a plane or a tank or a drone to deploy it. These things are easy, simple. What’s hard is to imagine the world of chaos and havoc that these simple machines cause.

			 I stop the car near my father-in-law’s house and decide to walk the rest of the way. His house is near the police station which, back before the Oslo Accords, used to be the Israeli army’s Jabalia base. On the way, I see a huddle of people carrying a body towards the local cemetery. I realise that the deceased is from my neighbourhood. Yasser has agreed to walk with me to take in the devastation. I’m familiar with the targeted house – it belongs to the Abu Ishkian family and is located directly opposite the transistor itself. I know the house. The opening chapter of my novel Pedestrians Do Not Cross the Road takes place around a fruit stall which is just one block away.  All the characters of that novel live nearby. 

			 On arriving I’m horrified by what I see: everything is gone. The entire street, both sides, flattened. The supermarket, the bureau de change, the falafel shop, the fruit stalls, the perfume parlour, the sweet shop, the toy shop… all burned. Burned and buried. The only thing that remains is the transistor itself. It still stands steadfast, like an ancient monument.

			Walking on the ruins is overwhelming. Blood covers everywhere. I have to be careful not to step in it. Bits of kids’ toys, cans from the supermarket, smashed fruit, broken bicycles, and shattered perfumes bottles. In the dust and smoke, I start to cough. I can’t take it anymore. I take Yasser back towards my family’s house. As I turn to take in Al Tirrans, the place looks like a murky charcoal drawing of a town scorched by a dragon.

			Although I had promised to pass by my neighbour Faraj’s place to see Hisham, I can’t bring myself to fulfil the promise: I feel helpless about Hisham’s situation; he will ask for help and there’s nothing I can do. Instead, I got for a walk, and on the way bump into my uncle, Essam. We talk a while and he cracks a joke that Hussain, our neighbour, had told him, but neither of us laugh. In the narrow paths and alleys and paths of this neighbourhood, nothing changes despite the footsteps of time. The roofs may change from corrugated metal, to asbestos, to concrete; one floor may become many, but there is a special flavour to the place that never changes. 

			I have asked Yasser to stay in his grandfather’s house. The Palestinian logic is that in war we should all sleep in different places, so that if part of the family is killed, another part lives. The UNRWA schools are getting more and more crowded with displaced and homeless families. They think that the UN flag will save them, though in recent attacks UNRWA schools have not been immune. In January 2009, Al Fakhoura School was hit; in 2014, the Abu Hussein schools were targeted. In both cases, dozens of civilians seeking refuge in them were killed or maimed. My cousin Munier was injured in Al Fakhoura attack. He lost both his eyes and was completely disfigured.

			When I get to the Press House this morning, everyone is busy downloading images and writing up reports to their agencies. I’m sitting in the manager’s room, with Bilal, talking when suddenly a huge explosion shakes the whole building. The Press House feels like it’s dancing. The glass crashes out of the window; the ceiling collapses onto us in chunks. The strike is closer than we think. We all run towards the central hall. One of the journalists has been caught by flying glass. His head is pouring with blood. But it’s alright, he says. After twenty minutes, we feel it’s safe to venture out onto the street and check where the attack was, exactly. Ramadan decorations still hang in the street. 

			Back in the hotel I feel exhausted and unable to concentrate. I have pain in my wrists. Bilal tells me it’s from overuse of the mobile. Sometimes I spend hours holding it in one hand reading the news. I try to sleep.

			The question I can’t resist repeating to myself is: what if I had been walking through Al Tirrans when the attack took place? That blood I tried not to step in could have been mine. From the corridor I glimpse the sea once more, through the curtain. Beyond the continual electric buzz of the drones, I can just make out the sound of the waves. If I die, it will be my only witness, I think.

			Tuesday 10th October 

			Day 4

			I hardly slept last night. For the last two nights I’ve managed to keep a kind of routine: dinner at 8pm, smoke a narghile till 9pm, catch up with WhatsApp messages till 9.15; call Hanna and the kids and talk to them till about 10.45, after which I’m ready to sleep. For two nights it worked. Last night, though, it didn’t.

			As I lay on my bed, in a shared room with Mohammed and Yasser, I saw the lights of explosions in the harbour, and watched as fishing boats burned. I clearly wasn’t dreaming. Then I felt the hotel shake so violently I nearly fell out of bed at one point. But when we suddenly heard a knock at the door, I wasn’t so sure. Mohammed jumped out of bed and shouted: ‘Who is it?’ 

			The explosions continued as a member of the hotel staff explained to Mohammed that we had to evacuate the building within two minutes. The Israeli military had phoned through and informed them they were going to be bombed. Earlier that day, I had washed my casual clothes – trousers and pullover – and draped them over two chairs on the balcony. Either side of the table, they looked like two friends talking to each other forlornly. They were still wet, so I opted for my suit. As I was threading the belt around my waist, I caught sight of my stubble in the mirror. I don’t want to die looking so unkempt, I thought, so I headed to the bathroom to shave, only to be stopped in my tracks by the sound of the hotel worker, shouting ‘Last call!’ 

			 Down in the foyer, the hotel suddenly seemed to be full – heaving with people taking refuge from neighbouring buildings. I asked the hotel worker: ‘Why do they feel so safe here? Aren’t they going to attack this place now?’ ‘They’ll attack the whole area,’ he said, ‘but here is probably safer than wherever they were before.’ ‘So it’s ok for me to go back to my room?’ I asked. ‘No,’ he said decisively. ‘Upper floors are dangerous.’ I didn’t really follow the logic of this last point, but now wasn’t the time to argue. 

			Several hundred people were by this point crammed into the lobby of the hotel. A boy of about six was holding his younger brother’s hand, who couldn’t be more than two, trying to calm him down. A man in his fifties was trying to make his teenage daughter smile. ‘All this will be a memory that you’ll bore your children with,’ he said. 

			The journalists, with their camera crews, had already set up in front of the hotel, and were busy waiting for something to happen. You could see each one talking on their phones or through their earpieces to their editors and producers back in the studio, wherever in the world that was. A young reporter was talking in English about a ‘terrifying night’. Mothers around me were trying to calm their kids down. An anxious anticipation hung over the entire lobby like a great tent, as we waited to see where the strike would land. 

			When it came, the first explosion lifted everything in the hotel several feet into the air. Debris flew over our heads. A man grabbed my hand and dragged me towards a more covered area. A huge slab of concrete crashed to the floor from the ceiling above, right where I’d been standing. I looked at the man, to say thank you with my eyes. There wasn’t time for words.

			There was a thunderous groan outside and we saw a huge building opposite us slump into rubble. Other buildings lost parts of themselves, corners dropped away, balconies fell off, things started to sway one way or the other. All the world’s possessions seemed to shower down on us: clothes, furniture, pillows, lipsticks, bottles of juice, bottles of perfume, children’s toys, it lay all around us, haphazardly, scattered. Around me, screams turned to cries, as people in the lobby watched their homes free fall into nothing.

			After half an hour, the explosions seemed to be slightly further away, so I ventured back up to my room. The bombing continued in the background, and I couldn’t shake off the sound of a girl I saw in the lobby, holding a toy, bawling her eyes out. 

			In the morning I read the news. The news is about us. But it’s designed for people reading it far, far away, who couldn’t possibly imagine they could ever know anyone involved. It’s for people who read the news to comfort themselves, to tell themselves: it’s still far, far away. I read the news for different reasons, I read it to know I’m not dead. Presumably the dead don’t read the news; I could be wrong. 

			Three journalists were killed last night while trying to capture the strikes on video: Said Radwan Taweel, Muhammad Rizik Sobh and Hisham al-Nawajah. They had each rushed out to cover the bombing of Hajji Tower on Institutions Street. Only yesterday, I had seen them talking with Bilal, asking for their press flak jackets. When their friends carried them to the cemetery, they placed their suits over their bodies before bringing them back to the Press House.

			The drone operators and the F16 pilot will all have seen those bright blue jackets, with the tech they’re using they would have seen the word ‘PRESS’ writ large. But they chose not to read it. Yesterday morning, at the Press House, they were alive and well. I saw them again about twenty minutes before they were killed. Looking at the images of their funeral on my phone, I wonder how many times in the next few weeks I will escape death. 

			I drive to Jabalia. In the inner neighbourhood of the town, you find people in the streets. But Jala Street, by contrast, is deserted. No cars. No pedestrians. Smoke and dust hang over the city. Before I get to my father-in-law’s house, a small house in his street is attacked. Another attack takes place nearby a few minutes later, just as I arrive. Later, I learn, that in these two attacks, my friend Hisham lost his wife while another friend, who we used to call ‘Lahsa’, was killed. Lahsa used to go with me and other friends to watch football matches on TV. He’s a huge Barcelona fan. In the 2014 war, we watched most of the World Cup matches together. 

			We cross Jala Street and head towards Palestine Square, and buy bread from the Families’ Bakery. There is no falafel for sale nearby so we continue to the Square to find a small shop that makes the falafel balls. The man refuses to sell us fried potatoes as he needs them to prepare sandwiches for his customers. 

			We walk quickly to the Rimal quarter, passing piles and piles of rubble on both sides. Complete neighbourhoods have been erased. It looks like a scene from black and white footage of World War II. An old lady waves her arms around, saying, ‘The whole neighbourhood is gone.’ Rimal is no more the Rimal we all know. My friend Mamoun’s apartment, situated on the top two floors of a beautiful building, has been destroyed. Just two days before the war started, I had been sitting on his terrace and looking at the sea. Mamoun, one of my close and best friends, has spent his whole life savings on this two-storey penthouse apartment and making it his haven. Now it’s gone like most of the neighbourhood. 

			At the Press House, there are hardly any journalists. Just a handful. One of them, Hatim, tells me this is because there’s no internet here. After the attack on the telecommunications building, the internet in the region has been down, so most journalists have left.

			The jackets of the three killed journalists have been placed in the hall where, just yesterday, they had sat working. The blood on them looks fresh, paying testimony to the night’s horrors. Bilal hasn’t come in today. He calls to say he’s moved to another office, owned by the Press House, which does have internet. ‘If there’s no internet, there’s no news.’ I drop Yasser off back at the hotel then go to visit Bilal. The office is in a five-storey building. Bilal and four other journalists sit working around the news desk. I drink a coffee but suddenly feel very tired and need to carry on sitting. All energy has left me. 

			When I get back to the hotel, I don’t read the news. All our life is news. Instead I put my head down on the pillow, and start to wonder about fetching some books from my old flat. In wartime, you have plenty of time to kill. But I fall asleep thinking about what book I should read.

			Wednesday 11th October 

			Day 5

			Last night I was convinced my time was up. Around 10.30pm, I put my head on the pillow and tried to sleep. My brother Mohammed was already snoring loudly and annoyingly. Just as I was dozing, someone coming down the corridor shouted, ‘Room 102, Wake up!’ then knocked on the door and shouted again ‘We all have to leave!’ I jumped up and opened the door. It was the hotel man again, panting: ‘They’re going to attack the hotel.’ Yasser and Mohammed got out of bed just as quickly: ‘What building exactly are they going attack?’ he asked the man. ‘The hotel!’ the man replied. We frantically stuffed all our things into the two bags we had. I heard the hotel man shouting as he headed down the stairs, ‘Room 102, we’re out of time! Everyone else has left. Hurry up!’ We piled out of the room – Mohammed with one bag, Yasser with the other, me with my laptop, suit trousers and shoes.

			Everybody had gone already. We were the last to evacuate. Mona Ghalayini, the hotel owner and manager, was just getting into her car. I suggested we drive after her, she might know a safe route out. We threw the two bags into our car and, with Mohammed in the driving seat, we set off after her. After two streets, we had to stop; air strikes and shells from the warships were flying over our heads. We couldn’t carry on. It was too dangerous to drive down the middle of the street. Cars are easy targets for the Israelis. We had to get out. But where to? Not knowing, I just started walking. We kept walking, having decided to head in the direction of the Press House’s ‘back-up office’. It was a twenty-minute walk, and the whole way, every few minutes, we had to run to doorway or anything that looked like it might protect us, as explosions rang out above us. When we eventually got to the office, no one was there. By this point, it was 1.30am. I was still clutching my suit trousers, shoes and laptop. ‘Let’s keep moving,’ I said. I thought we could head north towards my place in Saftawi. ‘It’s too far,’ Mohammed protested. But we didn’t have any other options. My thought was to just keep walking. We walked up Rimal Street for another hour, ducking into doorways whenever we needed, after which we grew tired and needed to sit down. We all sat down on the pavement. After half an hour, we decided to walk back to the car and drive to the north. It was now three hours since we’d left the hotel and we knew it would take another three hours to walk back to where the car was. By 6am we finally reached the car. The daylight had already started to invade the darkness; the night was over. 

			In my Saftawi flat, I tried to sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking I’d actually been hit on Rimal Street earlier that morning and that I was now just some kind of ghost, unaware I’d been killed. The F16 pilot or the drone operator might have mistaken us as we wandered aimlessly along Rimal Street, trying to find shelter. ‘Mistaken us’? What am I thinking? The drone doesn’t make any mistakes. In my 2014 diary, I wondered at the constant hum of the drone before sunrise and imagined it having Suhoor with us, the breakfast before sunrise during Ramadan. A friend of mine wrote on her Facebook page that, when she sleeps, she wraps her legs around each other and likewise entwines her arms together, so that if she is killed overnight, her body will be kept in one piece. We are all thinking such thoughts about death. It pervades every moment. I was exhausted from lack of sleep, but exhausted also from thinking of my imminent possible death all the time. ‘Damn you to hell,’ I shouted at the drone, that wouldn’t stop buzzing, and got up. I splashed water on my face in the hope of washing away my dark thoughts. 

			As we prepared to leave and move all our things to the Press House, the drones and F16s began attacking houses in the Old Railway area. I was told by a neighbour, who gets her news from her old radio set, that the whole area had been razed to ground. When Gazans leave their homes at times like these, they know it might be for the last time. But it isn’t the first time they’ll have become refugees. Most Gazans experience the status of being a refugee many times over; historically many of them will be from refugee families from 1948, but some may also be ‘returned refugees’ from Palestinian refugee camps outside of Palestine, like Yarmouk in Syria as part of the Oslo Accord; these are therefore twice displaced. Then, with each onslaught on Gaza, they have to leave their homes again and seek shelter in less likely targets of the Israeli’s, like UN-run schools or hospitals. For the people leaving the homes now, this might be anything from the fifth to the tenth time they’ve been displaced.

			Al-Rashid Street, where our hotel’s located, seems to be a new target for the Israelis. Mona, the hotel owner, called Mohammed to say she might decide to reopen the hotel, depending on the situation in the coming hours. But the coming hours only brought continuous bombardment from the warships, all along the sea front. 

			 We hadn’t eaten yet, so Mohammed ventured out in Saftawi to buy falafel on Nasser Street. He came back explaining that all the bakeries had long queues so instead he had brought some less fresh Saj bread from another shop, the kind that’s usually used for fatteh (a traditional dish made of flatbread, broken into small pieces, mixed with rice). We stuffed the falafel in the Saj raps and made our own sandwiches. 

			When we arrived at the Press House, I laid out the mattress I’d brought with me in a small side-room where the batteries powered by the solar panels were kept. I threw myself down onto it. I hadn’t slept for 36 hours. The ceiling fan spun slowly, reducing the heat. I closed my eyes, not knowing if I’d wake up or not. I asked Mohammed to take care of Yasser while I slept, I couldn’t operate any longer. The drone continued to hum and explosions still occasionally sounded. But I was beat. 

			I wake up suddenly, after what I’ll later realise is only two hours’ sleep. For a moment, I look around me not knowing where I am. I see the batteries and all the wires leading into them, and through the door, the reception desk. For a moment I wonder if it’s a hospital. ‘Am I injured?’ I think. ‘Has the drone operator, who trained for this job playing PlayStation, forgotten that I’m actually a human being, with kids and a wife waiting for me back in Ramallah?’ I rub my eyes then it dawns on me: 

			I’m in the Press House. I check my mobile: no internet connection. At least I felt a little rested. 

			 Hanna texts, suggesting I go and stay in her father’s house in Jabalia. ‘It’s safer there,’ she says. I’m not sure it is, though she only has my and Yasser’s best interests at heart. I tell her that Jabalia is under fire as well. She knows this, of course, but she wants me to realise there are always other options. My solution won’t necessarily be the safest one. The scene in al-Tirrans still haunts me.

			I don’t remember the last time I listened to the radio. Even when I’m driving, I don’t turn it on anymore. This is despite growing up listening to it, with my father and neighbours. Radio was like a member of the family. Abu Darwish, an old man who lived next to our house in the camp, was always holding a radio against his ear, listening to the news. Usually, BBC. Today, the presenter asks a guest: Can you explain more? The man says ‘This is genocide.’ Yasser asks me: ‘What does “genocide” mean?’ ‘Everything that’s going on around us,’ I reply. Then the same guest on the radio speaks about heroism and steadfastness. He says our people will not leave his country, they will not go to Sinai. Now, as I sit under the great old olive tree in the Press House gardens, I ask myself: What would ‘victory’ mean in this context? In what circumstance could we say ‘We’ve won.’? I remember telling a journalist at the end of the 2014 war that I won because I survived. Later, as I walk down Nasser Street, I realise, the only real victory would be liberation.

			Now that the internet has gone down, we have no other way of getting the news except through radio. In the Training Room of the Press House there is a small glass case in which a number of old world radio sets are exhibited. These sets – some of which date back to the 1950s – were donated to the House by the author Tawfiq Abu Shomar.

			As I write this, I hear about an airstrike on Karmel Tower. The building takes its name from the famous high school, opposite it, which in turn is named after the great Carmel Mountain that stands above Haifa. The impressive tower was hit from more than one side. Many media centres and offices are located in the tower. The Israelis always go for these kind of buildings: new, impressive, exciting hubs of development and investment. I remember the destruction of Basha Tower, al-Shorouk Tower, and of course the Italian complex in 2014. The aim is always to send us back in time, to make the city look poor and ugly again.

			Thursday 12th October 

			Day 6

			Yesterday evening I went to visit some friends sheltering in various UNRWA schools in the neighbourhood. Entering the first of these was like going back in time nine years. Thousands have fled to the schools, where just last week, young children were sitting at their desks, learning. Now every classroom houses 50+ people, from several different families. In many cases, these 25 square-metre classrooms have been partitioned into three or more smaller rooms by sheets of cloth, draped randomly across the room. The families bring with them clothes, mattresses, blankets, pillows, kitchenware. But as more people flood into the schools, others take up places in the corners of the rooms, or in between the officially allocated spaces. Everyone needs a place in the end. 

			In the school corridors, people come and go talking about the war. Some of them are comparing the situation to their 2014 experiences, when they were driven from their homes in Beit Hanoun and Beit Lahia and took refuge here also. Those were hard times, and many of the details are fresh in people’s memories. They have to cross the same road again and again and again. Who can tell them when the cycle will end? 

			I know many of these displaced people personally and I know that many of them have only just rebuilt their houses after previous bombardments. They haven’t really been able to enjoy their new houses yet, to really make them comfortable and lived-in. It took them between five and seven years to rebuild what was destroyed in 2014. Now the houses are gone once more and God knows when they will be able to rebuild them again. Hisham, a friend of mine, asked me: ‘Why should I build a new home if the next war is only going to flatten it?’ I knew what I wanted to say: ‘To live in it.’ But that answer would’ve seemed glib, so instead I replied, ‘First, let’s hope this war ends, that we all survive it, and that it’s the last of these wars.’ ‘It’s never the last time,’ he said angrily. After a while, he calmed down a little and said, ‘I know, one day, we will have a country.’ He was referencing Mahmoud Darwish. Everyone wants a country. What he means is a state. 

			We sat for a while in a small room that my friend Ali had managed to create between two walls near the school gates. It felt like a gatekeeper’s cottage but made out of canvas. In this tiny space, he lives with four other members of his immediate family, as well as the family of his sister-in-law. He was expecting his father- and mother-in-law to move in too in the next couple of hours. He had insisted I pop in and have a coffee with them. His wife prepared it on a small gas stove and we enjoyed our ‘displaced coffee’ for a moment. 

			Afterwards, I walked round the school. Other friends invited me into their canvas ‘rooms’. Despite the situation, people are still generous and welcoming. Everyone offered me coffee or tea and even biscuits they’d brought with them. In these ‘coffee sessions’, you hear horror stories, tales of miraculous survivals, and difficult journeys to this new shelter. We then moved from one school (boys) to the neighbouring one (girls) through a small door in the wall that separates the two. Ramzi, an old friend, told me his son was administrating the shelter. ‘He
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