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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’s the boss here,’ he said. He then suggested we pay our condolences to a man there who had just buried four of his kids. The blood of his children was still on his clothes and tears ran down his cheeks continually as he spoke. Nothing could be said. At one point, he looked to the sky and said helplessly: ‘It is His wish.’ Ramzi told me that some people coming into the schools witnessed the loss of loved ones while on the road, and had since taken the risk of going back to retrieve their bodies for burial. ‘Every hour, there’s a new funeral,’ he said. Many go to check on their houses and search for lost relatives. Some come back, some get killed in the process. Few come back with the people they were looking for. 

			A journalist, who was reported to be dead and buried under the rubble with her children, was found alive the next day, when her dad decided he wanted to hear her voice on her answerphone message. He rang her and to his complete surprise, heard her voice: unrecorded, live, alive. She and the kids were waiting to be rescued.

			In the fourth school we visited, I met with my close friend Bassam, Hisham’s older brother. Bassam has spent many years in Israeli jails and knows hardship all too well. His ‘room’ was on the third floor of the school, and when I asked him why he didn’t choose one on the ground floor, he said he was lucky to get the one he did. He and the other men had just spent the day preparing the school, cleaning it and getting it ready to be a new town. 

			When night fell, I decided we should stay in the Press House, as the hotel was no longer safe. The Press House had electricity at least, if not internet. There were five of us planning to stop the night there, it seemed: my son Yasser, my brother Mohammed, the journalist Hatim, Abdullah (a lawyer and activist), and me. We prepared dinner together: eggs, beans, cooked tomato. After that, we sat around the narghile, as explosions sounded in the distance and the Press House shook from side to side. Being Palestinians, we enjoyed the opportunity to analyse the situation, politically. Being Gazans, we also knew which strikes were coming from the warships in the harbour. On the radio news, the presenter was talking about the departures of what he called fifteen ‘moons’, meaning souls. Such language doesn’t help to lessen the weight of what we were hearing about. Suddenly a piece of shrapnel fell into the front garden of the House. It made a terrifying sound, we ran to check it hadn’t hurt anyone and calculated that the original missile it was part of must have struck the shop next door, crashed through the roof of the building, then flown off into our front garden, via the door of the shop. We picked it up and carried it into the hall. It was hot to touch and heavy and we set it down next to the jackets of the three killed journalists. The whole scene told a story of the growing devastation. 

			Mosquitoes attacked and bit me as the evening went on. Abdullah told me how his sister was allergic to them, as well as dust. We finished the remains of our supper. By now, the war has somehow become normal. At the start, you count the strikes and try to work out where every single one was, but after a few days you stop counting. I think some kind of auto-pilot has kicked in, a survival mode developed in the 2014 war that allows you to stop paying too much attention to every detail. For a few hours, we managed to disconnect from the world. Not having internet helped. Now that the electricity has been cut off, we are entirely dependent on the solar panels. This means we have to watch out for our consumption. Water has been cut off as well, but we have enough for a day stored in the tanks. 

			 

			This morning, I walk with Mohammed towards the harbour. Two nights ago, many buildings in Institution Street were destroyed, making us too nervous to walk anywhere near the beach. So we turn inland and head east up Omar Mokhtar Street towards al-Shifa Hospital. The Karmel Tower seems to be collapsing. Concrete and debris is scattered across the street. Delice Coffee, one of Gaza’s main coffee shops, has been damaged. On my way back to the Press House on al-Shuhada Street, I see a flag still waving from the third floor of an attacked building. The building is resisting the fate of so many other buildings and somehow still stands. The Abbas Mosque has collapsed but its dome is left completely intact. Now the dome stands, pristine, if leaning at a slight angle, on top of a pile of grey rubble.

			I arrive at my flat in the Saftawi neighbourhood of Jabalia. As my family and I now live in Ramallah, we don’t use the flat often and we don’t use the water. So now there’s plenty of it. I fill the bath with hot water and take a long soak. I wash my clothes in a pan, scrub them, and leave them hanging out around the apartment. Knowing there’s a chance the flat will be destroyed in this war, I go round collecting all the photos from the walls, putting them all to one side. I look to the shelves for something to read in my spare time, of which I will have plenty. I pick Anna Karenina and also grab two copies of my book The Book of Gaza, vowing, if I made it back to the hotel after the war, I would leave them in the reception on its guests’ bookshelf. 

			Yasser hangs out with some teenage boys in the building’s corridor. He asks me if they can borrow some tobacco for their narghile. Even though he’s nearly an adult, I say no. It’s not wise that they start enjoying it so young. It’s a bad habit. Yasser, for the first time since the war broke out, seems to be enjoying himself. He asks if he can stay at theirs till tomorrow. I say it’s better if we all stay together. 

			We go to the supermarket, to buy chocolates, juice and nuts, and then head to the Press House for the day. There, for a few minutes, we relax, drink and talk, as if we aren’t in the middle of a war. A brief, happy time-out from the nightmare around us. 

			Friday 13th October 

			Day 7

			A house on our street was destroyed last night. Fourteen people were reported to have been killed, initially, but by the morning it would be 27. Our street is named after the refugees from both Jaffa and Howj (a village northeast of Gaza), so sometimes it is called the Jaffan Street and sometimes Howji Street. In recent years, the Howji name has grown more widely used. I know many of those who were killed. They are my neighbours. 

			All around the street, buildings were hit. Now the only thing that seems intact is a single banner strung across the middle of the street, welcoming Ramadan. When the attack happened, I was at the Press House. I called Ibrahim to ask about my dad and the rest of the family. One of my half-sisters, Amina, lives in a flat opposite the targeted building. Luckily she had moved to my father’s house earlier that day. Samah, my other half-sister, who lives near the beach, way up north, near Beit Lahia, has also moved into my father’s house. After the attack on Howji Street, she made the decision to move again, to a school shelter in Nasser or Shatti Camp. She gave birth to her third child just a few days ago. 

			In the same attack, my friend Mohammed Mokaiad’s wife was hit by a piece of shrapnel that came through the roof of their house and caught her in the neck. Her injury is critical. I tried to contact him to ask if he needed anything, but I couldn’t get through. The Press House’s internet was down yesterday as the main router had no electricity. In the House, we’ve instigated a new policy of austerity in our usage of electricity. We only use one lamp at a time. Also, there’s no hot water today: the normal tank is empty, only the tank that supplies the boiler has any water in. 

			During the night, more journalists came to sleep in the House. Bilal offered them mattresses and pillows. Soon, the whole place was full of them. 

			Yasser and I slept in the open air, near the garden at the front. Most of those sleeping in and around the House wake up at 5am. I hear them talking about how the Israelis have ordered the people of Gaza City and the north of the Strip to move to the south. ‘That’s a rumour,’ I say, dismissively, as I sit up. ‘No,’ someone replies. ‘It’s true. My friend just told me over the phone.’ There’s no internet to confirm or deny it, so I lie back down and try to sleep some more. At 7am, after two hours, Mohammed wakes me up saying we have to evacuate the place. ‘Why?’ I ask. Out front, on the street, the Red Cross employees were evacuating their building. ‘All the international organisations are heading south,’ Mohammed says.

			There are ten of us still here. We go to the entrance and watch the cars of the Red Cross employees pulling away. Everyone seems frightened; even the little cat sitting under the table outside the closed pastry shop looks terrified. We agreed that, come the afternoon, we will decide whether to leave and head south or stay. Yasser, Mohammed and I drive back to my flat in Saftawi. I pack up all the family photos and souvenirs. I ask Mohammed to put three mattresses in the car and three pillows as well, in case we needed to move quick. I place various essentials onto a kufiya which I then wrap up into a bundle. Was this what the Nakba was like, I wonder. As we prepare to leave, a missile hits the house owned by the Abu Lihia family not far away. Later we will learn fifteen people were killed by this strike. Such things become normal. With every strike, though, memories scatter along with the debris, rubble, and shrapnel; histories are being erased. And with every blare of an ambulance siren, someone’s hope dies. 

			The streets are full of people. They walk without particularly knowing where to go. Like us on the night we fled the hotel, they just want to keep moving. Many are weighed down by bags, while simultaneously dragging their crying children behind them. Who can give them what they’re looking for? Safety. Survival.

			Kamal, a friend from my university days, phones and proposes we come to stay at his place in Nuseirat. 

			Back at the Press House, I ask Hatim: ‘Where are we going to stay?’ Our decision was to drive south and see if that’s what everyone is really doing. ‘In the worst case scenario,’ I say, ‘if we’re unable to return, we can sleep in the car.’ ‘Good idea,’ Abdullah says. Hatim suggests in such a situation, we could always go and see Hikmat, the editor of SAWA, the Press House’s news agency. It would be good to see how things were on the ground down there. 

			When Yasser hears that we’re heading south, he asks: ‘South to where?’ ‘Believe me,’ I say, ‘I don’t have answers to every question. Half-answers have to suffice sometimes.’ Yasser, who sometimes seems to be the most anxious of my children, who is afraid to go the supermarket at night on his own, now seems much stronger and braver. I ask him: ‘Are you afraid?’ He replies: ‘Of what?’ This is good enough for me. 

			The businessman Abu Sad Wadia is going round the neighbourhood distributing items from his store – yoghurt and milk – for free. He sends some bottles to the Press House. I drink mine – peach flavoured – wondering when I’ll taste something as sweet again.

			Saturday 14th October

			Day 8

			My laptop doesn’t work anymore. I’ve tried turning it on and off many times but to no avail. I suspect some water has crept into it overnight, as I stupidly left it out on a table in the gardens where we’re sleeping. I’ve left it in the sun to try and dry it out. This means I have to revert to writing these diaries by hand, in my terrible, barely legible handwriting. I wonder about how to preserve it, in case I die, and the solution I come up with is to read it paragraph by paragraph and send it to friends, and my publisher in England, so they have copies. 

			Last night, the five of us sat in the garden of the Press House – Yasser, Mohammed, Hatim, Abdullah and me – discussing the big question: should we stay here tonight or head south. The Israeli army’s demands for everyone in the northern half of the Strip to move south means driving 1.2 million citizens out of their homes. Hanna suggests I go with Yasser and stay at her sister’s place in Tel al-Hawa. I tell her this is still well within the area Israel wants evacuated. For me, the best option is to stay at her father’s place in Jabalia camp, but before I get to suggest this option, she informs me that her aunt Nima has already moved into that house with her son and his family. Aunt Nima lives in the Old Railway Area at the very east of the camp, which has been heavily bombed. Hanna tells me she is going to convince her sister Huda to move to her father’s too.

			The Israelis have said we have 24 hours to leave, after which no one will be allowed to move. Twenty people were killed as a result of an attack on a house belonging to the Abu Saeda family. Mohammed suggests that we take the Israeli ultimatum seriously. Early that evening, I had met an old man on the street walking with what seemed to be his grandson who was wearing a spiderman costume and mask. I asked the old man if I could take a selfie ‘with the Spiderman of Gaza’. I posted the photo on my Facebook wall. 

			I suggested to Mohammed that we drive along Salah al-Din Street or Rashid Street to see if people are indeed moving south. First we tried Salah al-Din: there a young man told me the Israelis had destroyed the bridge over the Wadi, so no one could cross to the south. Then we turned west to Rashid Street, where hundreds of men and women were walking down the road parallel to the beach. As Hatim and Abdullah were wearing ‘press’ jackets, many people stopped to ask them their thoughts about when the war would end, assuming journalists somehow knew more than them. Some cars passed by stuffed with mattresses, pillows and bedsheets, other people walked, a tractor carried a cow in a truck behind it, while its new calf travelled behind the driver’s seat. Hatim took photos. 

			I noticed some cars were turning left towards Zahra City. I suggested we turn inland with them. We did so and found ourselves in a long row of cars waiting to cross a narrow bridge in the rural part of the Strip. After half an hour of waiting, during which time it got dark, we crossed over to Nuseirat. Even after crossing the bridge, the streets were jammed with people, and entering the camp grew more and more narrow. Finally we parked up, not far from an UNRWA school. Suddenly a child’s voice rang out: ‘Dad, Dad.’ It was Hatim’s son – his family had all moved there the day before. After catching up with them, I said to the others ‘Let’s head back.’ ‘No way,’ said Abdullah, ‘we can’t now, it’s too late. The F16s attack everything that moves at night, you know that.’ He was right, we had to stay in the south for the night at least. I cursed at the idea of us having done exactly what the Israelis had demanded. The others said it is my fault: it was my idea to come and see how things were ‘on the ground’. 

			I suggested we park the car close to where Hatim’s family was staying. I met his father, an old friend of mine. I promised we’d chat more, an hour or so later, after we came back. We then walked towards Hikmat’s house in the Bedouin area nearby. 

			Hatim knew the directions to the ‘Diwan’ of Hikmat’s father’s house. This is a large space, usually in the open area, where the Muktar (family head) of the tribe (or family) sits and receives guests to pass judgment on any disputes that have arisen between members of the tribe or with other tribes. But when we arrived, no one was there. After waiting ten minutes, during which we tried to call Hikmat, a boy passed by and asked us what we were doing there. Two minutes later, Hikmat arrived from a very narrow alleyway behind the ‘Diwan’. He invited us to have some coffee. I said coffee would be nice but we had to leave after one hour. Hikmat wanted to set a fire. ‘The perfume of the Bedouin is the fire,’ he said. Coffee would be more than enough, I told him, we were short on time. Our plan was to sleep in the car around midnight. We would take turns to stay awake in two-hour shifts. There were four grownups, so we could cover the eight hours. I went outside to try to make phone calls but to no avail. When I came back I was so tired I accidentally sat on my glasses and broke them. Now my laptop doesn’t work and my glasses are broken. What a state I was in! 

			After twenty minutes, Bashar, Hikmat’s nephew, came in with the coffee. Then his father arrived and asked us to come into his house. He insisted it was not up for discussion, there was no way we could leave his house now that night had fallen. It’s the kind of Bedouin hospitality that no one can object to. 

			Inside, we enjoyed hot water, electricity and, most importantly, the internet. He brought us all dinner, after which I gave my apologies and said I needed to sleep. The others kept talking for some time without me. 

			I wake up around dawn, disturbed by the loud snoring of my brother Mohammed. I try to wait as long as possible before picking up my mobile and reading the news. I deliberately wait for as long as possible before doing this, because sometimes it’s just too early to receive bad news. At breakfast I discover everyone else was also annoyed by Mohammed’s snoring. 

			Abdullah asks if we can drive him to Zawaida to visit his wife who has moved to her father’s place there. A few days before the war, she gave birth to their first child, Basil, and he has not spent enough time holding, hugging and caring for him. On the way, we get lost multiple times, as none of us know the camp. Several times we stop to ask people directions, only to be told they’re not from round here either. They’ve all come down from Gaza City.

			An hour or two later we’re back in Gaza City. In Rimal, the most beautiful quarter of Gaza, we see the full scale of the recent devastation. This is the high-end neighbourhood of Gaza, where all the richest families live. Now it’s just rubble. The area opposite President Abbas’s house is just one long pile of grey, broken concrete. The President’s house was itself partially damaged. The whole thing looked like a panning shot of Dresden or the East End of London after World War II. I saw the pile of rubble where Mamoun’s flat had once been located, where I’d spent the evening with him, just a week ago. 

			Everything around us is dead and silent. There are only crows and the occasional lost dog picking through the rubble. The Israelis want all of Gaza to look like this. Unlivable. Hellish. A few days ago, Samer Mansour’s large bookstore was destroyed, as well as the whole ‘Lego’ building it was in – a beautiful new block with a rooftop cafe called Ristorette – a favourite place for young freelancers and tech kids. Now books and crockery lie scattered among the ruins. In the 2021 war, the previous version of Samer’s bookstore was also destroyed, and there was an international outcry – publishers sent books as donations from around the world. A year ago, I inaugurated the new building with all its new stock. Now it lies in ruins and the world stands silent. Another bookstore, called Libad, has also been damaged. Today, I hear my artist friend Huda Zakout has been killed along with her kids. Huda was an artist who perfectly captured the classic Palestinian woman with traditional attire in her portraits. She had a great future ahead of her until the Israelis butchered it. 

			Sunday 15th October 

			Day 9

			It’s difficult going to sleep not knowing if you’re going to wake up again. We were back at the Press House, in a part of the Rimal quarter that is now almost entirely emptied of its inhabitants. The Press House is a two-storey building with two gardens, one in the front and one in the back, surrounded by high walls. Luckily the buildings around the Press House are also short – only one or two storeys – and are themselves surrounded by large gardens. In other words, there was no chance a neighbouring building would fall down on top of us, as was the case in most buildings in the camp, and the chances of flying debris hitting us were definitely low.

			Last night, it rained ever so lightly. There were barely any clouds and no wind. Just a few minutes of raindrops, then nothing. I was in the Press House garden at the time so I held out my hands to catch a few drops to wash my face with. Like a gift from the sky, I thought. Or maybe just tears for the fallen. The drone still hovered above me looking for its new victim, like a hungry dog. I suggested to Hatim that we should put some buckets out to capture some. Hatim said the air was full of dust and poison, from the shells and missiles, it would be polluted and no good to drink. 

			Last night, we failed to get any bread, as most of the bakeries are now closed and there are long queues outside the remaining open ones. Many people find themselves waiting for three or four hours, only to hear the owner of the bakery announce they’ve run out of flour or gas so they have to close.

			As I was driving Ahmad, a Press House officer,  to his house in Shuja’iyya on the eastern side of the city, I noticed many people carrying handfuls of traditional Saj bread. I told Mohammed there must be a classic bakery nearby. We were near the old Azzawiya souk, and I vaguely remember there being a bakery off one of the little side streets from that market. We parked in Palestine Square and walked to the souk, where we found herbalists, groceries and chicken sellers still open for business. And yes, we found the saj bakery open. We had to wait for half an hour before we could buy ten ‘loaves’. Then we bought two chickens which I asked the seller to cut into halves. We also bought herbs and olive oil to help prepare the meal back at the Press House. Before leaving, we bought some potatoes, most of which were rotten, and some very withered tomatoes and onions. On the way back, I suggested we swing by my flat in Saftawi, so I could take a shower and preserve the water in the Press House for daily usage. While I was there, I grabbed an un-ironed blue t-shirt that I hadn’t worn in five years, so filthy had my current clothes become.

			Back at the Press House, we rang the bell for maybe twenty minutes but Hatim didn’t open. Eventually I got Yasser to climb the wall and drop down on the other side to open the gate. Hatim was in, he was just fast asleep. After dropping off the food, I went to see my dad. My brother, Ibrahim, has moved in with his father-in-law. Awatif, my sister, has moved with her large family (daughters and sons) to her in-laws, while Amina has moved in with my father. My dad suggested that I slept at his place, which I would’ve loved to, of course. This was the house I was born in and lived in for most of my life. As diplomatically as I could, I declined explaining that I needed the Press House with its electricity and internet. ‘Are you afraid?’ I asked him, half-jokingly, half-seriously. ‘No, no, no,’ he scoffed ‘God is our protector.’ Mohammed offered him a cigarette, as I tried to read his face 

			Back at the Press House, I started to cook dinner. I asked Hatim what was the safest water to use. Luckily, he explained, a kind man set up a large black tank full of drinking water on the other side of the street for us all to use. I took two buckets and went to the street to fill them from the tank. 

			I moved my mattress inside, laying it down between two rows of desks, like a sausage in a sandwich. Everything, apart from the TV, had by this point been turned off to save electricity. On the screen, a news anchor kept asking correspondents in Gaza, Tel Aviv, Khan Younis and South Lebanon for updates and clarification. I imagine us being killed by shrapnel where we lay, and the television just carrying on unaffected to the point where it eventually delivers news of our death over our own corpses. I imagine another strike nearby making the TV wobble off its shelf and fall on us, continuing to deliver news of our demise, face down, into our dismembered bodies. I picture the anchor climbing out of the TV set, and trying to gather up his words from all the carnage around him to make them clean again. 

			I wake up around 6am and head outside, hoping to get some signal. I have to stand in the middle of the street and wave my mobile above my head, just to pick up the night’s messages. 

			At around 10am, I wash my new t-shirt, which had hung untouched for more than five years in my wardrobe. I have nothing else to wear so I have to wait naked, for three hours, until it dries. Naked, I’m exposed to a barrage of mosquitoes, making similar noises to the drones outside. I set my laptop out in the sun, so it can dry some more. I still have every faith it will work again one day. We cling to these little hopes. We have to.

			Monday 16th October 

			Day 10

			Yesterday I saw death approaching. I heard its steps growing louder and louder. I saw its jaws open, as it grew closer. Just be done with it, I thought.

			Suddenly my phone rang. It was Rulla, a relative in the West Bank, telling me to check if it’s true that there’s been a strike on the street in Tel al-Hawa where my cousin, Hatem, lives. Tel al-Hawa is on the southern side of Gaza. Hatem is married to Huda, my wife’s only sister. He lives in a four-storey building. While his mum lives on the ground floor, his younger brother (and his family) live on the first floor, his elder brother (and his family) live on the third, and he lives with his family, and the family of his son, on the second floor. It is 8pm. 

			I tried calling a few people, to find out which of the buildings in Hatem’s part of town had been hit. But no one’s phone was working. I walked to the al-Shifa Hospital to check the names: lists of the identified dead are pinned up outside the makeshift morgue. I could barely get near the building: tens of thousands of Gazans have made the hospital their home, its gardens, its hallways, every empty space or spare corner of the hospital has a family in it. I gave up and headed for Hatem’s building.

			Thirty minutes later I was standing on his street. Hasim, Hatem’s brother, for his good luck, or as he would say bad luck, happened to be out running errands when the missile struck. ‘It’s true,’ he confirmed. They hit Huda and Hatem’s building an hour or two before. The bodies of Huda’s daughter and grandchild had already been retrieved; the only survivor they knew of, so far, was Wissam, one of Huda’s other daughters, who was now in the ICU. Wissam, I learn later, went straight into surgery, where she had to have both legs and her right hand amputated. Wissam is a young artist who has just graduated from Gaza Art College. Just one day before the war broke out, I was supposed to attend her graduation ceremony but for personal reasons, I was late. Now Wissam has to spend the rest of her life without legs and with one hand. ‘What about the others?’ I asked Hasim. ‘We can’t find them,’ he replies.   

			By the end of the day, we’d managed to find five bodies. Four of them were Mustafa, Adam (his son), and his wife and three-month-old child. Unfortunately, we couldn’t find any more. We called and called. We shouted ‘Hello? Can anyone hear us?’. We called out the names of those still missing, hoping desperately that someone might still be alive under the ruins. Sadly, after five hours, we had to leave to bury the bodies we had found, in the cemetery. 

			Later that evening, I go to see Wissam in the hospital; she was barely awake. After half an hour she asked me: ‘Uncle, I’m dreaming, right?’

			I said, ‘We are all in a dream.’

			She replied, ‘My dream is terrifying! Why is it, Uncle? Why?’

			I said, ‘All our dreams are terrifying.’

			After ten minutes of silence, she said, ‘Don’t lie to me, Uncle. In my dream, I don’t have legs. It’s true, isn’t it? I have no legs?’

			I said, ‘But you said it’s a dream.’

			She replied, ‘I don’t like this dream, Uncle.’

			I had to withdraw. For ten long minutes I cried and cried. Overwhelmed by the horrors of the last few days, I walked right out of the hospital, and found myself wandering the streets. I thought to myself idly: We could turn this city into a film set, for war movies. Maybe Second World War films and end-of-the-world movies. We could hire it out to all the best Hollywood directors. We have everything here. All that’s needed for any possible type of catastrophe. Doomsday on demand.

			Who has the courage to tell Hanna, my wife, so far away in Ramallah? Who has the heart to tell her that her only sister has been killed? That her family has been killed? I didn’t have this courage. I phoned Manar, my colleague, and asked her to go to our house in Ramallah with a couple of close friends, and just try to delay the news getting to her. ‘Lie to her,’ I told Manar. ‘Say the building was attacked by F16s but the neighbours think Huda and Hatem were out at the time. “Where are they?” “We don’t know exactly, but they should be somewhere.” Any lie that may help,’ I tell Manar. ‘Anything that might make the news, when it eventually breaks, an infinitesimal amount lighter.’

			In the morning, I go to help search for the missing bodies. The building is like a ‘heap of broken images’ as TS Eliot would say, and the drones are too far up and too small to be visible in the infinite expanse of blue, making sure we have no shelter, as we pick through the ruins, under their constant, cricket-like hum. So many lives undone. On the way to Huda and Hatem’s house, I see the destroyed towers, stores, schools, university buildings. Gaza is undergoing one of its regular, morbid transformations it seems. But this time was different, a new mask was being put on its face. One of unquenchable anger.

			I was born two months before the 1973 war started, and since then I have lived through an endless war. During the first intifada I was shot by the Israeli soldiers. Bullet fragments were lodged in my liver. I was 15 years old at the time. Parts of that bullet are still in my liver. The British surgeon calmed my mother down and told her, her boy would survive. 

			 Every time I find death standing in front of me, in the middle of the road, like I did at this moment, I try to gather my courage and convince myself I’m going to survive, just the way the British surgeon told my mum I would. This time is different. This time I can’t convince myself. I fail in my attempt to calm myself down. I know that I cannot lie. I see it everywhere, death that is, I can feel it. I can touch it. Survival is not on the list of choices afforded to me. 

			Tuesday 17th October 

			Day 11

			It’s the eleventh day of the conflict, but already the days have all merged into one: today is like yesterday, the same bombardment, the same news, the same fear, the same smell. Nothing changes. You live with the bombing, the sounds of the explosions, the hovering of the drones, the sonic boom of the F16s. This cacophony is like the soundtrack of a film, only the film is your life. You have to live with it. And remind yourself that you are alive in it, this isn’t a film. But then you doubt yourself: maybe it is a film, a biopic about you, and you’ve already died. 

			My mother used to say, ‘The dead hear us, Atef, if we talk to them, but only if we’re honest with them.’ I wonder, maybe it’s a documentary I’m in, a bad documentary, a propaganda piece that only serves the country it’s being shown in, reaffirming all their viewers’ prejudices, all the lies that the media have fed them. Maybe I’m one of the deaths mentioned, in passing, in one of those propaganda docs. Maybe I’m one of the people who have died, and are now being lied to, lied about, and no one can hear me. 

			I read all the names along the news ticker at the bottom of the screen, waiting for my name to appear.

			In the evening, I went back to visit Wissam, who, until now, has been left alone in the hospital ward. I met with the nurse and explained her situation. ‘Whatever her situation,’ the nurse said, ‘she needs someone to be with her, to take care of her.’ I spoke to Wissam and she asked me the same questions as the day before. I tried to explain to her that our fate is not something we choose; it just happens. I should not be judged for anything I said to her in this state, I needed to tell whatever might calm her. She asked again about her legs. 

			‘What is important,’ I say, ‘is that you’re still alive.’

			‘Even without legs?’ she asks, ‘Even with just one hand?’ 

			There was nothing else I could say to her, except, ‘Yes.’

			I cursed my destiny that it fell on me to break this news to her. I rang Widdad, her sister, and asked her to talk to her. Then I rang her married sister, Waffa, and asked her also to talk to her too. Pain cannot be talked about. It cannot be expressed or written about. It is just felt and lived. As I waited with Wissam, I kept looking out of the hospital window, trying to figure out what was waiting for us next behind the darkness. My next task was even harder: to console my father- and mother-in-law over the loss of so much of their family. 

			Last night, I had no choice but to sleep at my friend’s house, in Jabalia – the camp where I was born and spent most of my life. For three nights, I had slept in the gardens of the Press House. Yasser, my fifteen-year-old son, has been spending the nights with me, sleeping by my side. He was terrified, of course. The Press House is situated in the heart of the Rimal quarter of Gaza City. Every night there, we felt the debris falling and crashing about us, hour by hour. More than once, we had to get up and find a new shelter. Eventually we slept between two rows of news desks. We gathered together in one aisle, staring at internet and computer cables. When sleep finally takes over, it’s a kind of surrender: you concede: you realise you have no choice but to let it win, accept what might come, even if that means death.   

			My short-term intention is to start sleeping at Faraj’s place. My mother-in-law’s sister and her family have moved in to stay with her. Their house is in what we call the ‘Railway Area’ at the very eastern side of Jabalia Camp. Faraj is currently alone in his flat, as his wife has gone to stay with her family following the death of her brother on the first day of war. Faraj’s mother lives on the lowest floor of his building, while his flat is above hers. 

			When I got to Hanna’s mother’s house, lots of women were sat around my mother-in-law’s bed consoling her. My father-in-law, Mostafa, was lying down alone in his bedroom. I tried to prepare myself to be steadfast before I entered his room. I slapped myself in the face and quietly shouted at myself. The old man has only two children – two daughters – and now one of them, Huda, is gone. Half of his family has been wiped out. I said, ‘God help us,’ but he just kept staring into space. I sat down next to him. I couldn’t hold it together and started to cry. I was thinking of Hatim and what a kind person my sister-in-law Huda was. A day before the attack, Hatim messaged me to come and sleep at theirs. Had I done so, I might be dead now. 

			‘Are we going to find them?’ the old man asked

			‘Inshallah,’ I replied. ‘In the morning, we will go and search for them.’ As we sat together, I heard the soft falling of the rain. This is the last rain the olive trees need at this time of year, to increase their yield, before they’re picked. I looked through the window and said: ‘You never know, we might still find some of them alive.’ This wasn’t just wishful thinking. Many are found days later. Stories of survival spread just as quickly as stories of death.a

			 As for Hanna’s mother – nothing can be said to a woman who has just lost her child, especially when it is so sudden. Huda wasn’t sick, her death came with no warning. Just a few moments before the Israeli missile struck, my mother-in-law was talking to her daughter on the phone. Then dinner needed preparing so she had to cut her off with a cursory ‘Keep safe’, not knowing that she wouldn’t keep safe even for five minutes. 

			For hours she cried and cried, calling out Huda’s name. She seemed unable to believe her daughter had left this world. My father-in-law named his first daughter after his own mother. The love story about Huda, the grandmother, and her own husband Yousef, had long been kept alive in the family’s collective memory, passed down from one generation to the next. After the 1967 war, the two of them were able to visit Jaffa once more, having been forced to leave as children during the Nakba. Being back in the city briefly was like a dream and the two of them sat on the steps of the Alhambra Cinema like they were back in the old days.

			What would the old woman have thought about the killing of Hatim and her granddaughter, Huda?

			When Ashraf, the husband of Wafaa (Wissam’s sister), had phoned to tell my father-in-law the news, the old man had the phone on loudspeaker, so his wife heard it without warning, at the same time he did. The haja [old woman] screamed,  learning at the same moment he did.

			I walked to Faraj’s place. I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday. I heard news from my friend Mohammed Mokaiad, another former PA officer who I’ve known since childhood, that his wife had been struck with complete paralysis after a piece of shrapnel caught her in the neck. His brother Yasser has been killed, along with his family, as they travelled to the south like the Israelis had demanded. On the eastern side of the neighbourhood, scores of people were sitting in front of the last still-open shop on the backstreet: our neighbourhood has two streets: the main street (Howji Street) which we share with families who came from the village of Howj and the backstreet, which we share with families who took refuge from Dayr Sunayd. My grandfather used to have a shop in this backstreet, before he left for Jordan, after 1967, where he lived out the rest of his life. 

			Having been sent out earlier in search of falafel, Mohammed failed in his mission and came back instead with a few pieces of chocolate. I ate three of them and sent two, with my brother Khalil, for my father.

			When we arrived at Faraj’s place, he immediately offered to make us dinner. All I’d eaten that day was the aforementioned pieces of chocolate, but I politely declined. We need to ration ourselves now. Instead I focused on trying to connect my phone to the internet through a card that Mohammed had bought for me. This is what we call a ‘street network’ here.

			At around 2:45am we were woken by the sound of an F16 missile hitting a building nearby. My mattress was in the middle of the living room; I had already gone through various options as to the safest place in the apartment to put my mattress. I’d started with the kitchen, thinking it was the furthest from the street, but then imagined kitchenware flying in all directions, and opted instead for the corner of the living room: but then what if the mirror crashed down on me? There is always something to be careful of. So, in the end, I opted for the middle of the living room. 

			After hearing voices down in the street, I went to the window: the target was apparently a bank a hundred metres away. I heard an ambulance driver say there were no causalities. The bank building was completely destroyed though. In the morning, I will hear that a piece of shrapnel flew hundreds of yards from the original target and ended up in a room of my friend Abdel Aziz’s house, and killed his son. That night, Abdel Aziz had specially brought his four sons and daughter to sleep in a room beside the house that had a wooden ceiling, thinking that houses with concrete ceilings were more dangerous, often killing everyone inside when the ceiling collapsed. The son had been sleeping between his other three brothers and sister when the shrapnel hit him, having passed easily through the wooden ceiling. 

			I took my father-in-law and his granddaughter Widdad to visit Wissam. The day the attack on the family happened, Widdad was sleeping at her grandfather’s house as she was taking care of her grandmother. This was the first time the sisters would be reunited since the day of the strike and Wissam’s amputations. As expected, the meeting was full of tears and sobbing. Their grandfather did his best to try and calm the two girls down. I couldn’t bear it. I am not as strong as I could be. I left them and went to the Press House. When I got there, Bilal seemed worried. I could read the fear in his eyes. ‘Are you afraid?’ I asked. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘I am not, but the situation is becoming unbearable and too many things are changing’. He suggested that I go with him to sleep at our mutual friend Jawdat Khoudary’s house in the old town. I told him I had to go to work, getting the corpses from the rubble. Yasser arrived, telling me that Widdad wanted tissues and cold juice for her sister. Her face and chest are burning up, as if the heat of the explosion remained in her body somehow, though we know of course it’s her body fighting off infection. She is desperately in need of anything cold to drink. 

			Mohammed went to the supermarket to fetch what was asked for. I went with Yasser and my father-in-law to see the destroyed house. Yasser and I searched through the rubble, while the old man stood at a distance. He couldn’t bring himself to come any closer. Instead he just stood and cried. Everywhere in a rubble pile there are holes – some big, some small. The larger ones, where a piece of masonry, a support structure, a wall or a stairwell holds part of the collapse back, are often big enough to fit into. I climbed down into several of them and shouted desperately: ‘Huda, Hatim, can anyone hear me? If anyone can hear me, just say ‘Yes’ or ‘God’. Yasser and I removed some stones. The smell of something rotten began to spread. I guessed that this might be the place of Hatim’s bedroom. I lowered my mobile down one of the smaller holes, with the camera function on, and zoomed in to the maximum to make the image closer. I tried this many times, to see if there was anything to make out, but all in vain. 

			After a few hours of this, I went back to the Press House. Rimal was quiet. No cars. No people crossing the street. The city seemed weak and exhausted. Everywhere there was a new site of destruction: a house partially damaged, with a corner missing, just a pile of rubble in its place; a floor in a high-rise apartment block taken out, with nothing but dust where the walls had been. The streets were also filled with belongings: scattered clothes; lost toys waiting for kids to gather them up again; torn school textbooks; half-burnt novels and pamphlets; pillows and sofas wrapped with hand-stitched covers; smashed TVs that would never play the owner’s favourite shows again; even bathroom tiles sent flying down the street in search of a city that would never be clean again. 

			Gaza doesn’t know stability. War has been here as long as Gaza has been here. On my way back to Jabalia, I looked at the Italian complex – which was famously destroyed in the 2014 war and only saw its reconstruction finished three months ago – and wondered: will it survive this war? 

			 

			Wednesday 18th October  

			Day 12

			 

			The two most important events in our lives are the only two that we have absolutely no authority over: our birth and our death. In between, we play a game without having any power over the final shot, the final freak goal in stoppage time that undermines everything we’ve ever done, mocks it even. No one offers you a say in the final score. You just lose. 

			This was my second night in Jabalia Camp. The place I should’ve been in from the beginning, where my family – father, sisters, brothers – had all gathered. I could’ve died here in the First Intifada; I could’ve died here in the Second Intifada, or the last long-standing ‘war’, in 2014.  We spent the night trying to find a signal to listen to the radio. War drags us back to the past and the old means of finding out about things. Now, the radio is the only way of bringing the news to us. No internet. No social media. So we’re back to the radio age. Explosions continue, each time feeling closer than the last, each time making me check my body, in case I’d been hit.

			Then the thought occurs to me: why do I even want to survive? What will survival benefit me, if I only live to spend another day fearing that I won’t survive that one? So far, I’m still here, of course. But at what cost, if it’s only for another day? Should I give up and retire from this game? Say no more to being bowed down by death, no more to searching for the next safe place, no more to rationalising what is happening to us? Should I just let things happen, come what may.

			It’s been a dark and terrible night. More than 500 people were killed in the Baptist Hospital last night. 500. They could have died somewhere else.  But they sought a life and a future in the sanctity of this hospital, thinking, mistakenly, that the Israelis knew hospitals are protected by international law.  No matter, they were killed, they were wiped out. 

			This hospital had been built by the British, or I should say the Church of England, over 150 years ago. We used to call it the English hospital. It was here that I was saved, by an English surgeon, after being shot as a teenager in the First Intifada. I could barely sleep, thinking about the place, thinking of the children who were sleeping on the grass in the gardens of the hospital in front of the church, lying under the dark-blue sky, protected only by a few scattered clouds, awaiting the morning sun, that they would never wake up to. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine not waking up myself.

			On the first day of the war, a friend of mine texted me: ‘What is happening in Gaza?’ I replied: ‘The proper question is not what is happening, but what has been happening, all this time – for more than 75 years.’ We live in a war film, and the director, who is also the producer and the star, does not want it to end. The Hollywood studio behind the film keeps feeding the script with new scenes, keeps adding millions of dollars to the budget. Early screen tests have proven it’s going to be a blockbuster, but only if they keep filming. And never stop.

			It’s only when I wake up that I know I’m alive. Even then, for a moment, I’m not sure. Yesterday afternoon I was there, close to the Baptist Hospital. I went to buy bread from a small bakery in the old souk, around the corner from it. Had the attack happened a few hours earlier, I might have been one of the dead. Everywhere people were queuing for bread. All the bakeries in the city are heaving with people these days. If you’re lucky you might only need to queue for two or three hours to buy ten loaves, to last your family a night. Since yesterday, we haven’t eaten. Yesterday we only drank coffee, and coffee and more coffee. I passed by many bakeries trying to find one that was less overwhelmed than the others; in the end I gave up and queued in front of one that only made particularly big loaves, ones used for shawarma wraps, made in a classic clay oven, or ‘forma’. I got lucky. After only an hour and a half, I’m served, and they still had enough flour to make our bread. 

			As soon as I’m dressed, I head for the Press House. There is electricity there, most of the time. At least I can charge my mobile and stay for a few hours, watching news on the television. Last night, the whole neighbourhood where the Press House is located was hit and all the windows, floors, ceilings, shelves, doors, everything in the building was shattered. Glass was scattered everywhere, pieces of wood, aluminium, torn and twisted metal twisted in every corner. The door to the garden was blown off. The only things that didn’t fall were the pictures of Gaza City hung around the internal courtyard. Last week, before the war broke out, an exhibition about the city, as seen through the eyes of its photographers, had been opened, celebrating the beauty of this lovely town: its high streets, parks, gardens, harbour sides. The pictures still hang there. If Yasser and I had slept the night there, as we had for the first week of the war, we might not have survived. We were lucky to have our house in Jabalia. 

			Jabalia is one of the most dangerous places in the Gaza Strip, one of the hardest hit. And yet we were lucky to have been there last night. Nobody knows what is safe and what is dangerous, in Gaza right now, what is good and what is bad, who to believe and who not to. You just have to make a choice. Roll the dice. 

			News comes that the Israelis want to evacuate more than 60% of the Strip’s inhabitants, presumably so they can flatten the City of Gaza. Leaflets are dropped everywhere by helicopters saying, in Arabic, that anyone who remains north of the Wadi will be regarded as partnering with a terrorist organisation. Presumably meaning they can shoot on sight. But I will not obey their orders. I have spent the whole time, so far, in Northern Gaza City and Rimal, two of the hardest-hit areas.  This is not insane. What’s insane is just obeying their orders. Sometimes all you have are the choices you make; you should make sure they are yours. 

			There is no guarantee, anyway, that if I do move south I will be safe. My wife Hanna pleads with me by text to I relocate to Raffah, so Yasser and I can be close to the crossing, in case it opens for foreign and diplomatic passport holders. ‘I don’t trust the Israeli army,’ I reply. ‘So why should I obey them?’

			They cannot be trusted as events have proved. Yesterday, Yasser, my friend Mohammed’s brother, was killed with his family in Nuseirat Camp, having moved south from the city just as the Israelis had ordered. And many others who obeyed orders didn’t even get that far. Dozens were killed yesterday in a cluster of missile strikes on the Salah al-Din Road, the main artery of the Strip heading south. They died waiting in traffic, moving slowly south, following orders. And these were people who had already obeyed the orders twice, moving out of their homes first and into UNRWA schools, then moving from the schools to the convoy south. 

			As my journalist friend Bilal, who also manages the Press House, always says: There is no safe place in the Gaza Strip. It’s like the sound of a drone outside, or the humming of a mosquito indoors. Danger is just everywhere.

			As I think about what kind of future this city faces, if any, I’m compelled to keep writing. Through writing, we can keep places alive, we can put down our memories of the streets that are now rubble, the homes that have now been flattened. We can not only stop them from being forgotten, we can create a map for how they should be rebuilt. Just as they were, wherever we end up. 

			All the family at my cousin Hatem’s house died when the bomb struck it. Only Wissam, my 23-year-old niece and her sister Widdad, survived to keep their story going, to tell what happened, and to tell us about the last moments, the last few laughs, and the last few hugs. Someone has to prove to us that no one can terminate life. Life is a gift; whatever gave it to us will protect it. This is not a prayer, as no prayers can change the course of destiny, it is a feeling I have, one that overwhelms me, from time to time. I got it last night, visiting Wissam in hospital, when I caught a glimpse of a girl in a hospital corridor, amid all the chaos and the crowds, quietly doing her school homework.

			Thursday 19th October 

			Day 13

			For two hours we try to find out exactly what has happened. But we manage to find nothing: debris, rubble, fragments of building, broken pieces of furniture, memories scattered in all directions, the everyday belongings of people who were alive just an hour ago. We frantically try and find someone alive, frantically try to hear any calls for help amid all the other noise. The scene is chaotic and unbearable. For a moment, I imagine that I’m the one under all this rubble and that, although still alive, no one seems to be coming to help me. I imagine my son Yasser in such a situation, trapped under the rubble but still asleep, not knowing he is running out of oxygen, that he is about to die. Enjoying his last dream. What was the dream those kids were having, the moment they were torn apart? 

			I return to Faraj’s place. We can do nothing now. The morning will bring fresh eyes with it. But I cannot sleep, I just lie there waiting for sunlight to break into the room so I can get up and join the rest of the neighbourhood in the search for survivors, or the dead. It is difficult for the bulldozers to get access to the site where the F16 missile hit last night, as the alleyways leading to it are very narrow. Removing the rubble by hand seems impossible, and there is no way to retrieve any bodies or help those who might still be alive, without removing the rubble. The widest alleys are no more than two metres across. Our only choice is to do it ourselves, to remove the rubble with our bare hands. We lift the bigger pieces in unison – a dozen men at a time, heaving on stones and great pieces of concrete, then carrying them out of the way. We manage to move and remove a number of fallen walls, hoping to find someone behind or under them. Abdo, the son of my cousin Ali, the owner of one of the destroyed houses, walks around in the neighbouring alleys, calling for his children. He believes they are still alive, that they somehow escaped when the missile struck their house. We try to calm him down. He keeps shouting, ‘Wake up kids. I know you are sleeping. It’s time to wake up.’ None of us can bear to witness his pain, so we all redouble our efforts and focus on the work, trying to block out his lamenting calls in the process. 

			We find the body of Ali, my cousin. Ali is Jabalia camp’s most famous egg seller. He celebrated the marriage of his son, Mostafa, just three weeks ago. His sons escaped death but not him, while all his daughters, who moved with their husbands and children to stay in the middle of the camp, thinking it more safe, died. No longer will we see Ali in the souk again, selling eggs. No longer will I ask him: ‘How are your “eggs”, cousin?’ (the word ‘egg’ in Arabic is also used to refer to balls). No longer will I hear his reply ‘They get bigger but they are no more useful!’ 

			Later in the day, I learn that another missile has hit a house belonging to relatives of mine in Khan Younis. The owner of the house that was struck ran a falafel shop at the bottom of the building, where his children often worked, helping him prepare the falafel. Last night they were doing their usual work: crushing the chickpeas, seasoning the mixture, dropping the falafel balls into the hot oil. They only closed up the shop and retired to their house at about 3am. At 4am their house was turned into rubble. Initially, eight of the family were killed along with four inhabitants of the house next door. However, they were lucky in that their bodies were retrieved quickly. That’s what counts as ‘luck’ in these circumstances: the ‘luck’ of being able to have a decent burial, to be shown a little respect in this final formality. Your family is ‘lucky’ if they don’t need to wait days or weeks for your body to be retrieved, all the time imagining you still under that rubble, reliving your last few moments, trapped, again and again, with no closure. Hanna is suffering in this way right now, desperately imagining the last few moments of her sister, Huda’s life, visualising her and Huda’s husband, Hatem, and their boy Mohammed, all lying under that rubble and knowing she can do nothing to get them out. 

			Even when you die, your luck can continue to worsen. The death of Huda and Hatem and their family happened like a thunderbolt, but not having a proper burial is an added blow that disorientates the wider family even more. When the dead are put to rest we rest as well. 

			Some kids have invented a new, clever way of making sure their story is told, or at least recorded, even after they’ve been torn to pieces by an Israeli missile. To make sure their bodies are recognised, they have taken to writing their names, with markers, on their hands and legs. They are sharing this practice on social media. Some are even writing their family’s mobile numbers so they can be called and informed of their death. It is almost impossible to think about the world carrying on after we die, but these kids are doing it: putting their loved ones first, hoping to lessen their suffering by saving them from the purgatory of not knowing. They do it also, I think, for themselves: the idea of dying and not being mourned by anyone is unbearable.

			Already I’ve become familiar with all the faces I pass on my way to the third floor in the hospital where Wissam is being treated. I know the people who live in the small tent at the entrance of the staircase near the emergency unit. I know the overweight woman who sleeps on a gurney in the corridor on the first floor. I know the three young women who always sit near the entrance of the second floor, their faces so anxious, apparently still not believing that this is their life now. When I walk down the corridor of the second floor towards the operating theatre, I always see the family who are now using a side-room next to the theatre as their bedroom. I know the father who’s always trying to calm his kids down. I know the face of the man behind the curtain that’s been stretched across a corner of a corridor to make his own space. When I see his curtain, I know I’ve arrived at the fourth floor. And when I walk down the first-floor corridor, I know the woman who’s always busy at that time of day making sandwiches for her children, and the man whose leg is broken and encased in plaster. 

			I have become familiar with all the nurses and their ever-frowning faces. I tell myself: ‘God Help them all.’ I’ve also got to know the families of the other wounded people in Wissam’s room. I know Abu Naeem, the man who worked as a policeman before the war. I know the young man Abu Yazan and his wife Om Yazin, who kindly took care of Wissam the first day she arrived here. 

			I know the faces and the pain. I know the way they feel and the way they do not feel. 

			Friday 20th October 

			Day 14

			‘What on earth are you wearing?’ I splutter as I suddenly realise my brother Mohammed is wearing a pair of women’s shoes. ‘You only just noticed?’ he replies. It turns out Mohammed has been wearing them since yesterday. He’s been wearing the same pair of sports shoes for two weeks and they’ve been hurting him throughout. Yesterday he discovered that Hanna’s shoes were much more comfortable. No one pays attention to such details anymore. The war and how to survive it are the only things that occupy us. Everyone is the same in war, including genders. Yesterday when I visited Wissam, I was wearing shorts. Normally, I wouldn’t dream of wearing them in such a place. But now, no one cares or even notices. In this way, life in wartime is much simpler. 

			We prepare for the worst all the time. Women, for instance, have started going to bed fully dressed and even with their hair covered, so if they need to evacuate the house suddenly they don’t lose any time covering it. But I think it’s also in case they are killed in the night, so they are not found semi-dressed. It’s one of the rules of war: always be ready. In the first ten days of this one, I was the same. I always slept in my clothes. Then I decided to stop thinking of these worst-case scenarios, it’s no way to end your day. Also, I have no idea what will happen to my body after I die, so why should I worry about it? I’ll be dead. For me, the only thing I should be thinking about is not making it happen, keeping safe. 

			Last night we slept. I mean we really slept. We’d all obviously been in need of it. The drone never stopped hovering and buzzing but we slept right through it. Many missiles struck Zahra City, south of Gaza City, destroying most of the beautiful new villas there. Zahra is a new development originally founded by Arafat to stop the expansion of the Nitzarim settlement at the time. On the edge of the Sheikh Ijlin area, the flourishing new town has given a new life to the coastal road. 

			As I put my head on the pillow, I fell asleep. Usually it takes me a while, listening to the drone and pretending to have a conversation with the pilot – one of my little rituals. But last night I was out like a light, and couldn’t believe it when I woke up and saw it was 7am. Later, I remember that I actually did wake up, for a few minutes, around 3am after hearing a strike, and I even got out of bed and went to the window, to see the fire truck working down in the street. I ask Faraj if I had dreamt all this. He reassured me I hadn’t; we had all gotten up and looked. He points to the street below, saying the fire trucks are still working down there. For me, those five minutes of being awake felt like a nightmare. 

			Before we go to bed each night we have a tradition of listening to the news while smoking narghile. The building usually shakes around us from the explosions as we try to wind down. We get used to these things. More and more often we don’t even bother going to the window to see where each strike is. Explosions are part of our lives now. All that matters is that it’s not your house or the one next door. Fourteen people were killed in different attacks in the camp including my friend Ziad Abu Jidian. The Israeli Army’s instinct seems to be to kill as many as they can. The death toll’s not important, what’s important is that Gaza dies. To them we are just numbers, and when you’re turned into numbers, it doesn’t matter if it’s ten or ten thousand. It’s just a number. The world remains silent, except for a few demonstrations in major cities and capitals. But the Israelis don’t care about demonstrations.

			My mobile rings to tell me the bulldozer has arrived at the ruins of Hatem and Huda’s house. I close my laptop and drive there with Mohammed. Part of the rubble has been cleared away. We help the ongoing clearance work and, finally, after half an hour we see a hand, clearly that of a man. The area around it is covered in dust and gravel, and at first we don’t notice it. For ten minutes, we carefully clear the space around it with our own hands, removing stones and digging deeper to get to the corpse attached to it. It was without a head. The right hand is raised as if to protect the owner’s face from the fire of the explosion. Hazim, Hatem’s brother, says the corpse belongs to his son, Awad. For a while, I question this conclusion. But my doubts are soon eliminated when Hazim explains Hatem was wearing a white shirt at the time and his son was wearing a black one. 

			The driver of the bulldozer says he has to go, this is the most he can do for now and, in leaving us, abandons us to our pain. We place the corpse in a plastic bag and continue searching for the rest of the bodies. Every few minutes, Hanna calls again asking if there is any progress in finding her sister. 

			After a while my back begins to hurt, and I cannot continue. I ask Mohammed to drive me to the Press House. An hour later he phones to tell me the corpses of Hazim’s sons and daughters have all been found. ‘Any news about ours?’ I ask, meaning Hatim, Huda and their son. ‘Unfortunately no,’ he says. Around noon he comes back to the Press House, explaining they had to flee the site because of new bombing raids in the area. It became too dangerous to continue the search. The mission is still incomplete. 

			Later, I go to another bomb site in Jabalia. My cousin Nabeel, whose boys and daughter are still under the rubble of the family home, sits on his own, crying. I sit down beside him. There is nothing I can say. Silence is a form of solidarity; an expression of shared inability. Many men have been working here, by hand, trying to get people out. Finally, someone cries: ‘Some pieces of a body!’ After three further hours’ work, a whole host of bodies are found including Yousef, Nabeel’s son. Some 23 members of the family remain lost in the rubble, and efforts to find them continue until sunset. 

			Saturday 21st October 

			Day 15

			What day is it? This is one of the first questions you ask when you wake up. The date no longer matters, no one has any meetings or appointments. The days all look the same. Some days, you witness more attacks than others, not because the day has been less violent, but simply because the violence has been elsewhere in the Strip. All days are violent. 

			Today is Saturday, I realise. So yesterday was Friday. My relatives continue their efforts to retrieve more corpses from the rubble. Abu Lail, a relative, brings us coffee. Nabeel continues to try and listen for the voices of his sons and grandchildren around the site. He puts his ear to any hole in the rubble he can find, hoping to hear a voice or a cry. He reaches into one hole and his fingers clutch onto a toy that belonged to one of his grandchildren. Pulling it out he breaks into uncontrollable sobbing. Next he finds a small plate of Basbousa [a type of dessert]. Someone was clearly eating from it when the missile struck. The five of us gather around the plate unable to process the fact that someone died while eating one of these pieces. A party that ends with death, or a death that ends with a party. 

			Last night was hard. It seems a redundant thing to say – all nights are hard. And what happened last night was just a repetition of what happens every night. Missiles fell on all sides. In the first days of the war, we would argue over the types of missiles we heard and whether they were from warships, tanks or F16s. Now, we are more familiar with each type and there is no disagreement. Every time we hear the screech of the rocket, we wait for the explosion, then for the zigzag-dance of the house. There’s a rhythm to it.

			Have we become inured to the bombing? Are we less afraid of it now than we were at the start of the war? Perhaps. Everything becomes normal if it happens often enough, even death. It is normal to learn about the loss of someone close to you, because you hear such things happening to others all day long. You get used to it, sadly. Death loses its power on you, it no longer shocks you the way it once did. All you care about, in certain moments, is your own survival. And when you hear that someone else has died it means that you, by contrast, are still alive. The dead do not hear the news. Hearing about the departure of others means you have not departed.

			One of the games I like to play to stop myself thinking about death all the time is to simply imagine that nothing exists outside my body. This morning, as I make my way into the hospital to visit Wissam, I try to play this game. I pretend I see no one at all, and no one sees me. I don’t see or hear any of it. I take the same route I take every day, only this time I imagine that I am invisible as I pass along the corridors and climb the stairs. No one sees me, no one hears me. I keep my head down. I’m only woken from this game when I get to Wissam’s room and I hear her talking to God, blaming him for leaving her still alive. ‘Why didn’t you let me die? I should have died like the rest of them, I was with them in the same room! Why?’ 

			It is easy to be invisible but to be visible and stable and able to carry on, despite your wounds and your trauma, that takes strength. So I resolve, on my way back through the hospital, to open my eyes as widely as possible, to see and hear everything and everyone around me: the overweight lady on her gurney in the corridor; the three young women exchanging anxious looks at the entrance to the third floor; the little girl doing her homework without knowing if there will be any school to go back to. I see the kids sitting around their mother making the morning sandwiches. I see the man with the broken leg whispering to his wife in between groans of pain. I wish I could eavesdrop on their conversation. Words are not honest in describing all of this, and they don’t help make reality any less painful. I still hear the voice of Bothina, Nabeel’s wife, blaming God: what difference would it make to Him if He spared them just one grandchild? 

			 Yesterday while sitting with Bilal in the Press House garden, having our usual catch-up and narghile, we heard a commotion out on the street. People were talking and shouting against the sound of cars driving off. We went out to see what was happening. Apparently the Israeli army has phoned the inhabitants of the Rimal quarter and asked them to evacuate the region. Shuhada Street, where the Press House is located, is one of the few streets in Rimal that has any signs of life anymore. Just the day before, I had seen a young man and woman walking down it hand-in-hand having a rare romantic moment together, taking selfies and smiling into the camera. I had been standing outside trying to catch a mobile signal when they passed me. Perhaps love is possible in times of war, I thought. They greeted me saying, ‘Thank God you are safe’, even though they didn’t know me. It has become a common phrase people greet each other with now. The couple stopped for a moment under the huge eucalyptus tree then turned onto Nazareth Street. 

			My friend, the businessman Abu Sad Wadi, lives on this street. When I went out front with Bilal to see what the commotion was, Abu Sad was standing there surrounded by his family trying to calm them all down. He was barely able to believe that he now has to leave his home. I invite them all back into the Press House, where I told him to relax so he could think logically about the situation. The Israeli officer on the phone had told him his house was going to be destroyed so he had to leave. At such times, you have to think of those with you, and not just what you can bear. We all understood Israel’s mission was to evacuate all of the north of the Gaza Strip, and soon no doubt do the same with southern half, until the entire population was kicked out, into the Sinai desert. No one wanted to be part of this, but we have to think of the most vulnerable of those with us.

			Before heading back to Jabalia, I popped into my flat in Saftawi. There, I soaked my clothes and washed them. My purple t-shirt had become a filthy grey-ish purple. I laid on my bed for half an hour and tried to relax. The rest of the building is nearly empty already. Most of my neighbours have left. 

			As we hadn’t eaten since the morning, I suggested to Mohammed that we buy some falafel and eat it at Faraj’s place. We didn’t realise Faraj had no bread in, and was expecting us to bring it. My neighbour Abu Aseel heard me talking to Mohammed about it when he returned and immediately called his wife and asked her if she could spare some. Now, thanks to my neighbour’s generosity, we can eat our only real meal of the day. 

			Before returning to Faraj’s place, last night, I went to see my mother-in-law. As she asked all the usual questions, she looked completely beaten, too exhausted even to cry. Yasser, who’s been staying there, insisted on coming back with me to Faraj’s place, so he can accompany me in the morning when I visit Wissam. He complained that we go and we do not take him with us. When I suggested that he stay with his grandmother, as she needed him, he refused. On the way back to Faraj’s, we also passed by my father’s. He was about to sit down to a dinner of cheese and olives, and was just lighting the gas cylinder-fire when I got there. I asked him if he felt cold. It wasn’t that he was cold, he explained, he just preferred to be as warm as possible. I gave him some nuts that I bought for him and three pieces of chocolate. 

			Out in the street, a boy was selling all kinds of radios. The age of the radio was finally back. The sight reminded me of our old neighbour Abu Darwish, who inspired one of my fictional characters. Palestinians are so addicted to the news, it’s as if they’ve been waiting on the edge of their seats for 75 years, for that one newsflash: that all their problems have been solved; that they can pack their bags and return to their homes. 

			Sunday 22nd October 

			Day 16

			Today is the 16th day of the conflict. I’m still alive. Gaza is not Gaza anymore. It has become a different city. When I woke up this morning, I looked down from my window in Jabalia Camp. Dozens of young men were busy trying to remove the rubble from a group of buildings that had been devastated by missiles over the previous three nights, desperately trying to recover the corpses beneath. They have calculated some 35 bodies are still underneath it all. As for my own family’s loss, until now, we have still not been able to get the bodies of my wife’s sister, Huda, and her husband, Hatim, and her son for eight days now. Hanna, my wife, phones every morning asking what the chances are we’ll be able to find the bodies today to bury them. Some people have discovered the bodies of their loved ones were thrown hundreds of metres away by the power of the explosion. We found her sister’s second son, Mohammed, lying on top of a building around 70 metres away. 

			Our next-door neighbour, in Jabalia, Faraj, has been very close to us over the last two weeks, sharing every burden and every grief. Each day of the war, so far, he has risen before dawn to prepare for the long day that lies ahead of us all. If he is to have any hope of salvaging some normality for his family, or the closest we can get to ‘normality’, he must plan every detail of his day, like a strategy for a war, just to get basic provisions.

			The first thing you have to think about, in these times, is getting bread for the day. The chances of getting bread in time for breakfast are extremely slight. More often you might only get it in time for midday. Knowing this, many families send one of their kids to queue in front of the bakery before sunrise. These kids have to wait for at least two hours before they return with their precious cargo. Some might wait for up to five hours. Last night, unfortunately, I didn’t get any bread. Faraj and my family have been eating together, communally, since all this began. So last night I assumed Faraj was getting the bread – and he assumed I was. I bought falafel and when I met him in front of the house, to sit and eat together, we were embarrassed that all we had to eat were falafel balls. Yousif Shaheen, a friend from the neighbourhood, heard us talking about the bread, and realising we didn’t have any instantly phoned his wife to ask if she could spare some loaves for us. Minutes later this kind lady appeared with nine small bread rolls for us, enough for Faraj, my brother Mohammed, my son Yasser and me. Having not lived in Gaza for a number of years, I had forgotten the capacity of the people of this city, to support each other, even in the hardest times.

			The second thing you have to think about is how to secure clean water. To drink. Forget about chilled water, or something to cool you down. Just clean enough to drink is the best you can hope for. The people of Gaza City have suffered from shortages in clean water for a long time; the water is contaminated at the best of times. But now it is cut off altogether. In the Press House, where I’ve spent my time for the last ten days, we don’t have any water at all. The problem has more than one face. As electricity is off most of the time, even if you do have water, you can’t pump it up to the tanks on the top of each building. Because of this, most buildings do not have water. Not everyone can afford to buy bottles of water. In the first few days of the war, the price of a small bottle rose to ten shekels, so instead they send one of their kids to queue near of the UNRWA’s water stations to fill a few bottles or gallon-tubs.

			Lying in the hospital, Wissam is burning up. It’s as if she still feels the heat of the explosion inside her body, and as such needs a constant supply of water, preferably cold, ideally iced, but where are we to get it from? When I arrive at the Press House, I put a couple of bottles in the freezer and wait five hours so that I can take her some in the evening. Cold water is a privilege that most people cannot dream of. 

			The third thing you have to watch carefully at times like this is your chargeable battery. Electricity is a rare fleeting presence in the Strip these days, and completely absent in the camps. The last time Jabalia Camp had electricity was thirteen days ago. Having been subjected to daily, rolling blackouts for over a decade (eight hours on, eight hours off), most houses in the Strip have learned to adapt: the luckiest have back-up generators, but most rely on batteries, not dissimilar to car batteries, that charge up whenever there is energy. These provide us with low lighting at night, and some internet access, though they cannot power anything like a cooker, fridge or kettle. Charging one battery can take up to five hours. At times like this, when there is no electricity at all, those that can afford it, sometimes send a member of the family with the house battery to a house they may know that has solar power. In this case they will have to wait with the battery, queuing for a slot at the plug and then just wait for it to charge up. Only when we get it home can we charge our phones.

			So, just to achieve normality, you need three people working for you: one to queue for bread, one to queue for water at the UNRWA pump, and one to wait for the house battery to charge up at a building with a solar panel. Lucky is the man with three kids who can do this for him, otherwise he has to run with his wife from one place to another, frantic for crumbs. 

			This morning the queues on the bakeries are longer. Thousands of women, men and children are waiting to get their bread. In front of Shanti Bakery in Wihda Street the queue is more than 500 metres, likewise in front of Family Bakery on the crossroads between Wihda Street and Nasser Street. According to the head of the Bakeries’ Association, Abdelnasser Ajrami, seven bakeries were hit by Israeli missiles. Two nights ago, the bakery near my sister Asma’s house, a place called ‘Abu Rabee’, was completely destroyed, along with the lives of most of those queuing outside it. This is just a few hundred metres away from where I am staying in Jabalia. And not just bakeries, but cafes too that provide people with fast food at a time when many are homeless and no longer have access to their own kitchens. It’s as if the Israelis are looking for the softest of soft targets; they’ve also hit the Baptist Hospital as well as several churches – the former too obvious, too much bad press. They could blame that one on the Palestinians. But presuming two hospitals might look a little suspicious, they’re now going for smaller soft targets, and many of them: bakeries where queues of people stand patiently in line, most of them children, waiting to die – either quickly from an airstrike or slowly, from starvation, as the queues grow longer and longer every day.

			Last night, the souk of Nuseirat Camp was hit. Among the targeted places were two of the camp’s best-known restaurants: Jenin Restaurant and Aqil Restaurant. On the fifth day of the war, when I was in Nuseirat, I grabbed a sandwich from Aqil restaurant. The people who had been queuing there last night to get their sandwiches are dead now. 

			Last night, I managed to convince my father to lend me one of his old radios. During the long nights, without electricity, without internet, I feel disconnected from the world. All I can hear is the sound of explosions and screaming without knowing where any of it is exactly. Sometimes Faraj, Mohammed and I get drawn into a macabre guessing game as to where each explosion is, and how close it might be. I guess most people in Gaza have been playing this game for the last two weeks.

			The only solution for this is to have a radio set. My dad happens to have three, for him they are like family heirlooms. One is over 30 years old. Finally, he agreed to let me have one for the nights of war. Most people right now are reliant on these old sets for their news. They’ve even started selling them again. Whereas radio shops disappeared long ago, now many shops in Gaza are advertising they have radios to sell, putting them centre stage in their shop windows. We spend our nights fighting off static, trying to get a clear signal. 

			But as time passes, each day feels more and more like the day before and the day before that; each night feels like last night. And this war feels exactly like the last one, and the one before that. In a war, nothing is new. I was telling Mohammed, ‘The only thing that could possibly be new about a war is the one thing you could never know about it: that it’s your last.’ Even so, the fact that we wake up each morning is news enough for me, and worth all my appreciation.

			Monday 23th October 

			Day 17

			Last night was the most violent. Some 600 people were killed in attacks on different parts of the Strip. At around 11pm I heard an explosion nearby. The usual sequence: the screech of a rocket, a flash in the darkness, then the explosion. I was lying on the mattress, in the middle of the flat (away from the windows), trying to sleep, and had almost dosed off when I noticed a dark and noxious cloud filling the street. No one seemed to be out there. I heard the sound of several ambulances arriving all at once. I began coughing. The smell was that of burning metal and ash. I had to drink some water. My throat stung. Everyone woke up and looked out of the window. The smoke was getting thicker. I counted twelve ambulances heading towards the east end of the street. 

			Normally the question we ask next is: Where was that? Normally, after half an hour, the news arrives telling us it was near ‘Trans’, for example, an area that can be described as the downtown of Jabalia Camp. I know now that this is what happened in Tirrans on the third day of the war, when more than 50 people were killed. But this time round it takes days for this kind of information to be established. One of the most unsettling things about the war, this time round, is that missiles might be landing just a few metres away from you and you wouldn’t know where it hit, exactly, for hours or sometimes days afterwards. With no news, no internet, and no possibility of going outside, you can only speculate who’s been hit.

			I miss real food. Most days I eat falafel in the morning and falafel in the evening. Two days ago, I bought some chicken and quickly fried three pieces so that Mohammed, my son Yasser and I could eat. For us, this was like having a feast. I wanted to save some pieces for the next day, but Mohammed scoffed, saying, ‘Tomorrow they will be rotten!’ He had a point: the refrigerator was out of action due to lack of electricity. So I placed the chicken in a pot outside on the balcony as the air would be cooler there overnight. We all try to improvise, of course, in times of crisis. But this morning we woke to discover the chicken had indeed gone off and smelled terrible. We now have nothing to eat, so I phone my brother Ibrahim and ask if he could buy us some falafel before the shops close. When we arrive at the family house where Ibrahim is staying, we are able to improvise some sandwiches using the falafel. Every time I eat, I feel that this is the most delicious meal I’ve ever had. Deep down, I think I’m telling myself this because it might be my last one. 

			This morning, I am surprised to see the barbershop open. But my attempts to enter the shop failed as scores of young men stand queuing outside. Instead, I suggest that Ibrahim, my brother, cut my hair using the little cutting machine he has. My late brother Naeem was good at cutting our hair. In the First Intifada, during the curfews, which sometimes lasted as long as 40 days, Naeem used to cut the hair of most of the men in the neighbourhood. For now, Ibrahim will do his best. 

			This morning, when I woke, I was desperate for something to change. It is hopeless waiting for a war to end. What if it never does? It didn’t end after a week. It may not end after a month, or a year. We, the object of war, have no word in its development. So I realised I needed to have a long-term strategy and plan more seriously how I am going to manage my life over the coming weeks and months. 

			Today I will stay all day in Jabalia. This means not visiting Wissam in the hospital and not going to the Press House. For me, merely checking in on Wissam crushes me. I guess I am weaker than I realised. And sometimes you have to do what’s best long term. In order to be able to see her tomorrow, I should not see her today. I should rest.

			I phone my sister, Eisha, to ask if she would be willing to cook us all a hot meal. She is happy to do so, she replies. Her husband, Maher, is also a good friend of mine. He suggests slaughtering a couple of the chickens he has raised in the little pen in their small garden. 

			My plan for today is not to use the car, as it’s low on fuel. And there is no gas left in the petrol stations. We haven’t been able to refill the car for over a week, so we need to be careful. Fuel is one of the most pressing issues for Gazans right now: If you own a car, it is best to only use it in emergencies. Some people who own generators also need gasoline. So it’s normal to see hundreds of people queuing up in front of the petrol station, holding up their gallon-tubs in the hope of keeping their generators going. Yesterday I saw the owner of the petrol station at the entrance of Jabalia Camp desperately remonstrating with a crowd of people gathered in front of it, trying to convince them he had no fuel and that queuing was futile. His hope that they would leave his station was in vain. One man shouted: ‘How come you’re a petrol station but you have no fuel?’ Angrily the owner replied: ‘Ask the war.’ 

			I walk towards Eisha’s place in the Tal Azzatar neighbourhood of the Camp. By this stage, I’ve almost become indifferent to the explosions ripping holes in the city around me, because there are so many of them. After seventeen days, there is no use in stopping life: Life has to continue. People are out wandering in the streets again as if there’s been a de-escalation, but there hasn’t. The heaps of rubble and half-collapsed buildings lie everywhere. As I walk, I discover new gaps in the city. Houses of friends, buildings that were integral to the topology of these streets, all gone. Some of them were landmarks of the region. What will happen to us?

			 Everyone that dies here, dies by sheer bad luck. They just happen to be where the missile strikes at that particular moment. Most of them are on the move, from one place to the next, trying to guess where will be safest. No one is the permanent resident of anywhere anymore. 

			One small consolation is that when you hear the sound of the rocket, you know it is not going to hit you. You’re not the target. This is a lesson all Gazans learn. When you’re the target of a rocket, you don’t hear it coming. It is just death. You just die. And yet, in my dreams I think I see death, it takes its time, it lets itself be known. I hear its footsteps. I see its teeth. 

			And nothing we’ve learned as a people, as a species, really helps us at times like these. I have to stop, for a moment, to let a shepherd drive his flock across the road. Hundreds of sheep and goats walk past me. They all look tired. They may not have eaten for days. The shepherd, I gather, is out on the streets because he has been forced to evacuate his barn. He doesn’t know where to hide them, I confirm, so he leads them through the streets. ‘What about at night?’ I ask him. ‘I just sleep where I am and they sleep beside me.’

			When I arrive at Eisha’s place, I ask myself the same question: Is it really safe here? One cannot avoid the question of safety even if there is no answer to it. 

			Tuesday 24th October 

			Day 18

			‘Is life in Gaza always difficult?’ I get asked this question a lot. I cast my mind back and struggle to remember a time when it wasn’t. Perhaps, for a few scattered moments back in the early nineties, when the Palestinian Authority established a base in the city, there was a moment of calm. Or the promise of calm, perhaps, at some time in the future. For my generation, 20-year-olds at the time, the future was opening up. The peace process was going to be the start of a new beginning. It could work. Thousands of people took to the streets in support of it. We didn’t know it at the time but we were clutching at straws. My late mother participated in one of the many mass demonstrations that celebrated the Oslo Accords, when they were signed; her hope was that it would lead to the release of her son. She died without seeing him free.

			Notwithstanding this, it was a good time. Gaza was full of promise, buildings were reaching up into the sky in all directions, the city was expanding south and north, sandy roads were being paved, public monuments were appearing, money was coming into the city. Gaza had a prosperous future, if only the peace process continued. 

			Sadly, it only lasted a few years, after which everything collapsed. Peace became a burden for the Palestinians, the cost of it – the presence of Israeli police everywhere – too much. The future was cancelled. The economy stagnated, the airport was bombed, people were hemmed in, even when the Israeli settlers and soldiers moved out, the walls went up and the Gazan people knew, once again: they were prisoners here, not citizens. 

			For the whole of last night, the tanks didn’t let up. As Eisha’s place is at the eastern side of Jabalia, it’s close to the border where the tanks stand in their hundreds. It was a risky decision, coming here, but after seventeen days of moving from place to place, of scarce access to water, of sleeping on mattresses and being unable to even wash, I’d had enough. I needed a shower and a proper night’s sleep on a real bed; I needed to wash my clothes and brush my teeth. At Eisha’s place, I could do all this; she has solar power, which means the water can be pumped up to the roof, which means: running water! 

			Eisha wakes early as she has bread to prepare. After so many bakeries have been targeted by the Israelis, she is not going to send her 14-year-old son to queue in front of one for hours on end. The only solution is to make it herself. She has stockpiled flour from a supermarket run at the start of the war. Every two days, she makes another two days’ worth of bread. I help her, kneading the dough and cutting it up. ‘The loaves need to be very thin,’ she explains. Maher, her husband, starts frying the bread on the pan, designed for crepes. 

			Eisha never thought she’d ever be making her own bread. She is of that generation that buys everything from the shop. Even the vegetables she buys are prepared to be cooked: the eggplant and the zucchini carved, the mallow (Mulukhiyah) cut, and so forth. Now, she has to do everything by herself. She refuses to move to somewhere closer to the centre of town. She teaches in an UNRWA school that’s only a few hundred metres from her home. She asks: ‘Am I going to end up living in the same classroom where I teach?’ It was a bizarre thought.  

			Thousands of Gazan families are no doubt teaching themselves how to make bread again, right now, just like us. This is what the bombing of bakeries has done. Eisha is one of the lucky ones, as she has gas to help the frying, which speeds everything up. Most people though, especially those who’ve had to leave their homes, will be doing it on hand-made fires, using wood or cartons. They’ll be improvising what we have: a sheet of metal propped up by two stones, over a fire fed with wood from the rubble. 

			A few years ago, someone daubed on the wall of the UNRWA school east of the camp a strange slogan: ‘We progress backwards.’ It had a ring to it. Every new war drags us back to basics, back to the beginning. It destroys our houses, our institutions, our mosques and churches. It razes our gardens and parks to the ground. It leaves us nothing for the future. Every war takes us years to recover from, and before we have recovered from it, a new war arrives. It doesn’t trigger warning sirens or send messages to your phone. It just arrives. We find ourselves suddenly in the middle of it. My cousin Nabeel, who lost most of his family during the attack on the Jaffa Road area six days ago, spent most of last night talking loudly to Allah, blaming him for all that has befallen us. ‘If you’re the one who decides, why did you pick me to lose all my family, my sons, my daughter, my grandchildren? Why should it be you test your almighty power on?’ Nabeel is a strong believer, but at times of insanity like this, he can be forgiven for losing his nerve. 

			We all survive, only by mistake, because a rocket failed to reach us. Because death didn’t recognise us, or mistook us for someone else. We wake up each day, only by these accidents. 

			And the day that follows is spent waiting for the night, the night likewise. The daytime has some mercies, though. You can see where the smoke is pluming up from, so you can make a guess as to where the latest attack was. At night, you have nothing to go on. You just hear the explosions, see a flash, and then nothing. You know nothing, you feel nothing. You just lay there guessing, making it all up. For me, the happiest moment is when I wake up, when I clutch myself, check I’m all there, and then look around the room: I made it. I conquered the night. Sometimes I’m still not convinced, so I’ve started to invent tests, to prove I’m alive. One of them is to wake up all the others in the house and start talking to them, exchanging news, the more mundane the details the better. From the dullness of the details, I know it’s not a dream. Dreams are more exotic than this. Another test is calling my wife, Hanna, to tell her that Yasser and I are still alive. Her voice could never be reproduced in a dream. When I hear it, I know it’s her. I know all of this is real, not just the dream of someone who’s already dead.

			Wednesday 25th October 

			Day 19

			The lack of medicine and equipment in the hospitals is shocking. Not only are there no drugs but patients now have to be operated on without anaesthetic. So their pain is doubled. It’s normal to hear continual screaming from almost every bed in the hospital. No one has any painkillers, no one has any sedatives. The only thing they’re offered is a bed, and now, even these have run out. Al-Shifa Hospital normally has a capacity of 500 beds, which has been doubled this week. But now, even that isn’t enough. New arrivals have nowhere to go. A ward that was designed to have three beds on it now hosts seven. Beds are situated in the corridors, in waiting rooms, in front of operating theatres, even around the entrances of toilets and in stairwells. Every inch has to be used. Yesterday, in order to respond to this, the hospital management put up a canopy over the whole of the entrance area in front of the emergency room – a giant sheet of fabric, under which they divided the space into makeshift wards. While not solving the capacity issue, it gave them more space to work in. Now, new arrivals are put on mattresses on the ground. No beds. 

			This morning, Al-Shifa hospital looks more crowded than ever. In wartime, everything looks slightly different with each new morning, but the hospital is particularly different. All you can see is hundreds of people everywhere: walking, standing, gathering around doctors, running in and out of hastily made tents in the gardens at the front. Everywhere is heaving. Now, with the new fabric walls and fabric corridors, it seems we’re in a field hospital. A huge tent, with hundreds of patients lying in all directions on the ground. There’s no doctor to be seen, just a single young nurse trying to manage everyone’s questions and requests.

			When I arrive at her bedside, Wissam makes a hard request of me. She asks if I will give her a lethal injection. She is confident that Allah will forgive her. I smile and say, ‘But he will not forgive me, Wissam.’ She says, ‘I am going to ask him to, on your behalf.’ I say this is insane and cite a verse on the wisdom of the Almighty. I tell her he prefers that she be alive amid all this death. It is his will. She insists that she cannot stand the pain of her wounds any longer. She has been given no drugs and no anaesthetic. It is not fair that she has to bear all this pain. Her face is pale and she seems ready to give up. No words can help, though I keep repeating encouraging phrases. 

			This is the 19th day of the war and there appears no sign of it ever ending. No one talks about a complete ceasefire. Most people on the news discuss the possibility of a few hours of truce, for humanitarian reasons, to let food and medicine enter. One of the things you have to do during times like these is listen to the news and follow every statement, every scrap of new information. But at the same time, it’s unbearable to listen. The way they talk about us, refer to us, speak for us, decide things for us, without ever asking any of us to speak, is disgusting. 

			Last night around 3:15am, I jumped up from my mattress thinking the latest airstrike we could hear had hit Faraj’s house where I was staying. I forgot the rule: if you hear it, you’re not the target. We all ran to the window to look down on the street below. The sound of walls cracking and collapsing, the sight of glass everywhere and the heavy smell of the burnt metal and wood filled our senses. We counted three strikes hitting a place in the middle of the neighbourhood. As usual we started our guessing game. It could be this house or that. Then the game has to end and we have to sleep. In the morning, Mohammed tells me that it was the house belonging to the Al Halabi family, two buildings away from my family’s house – a hundred metres from Faraj’s. Initially six bodies were found, fifteen were rescued, while others remained missing under the rubble. I go down onto the street and try, like the other men of the neighbourhood, to help in the rescue efforts. It is hard to touch the pieces of mutilated bodies and to gather them on a blanket. Even harder is to try to identify the bodies, first by determining their gender, then their age, then to make the most difficult guess: who was this person. 

			Many bodies are found that cannot be identified. In many cases, the bodies are torn into multiple little pieces. You find a leg here, a hand there, while the rest of the body looks like minced meat. The new trend I heard about last week, of Gazans writing their names on their hands and legs, in pen or permanent marker, so that their remains can be identified after they’re blown to bits, may sound macabre, but now makes perfect sense: the logical way of thinking about death is to think like a dead person. As a people, we want to be remembered; we want our story to be told, we want to be assured that regardless of why we died or what justification the killers thought they had, there will be some dignity to our death. At very least, we will have names on our graves. 

			The smell of the unretrieved bodies under the ruins of the family house that was hit last week remains in the air. The more time passes, the stronger the smell becomes. There are still seven not found. In many cases, it is hard to know how many people you are searching for, as so many are already displaced, moving from their usual homes to those of relatives or friends. When you start looking for survivors or bodies, no one really knows how many they’re looking for. 

			So many houses in Faraj’s neighbourhood have been flattened, and the rubble still not removed. Jabalia is famous for its narrow alleyways, and now they are all blocked with fallen masonry, chunks of concrete, tangled metal. For a moment, standing on a pile of chaos that a few hours ago was someone’s house, I think about my neighbourhood – the place where I was born and raised. I know its maze of narrow streets by heart. I can navigate through them with my eyes closed. I know every detail, every milestone, every building. When this war finally ends, if it ever does, I won’t know the neighbourhood anymore. With so much just turned into rubble, the boundaries that marked one alley from the next have all disappeared. For a second, while catching my breath in the middle of the rescue effort, I allowed myself to redraw the map of these alleyways and side streets in my mind, to chart the shape of my harra (my neighbourhood) for my memory, at least. Soon all that will be left of them is what we can forge in our memories, so I need to start forging it now. 

			Thursday 26th October 

			Day 20

			Last night was the worst so far. Although the previous evening had been the bloodiest up until that point – with over 700 killed in a single day – last night was different. The sound of the tanks’ shelling continued till dawn, with the building we were in jerking constantly from left to right, as if the whole thing was trying to shuffle down the street. Dust from the debris fills the air in the house, because we can’t close the windows – closing them will mean they shatter under the air pressure from nearby explosions. So instead of flying glass we get dust, everywhere. The buildings in the camp are precarious at the best of times. Many were not built to be permanent structures. Traditionally, a family will build a one-storey (often single-roomed) house, then, when one of the sons married, a second storey would be added on top of the first, to house his family. Then a third storey for the second son, and so on. Walls and foundations built to support a single storey might end up supporting four or five. In this way, the alleys and lanes between buildings barely conform to straight lines or regular shapes. As I lay listening to the shelling and feeling the vibrations, I imagined the buildings as like wicker boxes, stuffed tightly and stacked haphazardly on the back of a van that zigzags down the road. 

			I wake at 6:30am. Saying ‘I wake’ implies some kind of distinction between sleep and wakefulness. To put it more accurately, at 6.30am I decide to get out of bed and start my day. I go to the little bakery on the corner, which is famous for its sweet croissants and pancakes, thinking the softer, the easier for Wissam to eat. I wait half an hour before the owner of the bakery regretfully announces that he is out of flour. He proposes we return again at four in the afternoon, by then he may have some more. 

			Planning your daily quest for food is one of the most annoying parts of your life right now. Getting bread is hard but every other part of the quest is no less challenging. There are no refrigerators because of the lack of electricity, so you have to buy things day by day. The supermarkets have all sold out of tinned food or anything that will last, so you can only buy what you must eat today. Last night, I drove to Nafak Street, to buy our stuff from a large supermarket there. Luckily, the owner has solar power, so there one can find meat and dairy. But again, you only buy for today, not for tomorrow. I bought beefburgers, which I prepare at home with slices of tomato, cucumber, onion and lemon. I don’t have any bread to go with it – but in our current circumstances, this is like a royal banquet. 

			On my way back from the shop, explosions seemed to follow the car home. I was in Jalla’ Street when, in the rear-view mirror, I saw a wall of fire falling from the sky. Explosions sounded in all directions. I drove as fast as I could. People call this ‘a ring of fire’ – when scores of missiles hit the same area at the same time. Mohammed laughed when I used the term: ‘Listen to us, such experts!’. ‘Damn right,’ I say, ‘experts in staying alive.’ The news later told us 40 people had been confirmed dead and another 120 were still missing from that particular ‘ring of fire’. Every death is crushing to hear about, but we are all particularly moved to hear of the killing of Al Jazeera chief correspondent Wael Dahdouh’s family. The family was hit in Nuseirat, well south of Gaza Waadi that Israel had ordered everyone in Gaza City to flee to. Wael was covering the attacks from Al-Shifa Hospital at the time, when he suddenly found himself having to report on the death of his own wife, sons and daughters. The reporter reported on himself. In the middle of lamenting the loss of his kids Wael uttered the words ‘Never mind’ to himself, trying to console himself. He might have been talking directly to the international community in that moment. Nobody minds. No one cares in the slightest.

			As we watch the news, a young girl who’s staying with us bends down to whisper something in her toddler’s ear and the child bursts into laughter. When the sound of an airstrike drowns out his laughs, she whispers something again and the child laughs once more. ‘Is this going to be our last war?’ my neighbour Yousef asks me. Then he corrects himself: ‘For those who survive, is it going to be their last war?’ Then he falls quiet, having awkwardly stumbled on the real question everyone is thinking but not asking: ‘Is it my last war?’

			It’s not true that last night was the worst night. The next night is. Today the death toll stands at over 7,000, half of them children. How many of us need to die before the world stirs from its slumber? On the news, a little boy who’s been rescued from the rubble by an ambulance team says to the paramedic “Thank you ambulance, we love you!”. Then, under his breath, he asks where his mother is.

			As I washed the plates after supper last night, I couldn’t help but wonder if we would have any dinner the following day, or any sleep that night, or any water in the days to come. Would this be my last supper, my last sleep, my last thought?

			When I woke this morning, I couldn’t remember what day of the week it was. War has its own calendar. If you ask someone what day it is, they’ll say: ‘It is the twentieth day.’ Ask any one the day of the week, or the date, and you’ll probably get a shrug: ‘Barafish!’ (no idea). Thinking back, your calendar adjusts: this happened on the third day; that happened on the tenth day. We count the hours with the number of missile strikes. We mark our days by the number of entire families wiped out. We say, ‘This happened when Israelis hit the Baptist Hospital’, or ‘That happened the day Hatim, Huda and their family were killed.’ The war recasts your calendar in a blood-stained hue. 

			When I get to the Press House, everyone is deathly silent. I usually look forward to chewing over politics and gossip with the manager, Bilal. But after 20 days of war, no one has the heart to even speak. Occasionally we might exchange a new update about progress on the ground, but only to let each other know we’re still there. 

			Friday 27th October 

			Day 21

			Adham, a friend and neighbour, has come to spend the nights with us at [my neighbour] Faraj’s place. He’s a talented electrician and managed to rig up an electricity system for the house connecting several batteries together, enough to last us all night. This means we can have internet throughout and we’re relieved from constantly having to find a good signal on my father’s old radio. I joke that my dad will be happy as now he can have his blessed radio back.

			Adham, whose family has relocated to his in-laws’ place, not far from Faraj’s house, now spends his nights with us. Since he came, every time I see a telegraph pole nearby, Adham seems to be at the top of it busy reconnecting apartments to their power supplies or phone lines. Tonight, we could finally look forward to an evening of uninterrupted internet. This has become a privilege these days, so I fully expected to stay up late into the early hours making the most of it. By 9pm, however, I was starting to feel sleepy.

			Adham and Faraj were reminiscing about childhood friends, so I stretched out on the floor and read a little, to help me wind down. I was just starting to drift off, when an explosion sounded very close. The Gaza Strip is a very thin stretch of land, and exceedingly overcrowded, so wherever an attack happens it often feels like next door. If a missile hits Gaza City, in Rimal, say, people in Jabalia feel it. But knowing that everywhere feels close, closer sometimes than it is, doesn’t make the fear any less. 

			I slept very soundly and was unable to believe it when I opened my eyes and it was 6:30am, and that I’d slept the whole night through. With the exception of the calls to prayer, which I did remember hearing, it was uninterrupted. Had Mohammed not woken me when he started to prepare coffee, I would have slept on. My mattress was laid out in the kitchen, so he couldn’t help waking me.  

			‘So it was a quiet night then,’ I asked.

			‘It must have been,’ came the reply. But after we’d all caught up on our text messages, we realised it hadn’t been a quiet night at all, it was just that we had been so tired we slept like babies. Adham begins reading some of the notifications: Airstrikes in Rafah, another massacre in Nuseirat, sea and air attacks on Beit Lahia, and along the shores of Gaza City. If someone had said, ‘Wait, I’m reading last week’s news,’ I would have believed them. Our life is just an endless cycle of bombardment, shelling, destruction and death. One of my relatives, Bothina, the wife of Nabil, asked me unironically when most of her family were wiped out: ‘Is it my fault, this war?’ She wasn’t being rhetorical. ‘Of course, it’s not,’ I told her. It is never the victim’s fault. Victims are victims, no matter how brave or steadfast they are, no matter how much they refuse to accept that they’re victims. Bothina’s question comes back to me in my dreams, her face and the sound of her imploring God, that day, to leave one of her grandchildren alive so that she would have something to show from her life. She tried to make a bargain with Allah. She failed, of course, as two days ago, five days after the original attack on the house they were staying in, we found the bodies of the last two kids. I tried to go back to sleep. 

			Last night, while we had been parking the car near my family’s house, a building across the road from us erupted. I saw the fire pouring out onto the street. I ran to hide lest falling masonry land on me. After a few minutes, we saw several women running out of one of the alleyways beside the building, their hair covered with dust, shouting and pointing back at the building that had been hit. It was a house owned by Abu Jobain’s family. The house had been totally destroyed and the nearby properties heavily damaged. Ten minutes later, everything was calm again, ‘normality’ had been restored and I could go on to Faraj’s place, where I would sleep.

			This morning, another airstrike explodes nearby, cancelling any attempt to go back to sleep. It is just a few buildings to the north of Faraj’s. As usual, we all go to the targeted house to help with the rescue effort. This time it is the house of Mahmoud Mohaiseen whose mother-in-law is my aunt Ratiba. Twelve people were killed under the rubble. A cigarette saved Mahmoud. He had gone outside to smoke when the attack happened. He lit his cigarette and as he started to inhale the smoke, his home and family were destroyed. He was injured but lost all his kids. Among the lost were Eid, my father’s friend, and his wife, who had left his own house on the main street thinking that a house on one of the backstreets would be safer. 

			I drive to my flat deciding not to go the Press House. Today is Friday and my senses tell me that it is a holiday. In war, every day is a holiday and every day is a working day. I have no idea what I will eat today. I have to ask my 15-year old son, Yasser, if he will queue at the little Saj Bakery on Wihda Street. There’s a queue of around 50 outside it. I tell him, ‘You’ll see, an hour and a half, maximum.’ While he waits, I go to a supermarket and buy anything in it that we can eat without cooking. 

			Now, back at the flat, as I sit writing, I hear explosions everywhere. I try not to move. The building shakes through the window, about a hundred metres away, I see another building creak and crack and then fall to the ground. Smoke and dust find their way into the room, making me cough. I carry on writing. Nothing can be changed and I can do nothing to stop this war. 

			Saturday 28th October

			Day 22

			‘Did the land invasion start, yet?’ Nobody knows. Around 6:20pm last night, explosions sounded on all sides. I was sitting with some of my relatives in front of my father-in-law’s house, when a huge boom shook us all. Then hundreds of tank and warship rockets whistled overhead, travelling from the west and north. It felt like it was the next block that had been hit. Initially, we tried counting the number of explosions: one, two, three.. ten… fifteen... thirty-five. It became like a sick game and we soon learned that, though they sounded close, they were actually outside the camp, to the west and north. There’s a single flare of light, then the sound of three or four explosions. We count slowly after each flash, to work out how far away it is. Yasser recalls one of his science lessons and how every second is a mile. Suddenly there’s a rapid succession of explosions but this time it doesn’t stop. It’s like it’s never going to stop. Hayat, my mother’s cousin: ‘It’s intensifying because there’s going to be a truce at midnight.’ ‘Truce?’ I say, flinching at the word. Hayat says that she heard someone mentioning it an hour or so ago, there would need to be a truce in order to exchange prisoners and hostages. Some of those gathered – there’s ten of us – longed for the few hours of rest that would come with a truce. For my father-in-law, it would mean a chance to try to find the bodies of his daughter, and her husband and son, who have now been under the rubble for ten days. 

			If there is a truce, the Israelis always pile on everything they’ve got in the run-up to it. It’s not the quiet before the storm, it’s the storm before the quiet. 

			 It is now completely dark. The sky looks black, despite an almost full moon, looming behind the layers of smoke and dust. No one appreciates it this month. The nearby UNRWA schools which have transformed into mass shelters for displaced people, all fall silent too. Everyone waits for what may come next. It is the ٢١st day of the war and the hardest one so far. My father-in-law suggests we all go into the house as it’s getting dangerous. I say it’s far away. ‘There’s no order to it,’ he says. And he knows this better than us. 

			 

			Niam, Hanna’s aunt, said this morning, that she is not afraid of death; in the end, it happens to us all. She lost her husband some ten years ago, and she knows that she will die sooner or later. She does not want her body to be chopped up and torn apart. She wants to die with her body in one piece. I said, in wartime, we do not have the choice to impose our conditions. Niam, who left her house on the eastern side of the camp, to stay with her sister, my mother-in-law, is horrified by what awaits us. Her sons and daughters are scattered across different parts of the Gaza Strip: mainly in the south. I ask my mother-in-law, who was born in Askalan in the year of the Nakba and was brought to Gaza as a baby, ‘Are you afraid?’ With her faint voice, she says, ‘Of course.’ 

			My mobile has run out of battery. Yesterday as I wrote my diaries on it, the battery went down to 0%, and there was no immediate place to charge it. I suggested that my brother Mohammed drive to our sister Eisha’s place to charge it while I walk to the camp from my flat in Saftawi. I used to walk this route every day during the 2014 war. But last night was the first time I’d done any real walking all war. I still remember every detail of the route, especially my feelings when I reached the old sycamore tree at the main junction each evening. It used to relax me whenever I saw it, a sign that I was nearly home. As I looked up, the tree was still there, a monument to my previous survival. Yasser had said he preferred to walk with me, so I walked him through some of the routines of that previous war. 

			When it got darker and more dangerous, I headed over to Faraj’s place. On our way, we saw more lights, like forked tongues setting everything to the west of us on fire. Then we heard the explosions. On the street, people were standing around in groups, discussing what they had seen and heard. Suddenly, we discovered that we had all lost signals, all mobile networks and all internet had been cut off. Everyone stood around getting busy with their phones, turning them on and off again, trying to reconnect. 

			When I arrived at Faraj’s place, he confirmed there was no internet connection or mobile network there either. We are cut off from the world, we realised. We are disconnected from what is going on, even here. All we have to rely on now are the explosions we hear, the fire we see, and the shaking of the ground we feel.

			People gathered in the living room of Faraj’s place. It was then I realised that giving my dad his old radio back was a stupid decision. I thought that with all the mod cons of Faraj’s place, and the electrical engineering of Adham, we didn’t need it anymore. With the increased shelling, I didn’t think it was worth going back to the family house to fetch the radio back. ‘I’ll get it tomorrow, Mohammed,’ I said. ‘With these raids,’ Faraj replied, ‘There’ll be no tomorrow.’ 

			As the explosions grew louder, Mohammed tried to get a radio signal through Faraj’s mobile. After an hour, he managed to find one station. The news anchor was talking about the launch of the land invasion, they were even talking about the communications blackout. Mohammed laughed, ‘It’s funny: today they report on how they can’t communicate with Gazans anymore, but yesterday, when they could, they didn’t actually bother to hear from any of us.’

			I could only imagine how worried Hanna must have been, back in Ramallah. No doubt she was re-trying every few minutes to get Yasser on his mobile, each time getting the same recorded message. 

			We tried to sleep, in vain. Every few minutes we’d jump out of bed, thinking the latest strike had been our building or the one next door. The last I remember before I fell asleep, it was about 2.30am. At six in the morning, I am happy to find myself awake and alive. Faraj has already gone down onto the street. Dozens of local men are out there chatting too, equally glad to be alive. These morning gatherings have become a ritual, like a celebration of survival, of having made it through another night. Yasser wakes up and complains that he’s hungry. I fry him two eggs, then follow Faraj down onto the street. We spend about an hour talking and catching up – many of them are old schoolfriends of mine. At seven, I go to check on the family house. My father is still sleeping, so we drive on to see if Eisha is okay. She is happy to see us and to have some company after the nightmares of the night before. She prepares breakfast with hot tea for us.  Then we drive to see if my sister Haliam is okay after this night. Haliam has relocated from Beit Lahia to an empty shop down near my aunt Fatima’s building. Nine of them have been sleeping in this cramped, hot place. She tells me that her house was destroyed and that those of her husband’s relatives were as well. The 2014 war destroyed her house which she rebuilt after four years, which now this war has destroyed once more.

			My father-in-law asks me to give him a lift to see Wissam in the hospital. We go and spend a few minutes with Wissam who seems more awake than before. Widad, her sister, tells me that last night Wissam ate for the first time. This is such good news. I ask her what I can bring her later that evening. She says: ‘Full fat milk.’ 

			Sunday 29th October 

			Day 23

			Everyone wakes up early. Someone had shouted from the street, at around 4:50am, ‘The signal is back. The internet too!’ I heard the shout while I was sleeping and thought it was part of my dream. The next thing I know, Faraj is waking me. I jump up thinking we have to evacuate. He says my brother Ibrahim called him and wants to me to call my wife, Hanna. I say: ‘Call?’ He nods. So it wasn’t a dream. I phone Hanna. She is crying with happiness, after two terrible nights of not being able to communicate with us. ‘Yes, yes, Yasser is okay. He is sleeping,’ I say. ‘Do you want me to wake him to speak to you?’ She says, ‘No, let him sleep.’ She describes how she has spent two days calling everyone we knew in Ramallah to see if any of them had been able to connect with Gaza.

			The street is once again full of people. Hundreds of them. Nearly everyone is out there. It looks like Eid. Everyone is on their phone calling other parts of their family, as so many are divided. Everyone is happy, even if only for a few minutes. No one cares that the attacks are continuing and the explosions getting louder. Everyone is taking a break for everything else that is happening and just checking their own relatives are okay. It should be a time for mourning and grieving, but for a moment it is time for reunions over the phone. 

			It is still only 8.30 and Faraj is suggesting we have nargila. I’ve never smoked this early in my life – I only ever do it in the evening after a meal. But these are exceptional times. It is a kind of celebration, a great collective sigh of relief. 

			I sleep early that night, but at around 11pm I’m woken by the sound of my neighbours shouting up at me, that someone has been injured and needs taking to the hospital. I ask Yousef, who is already helping to carry the injured boy, what happened. A piece of masonry fell on this boy’s head while he was standing in front of his house. The stone fell from the roof of his neighbour’s building as it shuddered left and right during a bombing raid.  They have to carry him and walk 300 metres to the Civil Defence station at the end of the street. 

			We have spent 36 hours without mobile signal or internet connection, during which time our mobiles became completely useless. But as we carried the boy, I see that traders have already adapted. A young man has gathered a load of mobile sets together, saying ‘They’re perfect for playing games on.’ People try to make their life easier by fooling it. 

			When we get to the Civil Defence station, they tell us that since the signal has come back, they’ve been inundated with calls. For the last 36 hours, their teams could only guess where they were needed. Ambulance drivers and police officers were astonished to find dead bodies lying in the middle of the streets in front of them on their patrols. Hundreds are still alive under the rubble right now, they tell me, struggling to survive under the ruins. Some have even sent text messages from under the rubble that were only now being received. 

			Last night, when the Israelis hit buildings in Al-Shatti camp and Nasser quarter, the injured and dead had to be transported on three-wheeled bicycles or dragged along in carts by animals. As I made my way to Al-Shifa hospital, I watched as amputated limbs rolled off the sides of these carts, and blood spilled from them onto the road. In wartime, everyone is an untrained medic and everyone part of a ready-to-go rescue team. But when the mobile networks were cut, no one could call anyone for help. People had to shout for help at the top of their lungs, from one block to another: ‘Help needed on Rasam Halawa Street’, someone would shout, ‘Pass it on.’ And then someone from the next block over would shout it to the next block, until it travelled block-to-block, window-to-window, all the way to the nearest Civil Defence station, or ambulance team, who would then race into action. This is not a Hollywood film, this is Gaza. This is not a piece of fiction; it’s just life here. 

			Talk about a land invasion seems more serious. While driving to Al-Shifa hospital, I see people heading eastwards away from the coast. Women carrying their kids on their backs and other possessions on their heads; all are moving away from the sight of the gunships. But in what direction? To the tanks on the east side? A teenage girl holds the hands of her two younger brothers, dragging them along, imploring them to walk faster. A woman stops to tell us how they had witnessed hell the night before. ‘We saw death,’ she says. Many have taken the road south towards Jalaa Street. But they seem lost. We are all lost.  The tanks are moving in from the northern border towards the American School. When they come, they destroy everything in their path: houses, trees, roads, not that there’s much left to destroy in the north. 

			In Al-Shifa hospital, things have become even more dire. A constant stream of injured pours in with no space to treat any of them. The makeshift field hospital attached to the front is itself beyond capacity, and everywhere seems to be doubling up as a temporary morgue. Doctors have to make heartbreaking decisions as to which of the injured to treat. If a case is hopeful, they work on it. If not, they leave it to destiny. No one knows for sure what the right decision is; all they have to go on is their instinct.

			On the streets, people are moving in all directions continually. Some hurry to get a place in the queue for bread, others carry bottles of water, others carry their roll-up mattresses on their way to, or from, a night on an UNRWA school floor. Three men carry pots of beans and bags of falafel. Everywhere is alive and buzzing despite the death that looms over all our heads. The queue at the bakery is getting longer each morning and the people look more desperate and fainter. Nobody can know if tomorrow will be any better. 

			Driving in the city has now become almost impossible. Fewer and fewer of the streets are clear of debris or craters. I try to drive down one street, find it’s blocked, then turn around and try another street, only to find it too has a large building slumped across it. Normally driving to the Press House takes twenty minutes from Jabalia, now it might take an hour, and each minute on the road I’m looking at the fuel gauge. Soon I’ll have to abandon the car completely, either because it runs out of gas, or because the street I’m on gets bombed at both ends.

			Monday 30th October 

			Day 24

			Eisha’s house has run out of gas. From the moment she gets up, she is consumed by thoughts about how she’s going to refill the cylinder. Maher [her husband] has to go to his father’s flat just to prepare the coffee. We all try our best to come up with solutions. Eisha repeats her previous stance: ‘I’m not going to become a displaced person living in the same school I teach in. I’ve seen enough of that place!’ When I question her, she is resolute. It’s not an option. ‘But who has options in this war?’ I ask. ‘We’re all forced to do what we must.’ Mohammed makes a couple of calls in vain. I tell her that my apartment in the Saftawi has two cylinders – one in the kitchen and the other for the boiler. We have to go and bring one back. This is extremely dangerous. For over a week, I’ve stopped going back to the flat, when previously I had been popping in for a couple of hours to eat and relax on my bed for half an hour before another night on the floor in some safer part of town. The missiles and gunships have been hitting Saftawi continually since the start of the land invasion. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ Eisha protests. 

			 On our way back from Al-Shifa hospital after my nightly visit to Wissam, we cautiously drive through Saftawi Street then turn left onto the street where my flat is. Mohammed and Yasser run into the building to fetch the cylinder. I suggest that, on exiting the building, Yasser carries a mattress and pillow with him so that the drone operator thinks we are just evacuating the apartment. I know that this won’t necessarily dissuade him from wiping us out – he has an hourly quota to meet, I’m sure – but you have to try and make it easier on yourself in any small way. 

			Mohammed doesn’t have time to disconnect the cylinder properly, so he just cuts the rubber pipe attached to it and heaves the whole thing onto his shoulder. After waiting in the car for what seems like an eternity, I see them in the rear-view mirror running out of the building, Mohammed with the cylinder and Yasser with a mattress on his head and a pillow in his hand. They look like they’ve just robbed a bank.

			Eisha is ecstatic to have the gas again. ‘I think we’ve earned another coffee,’ I say. She makes it, but I don’t drink mine, remembering I could really do with some sleep tonight. 

			During the day, the Israeli forces attack the Turkish-Palestinian Friendship Hospital south of Gaza City. This was the only hospital where people with cancer can get treatment. About a week ago, the Al-Shifa administrators said they were considering moving some of the injured to this facility to complete their treatment. It’s always a question of priority: they need more beds for the newly injured. Wissam was supposed to be among the people sent there, but for some reason they left her in Al-Shifa. ‘See,’ I joke to her when I visit, ‘you should have been one of those that got moved there; then where would you be right now?’ 

			 ‘I should have been killed three weeks ago,’ she replies grimly. ‘That’s what should’ve happened.’ 

			There are still a handful of journalists inside Al-Shifa, their camera lenses pointing resolutely at the Emergency Hall entrance where the injured arrive first. For journalists, it is dangerous to be out on the streets. Most of the images of Gaza that make it onto Al Jazeera or other Arabic networks are wide shots, taken from rooftops. And there are no ‘Western’ journalists here at all. This has left a vacuum into which local, citizen journalists have emerged. This new crop of journalists joke that they landed their new jobs by simply chronicling the attacks on their own homes and their videos found their way to the larger media channels, who were desperate for field reporters. Now, for example, three of Al Jazeera’s main correspondents are citizens-turned-field reporters based at the hospitals: one in Al-Shifa (Gaza), one in Shuhada Al-Aqsa (Deir al-Balah), and a third in Nasser Hospital (Khan Younis). The severity of the attacks has made it hard for ordinary people to move around, and if you have a bulletproof vest or helmet with ‘Press’ written on it, it’s like you’re walking around with a target on you. Wearing one of these vests exposes you more than not wearing one. The strategy is simple: news and reporting should not be allowed to leave Gaza. Unfortunately, most of the more established journalists have headed south a while ago, thinking, naively, that it’s safer there. 

			Most of the news today is about the land invasion. I begin to wonder what’s the point in watching it. We see it, we hear it, we live in it. The sound of explosions and gunfire never stops. I drive back from Al-Shifa according to the rhythm of the shelling. At first, you feel petrified driving through an attack like this, a shell could hit the car at any moment, but then you just get used to it. One question that never leaves you though is: where are they? The Israeli tanks, I mean. You’ll hear lots of hypotheses, speculation, rumours, but they’re all guesses. All I know is district by district, block by block, more and more areas of the city and Jabalia are becoming no-go zones, either because they’re too dangerous or you simply can’t get through; the streets and the block have all merged with the rubble. And each night, as you lay down, you’re less and less certain you’ll ever wake up. Going to bed feels like a miniature version of ‘putting your house in order’, preparing for the end. 

			In the morning, we learn of new attacks in the north and Gaza City. The city gets smaller as the land invasion continues. Bilal, the manager of the Press House, asks slightly provocatively: ‘Is it time to head south?’ My reply never changes: ‘Nowhere is safe. It’s the same all over.’ But I offer him a compromise: ‘When the soldiers are in Rimal and the tanks are parked in the street outside, when they march us all out and force us at gunpoint to head south, then we’ll move. Maybe.’ In this scenario, I explain to him that we won’t be killed fleeing, believing some lie the Israelis have told us.

			‘We’re not taking the easy way,’ I tell him. ‘We’re taking the long and painful way.’ He nods. 

			 

			Tuesday 31st October 

			Day 25

			Last night I tried to go to sleep early. Winter is hard upon us and the nights are long, and what with the shelling and bombing right now, they currently seem endless. During daylight hours, you can see people, talk with them, assess the damage around your house, but once the sun sets you become imprisoned in whatever building you’ve taken refuge in: no electricity, no TV, no internet; cut off from the world around you. All you hear are the explosions, the never-ceasing buzz of the drones, and the roar of F16s careening past. Everyone’s favourite time, right now, is when the sun rises: it’s the moment you realize you’re still alive, and you’re slightly euphoric at having survived another heavy night. Now the clocks have gone back an hour, our long painful wait till dawn begins earlier. 

			After less than two hours, I wake up to find the whole house shaking. Mohammed says there’s been an exchange of fire, he’s been listening to it for a while. He lights another cigarette and crosses the room to try to make out the different noises. I go back to bed. The next stretch of sleep is longer, thank goodness, as the next explosion to wake me doesn’t come until 2:14am. Again the same panic, the same question (Where was that?), and the same worry. I go back to sleep and don’t wake till around 6am. 

			At Al-Shifa Hospital dozens of people are running past me, towards the entrance of the emergency room, to help carry in the new casualties that have been brought by private cars, horse-and-carts and even three-wheeled bicycles. It is difficult for me to make my way through the crowd. I’ve brought some pizza for Wissam. I had to cover the cardboard tray with a kufiya scarf. 

			Wissam so far has not swallowed anything. The full-cream milk she asked for a few days ago, she threw up. Last night though, she asked for pizza. I laughed and said, ‘You know we’re at war, right? No pizzerias are open.’ Not to be put off though, I drove way out east to the huge supermarket in the Nafaq Street and found some mozzarella. The supermarket was simultaneously empty of products and full of people. Some sections were completely closed off; just bare shelves. Things like chocolates and biscuits you can forget about. Likewise, the meat section is closed. What remains is dry food: rice, pasta, coffee, and so on. Most of what’s left needs to be cooked to be eaten, and no one has the electricity to do this. 

			I was lucky to find mozzarella. I went from there to Eisha’s place so that I could sleep the night there and wake up early and make it on her clay oven. She still has some fuel left for it. Having studied in Italy for four years, I know how to make a good pizza, but Eisha insisted on making it herself under my close directions. 

			Outside the hospital, three men and one woman are lamenting the loss of a loved one. They’re standing in front of his body, which lies on the ground in front of the tent, where the dead await burial. Two metres to the right of this tent I cannot believe what I see. A piece of brain surrounded by spots of blood is lying on the ground: the piece is like a small ball. It looks fresh. I nearly throw up and keep walking. 

			Wissam likes the pizza. I boast that it was made under my instructions as an honorary Italian, I approved of it. This is the first time she has eaten without throwing up afterwards. She even accepted some tea that was offered to her by an old lady accompanying her injured daughter in the bed next to her. 

			It’s been six hours since I drank any water. There are no reserves of water at the Press House, just what they get from the tap. Usually, we would never use tap water for tea or coffee or cooking with, let alone for drinking straight. Tap water in Gaza is just for cleaning with; it’s as salty as the sea and mixed with all kinds of sediments and particulates. But I’m desperate. I convince myself if it’s boiled with coffee it won’t be too bad. War has its own logic. I even try to convince myself some of the salt will evaporate as it’s boiled. I’m just so thirsty. So I make the coffee that I never thought I’d ever make. Then I try to drink it. I cannot. An hour later, Mohammed brings me a bottle from a supermarket that someone had told him was still selling it. 

			The fighting is getting closer. Israeli troops are approaching from the West and the North. There have been reports of exchanges of fire around the Twam area, a neighbourhood close to Saftawi where my flat is located. People have been forced to leave their homes as the defensive line falls back. Beyond that line, we’re told tank shells, airstrikes, warships, and mortars have devastated everything. No single building has escaped at least partial damage. Bilal asks me ‘What’s next? Are we going to wait until we see them [the troops] in front of the Press House?’ 

			‘What options do we have?’ Abu Saad, a journalist, chips in. ‘Are we going to flee to the south? People are being killed left, right and centre. Homes are being targeted there just as much as here.’ 

			I agree. Even the Israelis admit their emphasis is on ‘damage’ now, not ‘accuracy’, so we would just die in their pursuit of ‘damage’. There is no logic that any decision we make stands up to. We can hear the rat-tat-tat of shooting a few blocks away. None of us need to remind ourselves, any moment now might be our last. For one hour, we try to relax and watch the news. Nothing else can grab our attention, only the sounds of the gunfire and explosions. 

			Ahmad, one of the staff members at the Press House, arrives with a large bottle of water. He prepares tea for everyone. For me, it isn’t tea, it’s just a liquid that will quench my thirst. I’m no fan of tea; I rarely drink it and only with a classic Arab breakfast (za’atar, olive oil and nablusi – white cheese). But today, tea is the most delicious drink in the world.

			My brother Ibrahim phones me to make sure I’m not in Jabalia right now as there’s news of the IDF attacking the eastern side of the neighbourhood. ‘Where, exactly?’ I ask. ‘Behind the Ajorr Bakery.’ I tell him I’m still in Rimal. He warns me to be careful when driving back to Jabalia tonight, as the western entrance is also under attack. The tanks are firing on Twam and Saftawi, to the west of the camp. When it comes to it, I will have to find my way into the camp from the east, go up round the side of Jabalia and across Nazla. Every time I go home I have to work out a new route.

			Wednesday 1st November 

			Day 26

			When Ibrahim called yesterday to ask if I was in Jabalia or not, I had no idea how bad the bombardment had been. As we drove north last night, the streets were empty, we didn’t pass a single car, or a single pedestrian on our way from Rimal to Jabalia. It was eerie, despite the deafening sound of gunfire and bombing on all sides. Gaza is usually heaving with people. I had never seen it like this. 

			As we approached Saftawi, I saw the remains of the Israeli rockets and missiles lying at the side of the roads. Severed electricity wires hang down into the street, bricks and concrete blocks lie scattered across your path. We had to drive slowly, zigzagging across the road. Apartment blocks, offices, gardens, supermarkets... all had their guts slashed and were spilled out onto the road. It was idiotic to come this way. As suspected, we would need to try the eastern route, up the side of Jabalia and into the town of Nazla. This had been the original plan, but we’d received more updates about the attack on my ‘harra’ (neighbourhood), so I wanted to get back home as quickly as possible. My son, Yasser, was there and I could not reach him on the phone. When Mohammed called Ibrahim, he hadn’t confirmed that he was with him. He just said that he saw him ten minutes before the raid. 

			I looked to the right side of the street that connects the beach with the camp and saw my old sycamore tree. A strange relief washed over me, to see that it still stood. It looked as tired as I felt though, bedraggled, worn down, but also like me, still here. 

			This is not an attack; this is a massacre. It looked like the end of a war movie. Everything is destroyed. Some 50 buildings had been brought to the ground. Most of them two or three floors. The targeted part of the neighbourhood had been completely erased. I couldn’t believe what I saw. Buildings had fallen onto each other, like they’d fallen asleep and just toppled over, but in doing so they’d brought the building next to them down, and it was impossible to differentiate between the two. The old alleyways and narrow lanes that Jabalia was famous for had now all disappeared. It had all become one place. This is what we call the Sinada neighbourhood. It is the area that housed people who took refuge from the village of Deir Sinad in 1948. This village is, or was, located right at the top of the Strip, just north of the border. For those few Gazans who are ever lucky enough to leave through the Erez checkpoint, it is the first place on your left once you’re through. 

			Most of the Sinada neighbourhood was flattened. I know the place like the back of my hand. I know every building and who lives in each of them. I know who is married to whom and how many kids they have. I know their quarrels like I know my own family’s. This is my neighbourhood. I was born and grew up here. Many of the alleyways that have disappeared witnessed key moments in my childhood. I can tell you a dozen stories that took place in each one. In my mind, I can redraw those alleyways and redraw the boundaries, resketch the buildings. Give me an architect and a billion dollars and I can rebuild it from scratch.

			A harra doesn’t just consist of its buildings and streets, it’s made up of all the memories of all the people who have lived there, the people and the relations between that have developed over time. It is not just where you were born, it’s a place whose own story merges with your own. It’s part of you, and you are part of it. Whenever I tell someone something about the place, they ask, how do you know? My answer is always: This is my ‘harra’. It might be a fact dating back to before I was born, or even before the Nakba; sometimes I don’t even know how I know these stories. My only explanation is that I am of this place. 

			Yasser is safe, I discover, and luckily not too close to the targeted area. He had been walking through the alleyways close to my father’s house when masonry started falling around him. He had to cover his head with his hands as he ran to the nearest main road. Everyone was running in the same direction as the airplanes fired nine missiles in rapid succession. They made a ring of fire around the whole area. It was ten minutes before anyone knew exactly what had been hit as smoke and dust covered everything. No one could see. People were running around in the dust, trying not to get hit or injured by flying shrapnel or falling concrete. 

			I spend two hours helping with the relief effort, trying to search for survivors and removing bodies. Everyone is doing their part. I am with one particular group, in the middle of the ruins, clawing at the rubble. Raed, a friend from the harra, survived a strike on his family home, but now he looks for his loved ones. He points to the spot where he thinks his family must have been sitting when the strike hit. ‘Usually, they sit in one of these two rooms,’ he explains, pointing to a pile of concrete that he has deduced was once those two rooms. We start removing stones and chunks of concrete with our bare hands. Under the concrete we find books, lots of them. Raed says, ‘Yes, I’m right. This is the living room. These are my father’s!’ For a second, I can’t help reading the titles of the books. Suddenly, we touch hair. We have to be careful now, as this seems to be a woman’s head. After ten minutes of clawing at the ruins and removing gravel and sand from the bottom around the head, we are eventually able to carry out the severed head and chest. We put it on a blanket and continue searching for the rest of the body. After an hour we have only managed to collect severed pieces of her body. Part of an arm. A few fingers. A few spinal discs and the legs. It’s a surreal world. Someone brings me a spade and I dig looking for more bodies. Raed is sure that the rest of them are down there. 

			A young man shouts that he’s heard someone panicking a few metres east of him. Someone shouts ‘shhhhhhhhh’, imposing silence so that we can listen. Yes, someone is trying to talk to our world. Our work is now to pinpoint the exact source of the sound coming from below. The Civil Defence men arrive, soon after we call for ‘oxygen’ to be extended through the hole we have made in the rubble. After an hour, the young man was saved and carried to the hospital. It is now dark and I feel completely exhausted, my hands are black from filth and all my clothes are dirty. I can hardly make the walk to my family’s house where I wash my face and try to clean my clothes in old water. My body is covered in sweat and I feel contaminated in some way. I go to the roof of the house in an attempt to get some fresh air. I couldn’t bear it. I lay down on the roof, looking at the sky, asking hundreds of questions, not expecting any answer. 

			I need to sleep but I know I won’t be able to, so I go back out onto the street to hear the stories of people who happened to be nearby when the attack took place. I could’ve been killed if I had been walking there, as I do most evenings. Luckily, I was in the Press House at the time. Hanna is calm now, having spoken to Yasser, even though what they spoke about were the horrors he’d just seen.

			Back at Faraj’s place, we sit in silence, not believing what we have just witnessed. We all feel that by the end of the war, our entire group will be killed. None of us will be left. For three hours, we chat, sharing the names of those we know who’ve died and reminisce about them, refreshing old memories. As we talk, we suddenly remember old friends we hadn’t heard from recently and wonder if they’re still with us. Adham lost two of his cousins. His older son survived by a miracle. He tried to talk to him on his mobile but the boy is incapable of speaking right now. He is too traumatised. Truth be told, we are all traumatised. 

			In the morning, I get to the Press House very early. Bilal and Abu Saad are sitting outside trying to enjoy the sun. Abu Saad holds a foreign passport and has received approval to leave from Rafah Crossing today. His name is on the Egyptians’ list. He is waiting for the other members of his family to pack their bags so they can head south. We feel happy for him. His brother, who holds a Ukrainian passport, was told that he can leave under the condition that he fly directly to Moldova. He is waiting to be summoned to leave for the Crossing. He is going from one war zone to another. From Gaza to Kiev. 

			The car heads off down Corniche Street with a white flag protruding from the window. Now it’s just Bilal and me sitting in front of the Press House. No one is out on Shahadda Street, usually a very crowded thoroughfare. Only a frightened dog barks nearby, trying to provide some company. I tell Bilal, ‘I miss myself. I miss Atef. I miss being me.’

			Thursday 2nd November 

			Day 27

			Adham lost his son Abed in the airstrike last night. Adham and I had been lying next to each other, trying to sleep, when around midnight, a huge explosion rocked the neighbourhood. I sat up on my mattress, my knees tucked up, my arms around my legs. Adham lit a cigarette and asked me: ‘Where do you think that one was?’

			‘Not far,’ I said. ‘Maybe there.’ I pointed to a building to the south. I hadn’t a clue, of course, but I had a feeling it was near. Darkness is your enemy at times like this. It’s not long, after a strike like this, before young people start heading out into the street to try and glean information about what’s just happened. Adham has barely smoked half his cigarette before voices started to come from the street below. Arab, a relative of mine with a very loud voice, was saying that it is in the southern part of the harra. We both went to the window to exchange questions with the guys below. The air was full of dust and the smoke made it difficult to breathe. 

			By the time we left the building, there were even more people in the street. Everyone was using the light of their mobiles to see through the dust. It looked like a candlelit vigil. No one knew where the attack had happened. Everyone asked: ‘Was it near your house?’ No one seemed to think it was. Then we decided to walk towards where the dust and smoke was thickest, to find the source of it. Arab was right, it was towards the south; we used our noses as much as our eyes to trace where the smoke was coming from. We had to be careful as it led us down some of the narrowest alleyways of the harra. The sound of ambulances began to close in on us. Until now, Adham has been trying to help, just like everyone else. But he knows these alleys better than us and gets a sense that the houses hit were in a part of the neighbourhood that couldn’t be reached by car. Some of these alleyways were no more than a metre wide. 

			For the last two weeks, Adham has been my roommate at night. He left his house after it was partially damaged in the first week of the war. His wife relocated to her family’s home with some of their kids, while the rest of the kids moved to their uncle and grandmother’s place. Abed, his oldest son, was an eyewitness to the massacre that the Israelis committed in Jabalia just two days ago. I was trying to get him to speak to some journalists as he was one of the few survivors of the massacre that night, but he wrote to me, via his father’s mobile, that he couldn’t speak. Adham explained that he couldn’t speak for six hours after the incident. He was so traumatised by it. 

			The airstrike we were all searching for last night hit Adham’s family home. Now Abed is dead. His grandmother is dead. His aunt is dead. Adham lost three of his family in an instant. We all kept the light of our mobiles on so that we could help the rescue teams to see better. I tried to take the hand of a boy (maybe ten years old) whose eyes were still sleepy and to get him into the ambulance. ‘No leave me,’ he says in a very tired voice, ‘I want to wait for my mum.’ ‘Your mother is ok,’ I say to him. ‘No she isn’t,’ he protests. ‘Where is she?’ A moment later a woman is carried past on a stretcher. We take the boy to look at the woman to identify her. It’s not her. Fifteen minutes later, his mother is pulled out of the rubble, alive, and he finally agrees to climb inside the ambulance and sit beside her. 

			An hour and a half ago, another attack destroyed a five-storey building at the eastern end of our street, called the ‘Annbar’ building. The building was one of the few that had escaped the atrocities of the day before. The building next to it was damaged as well. Between the two buildings, around 150 people lived there. I was looking pitifully at the damage and thinking of all the lives hidden under the rubble, when I had a strange memory. In the ground floor of the ‘Annbar’ building there was a famous barbers owned by the brother of Adham. It is called the Sharawi Barbershop. When I got married, 23 years ago, I had my hair cut there. 

			These have been two of the deadliest days. Last night, an hour before sunset, I tried to phone my friends living in the Falouja area of the camp. Eventually I managed to communicate with a couple of them on Facebook. I decided to drive to the area to see whose houses had been damaged. While we were still catching our breath from the savage massacre of Jabalia, the Israelis attacked the Falouja neighbourhood at the west side of the camp, destroying eighteen buildings and killing around 100. Until now, nobody knows the exact number of the dead, as efforts to retrieve the bodies have been slow, simply because of the size of the rubble piles. 

			Marwan, who has just had a child after more than ten years of trying, has lost his father and sisters, with their families, in this strike. I see him sitting on a large chunk of concrete. His face is covered with black filth, his clothes too. The tears in his eyes look like a string of small stones. I hug him. He cries. Luckily, his wife had taken his child to stay with her family. He points to one of the colossal piles of rubble and explains to me, while crying, that 80 people of his family are lost under that rubble. The attack struck just as his father was arriving at the building. He’s believed to have died before even entering it. The scene looks like something out of hell. No words can help Marwan. Many people can be seen sitting on different parts of the ruins, crying. As the sun sets, I go to Faraj’s place, where I will have my only meal of the day, sitting in silence with him and Adham. 

			Yesterday, I had to give up on finding bread. I phoned many friends asking if they had any extra bundles or if they could help me get one. A friend had promised to get me and Bilal a loaf each. I waited at the Press House for hours before eventually giving up, as he was no longer answering our calls. Instead, I bought some sunflower seeds and nuts and told myself this was my food for today. As the three of us, Mohammed, Yasser and I tucked into them, as we drove northwards, Bilal rang and told me that the bread had finally arrived. We drove straight back to collect the precious treasure waiting in Bilal’s office. 

			This morning I learn that Eisha’s husband Maher’s sister and her husband and three kids were all killed in an attack that targeted their building near the Zaid roundabout. She was a teacher in UNRWA schools. I go to see Eisha and Maher, but Maher isn’t there, he’s with his father and brother in the graveyard burying their loved ones. 

			The city every day looks sadder than the day before. Nothing offers any reason for hope. We are all tired and in pain.

			Friday 3rd November 

			Day 28 

			This is the first time I’ve been to Al-Shifa early in the morning. Most of the people taking refuge here are still sleeping on the ground. Some are covered with sheets, a few are lucky enough to lie on mattresses that they’ve managed to bring from the ruins of their homes. The hospital looks like a city that hasn’t woken up yet. It’s hard to know where to step, as I walk down the corridors, as people are sleeping everywhere.

			Navigating the staircase is even more difficult as these seem to have been turned into private homes. In a corner, at the end of one corridor, a young woman is preparing sandwiches for her still-sleeping kids. She spreads the small chunks of bread with chocolate. The steam rising from a kettle she had brought with her reminds me of normal mornings. In its simplicity, this scene makes me long for normality. I continue tiptoeing around the sleeping bodies, and looking at them, I realise this is possibly their first rest in weeks. Even the TV cameras in the emergency hall are sleeping. 

			It was 7:30am when I set off for Jabalia this morning. I drove through Saftawi then down Jalaa Street towards Rimal. It was a very ordinary morning for the war. A few bakeries appeared to be operating, and the queues outside them longer than ever. 

			I have now learned the names and addresses of every supermarket and grocery in both Gaza City and Jabalia Camp. In the last few weeks I’ve become an expert in them, visiting shops and supermarkets that I’d never heard of before, let alone been to. But as stock has dwindled, so has the number of supermarkets and groceries still open. So it’s normal to go into a supermarket one day and find it closed the next. Now I can count the number of supermarkets still open in the whole of Gaza on two hands. Some of the bigger ones buy up the remaining stock of the smaller ones to keep theirs open. Of course, many of the closed shops are still full of items, but their owners feel that keeping them open is too dangerous. For shopping in the still-open ones, the options dwindle every day. 

			You also need to become an expert in the street vendors, and the street corners they sell from. They are like pop-up souks, selling vegetables on carts dragged there by donkeys. I know them all now: the one at the northern end of Jalaa Street, the one outside Al-Shifa, the one on Nasser Street, the one near The Family Bakery, and the one near the huge supermarket in Nafaq Street. Over the four weeks, I’ve bought my vegetables from most of them. Only a limited range of vegetables are still available: potatoes, tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, aubergines, onions and, if you’re lucky, courgettes. You also need to know the names and locations of all the pharmacies, though they’re currently all closed, of course. But besides all these – shops, groceries, street vendors, pharmacies – the most important thing you need to become an expert in is bakeries. Personally, I know all the operating bakeries on the route from Jabalia to Gaza City. 

			Tonight, the Israeli Army is said to have completely isolated Gaza City and the northern governorate from the south. The tanks are patrolling Rashid Street, which is the coastal road that runs between Gaza City and Wadi Gaza. The street is one of Gaza’s most beautiful roads imaginable. It is one of the places where Gazans love to promenade alone and enjoy the view of the sea and sunset. No one can resist walking there and taking photos. Rashid is named after Harun al-Rashid, the famous Caliph of the Abbasid dynasty, a leader who brought prosperity, knowledge and science to the Arabic world, who founded the great Beit al-Hikmah (‘House of Wisdom’). Now the street is just another site of violent destruction. Gaza City and the north Strip is connected with the rest of the Strip, south of the wadi, through just two roads – Salah al-Din Street in the east, and Rashid Street in the west. Aside from a couple of narrow dirt tracks used only by farmers, there’s nothing else. 

			Yesterday the Israelis dropped leaflets over al-Shati camp, just north of Rimal, demanding people evacuate the camp. The leaflet said this was going to be their last warning before what they promised would be an attack of ‘overwhelming force’. The colour of the leaflet was red. The leaflets have been coloured so far: the first wave of leaflets was green, the second yellow. Our life and destiny is colour-coded, it seems. But this is an old tactic of the Israelis. If you ever try to cross the Erez checkpoint (very few have the luxury, I should add), the soldiers use a colour scheme to detect your individual level of danger to them. A coloured line underscores your name, indicating what level of threat you pose to Israel and therefore whether you’ll be allowed through. Likewise, in the West Bank, if you apply for a work permit to work in settlements or in Israel (where most of the work is), you can check your own name on their website. If you’re green, you’re clear to work. If you’re yellow, you’re under inspection. If you’re red, forget about it. And, of course, there’s no way to appeal any colour they brand you with. The ‘death leaflets’, as we’ve come to call them, are just as moronically simple.

			As we drive from Al-Shifa Hospital down Nasser Street, the sound of gunfire grows clearer and sharper the further north we go. The sky is full of smoke. At one point, when we enter the Sheikh Radwan area, I realise it’s no longer safe to continue. It seems the army is concentrating its fire on the al-Shati district and surrounding streets. Everyone has been talking recently on Israeli’s intention of rolling tanks into al-Shifa, ‘New Gaza’ as some people are calling it, where 40,000 people have moved to, not to be healed (as ‘Shifa’ means healing) but to not be bombed. 

			Yesterday, a housing complex in Bureij Camp, south of the wadi, was hit, and Faraj’s wife’s entire immediate family was wiped out. Her mother, her two brothers, and two sisters. All of them with kids as well. Luckily, after spending two weeks with her family in Bureij, Faraj’s wife had moved into a UN shelter in Rafah, so she survived. For three hours, we were all trying to get through to her on the phone, so Faraj could speak to her and console her, but the signal was too weak. 

			Last night, I planned to go to bed early. But Adham, who is still in shock from the loss of his son, mother and daughter, couldn’t stop crying, so he went to be on his own in the makeshift bedroom. As the rest of us listened to the news and talked, we were all thinking of him. I said it was better to leave him. There are times when we need to weep on our own without being pitied by others. Around 10pm I go into the room to sleep. Around 2:30am Adham turns the light on. He cannot sleep. We talk for a couple of hours before I tell him I have to sleep. But it’s in vain. At 5am, we hear the street coming alive below the window. People are heading to the bakery already to get a good place in the queue, some are carrying their batteries to whichever solar-panelled house has electricity, some carry mattresses back to their homes after sleeping at relatives. The vegetable man starts shouting about his cucumbers. No milkman, no sweet seller. The war doesn’t give you options.

			Saturday 4th November 

			Day 29

			It was nearly sunset when I saw death up close. He came to embrace me and take me off on a one-way trip. I was talking with my friend, Mohammed Hokaiad, who is staying in Al-Shifa to take care of his injured wife. I had met him near the main gate of the hospital after I had visited Wissam. For ten minutes we talked, exchanging prayers and promises of future meetings, when a missile hit its bullseye: the gate of the hospital.

			This was around seven or eight metres from where I was standing. A few moments before, I had been chatting with a young man who I used to know back when I was a teacher. He is from al-Shati camp but now he was sheltering with his family at the hospital. He suggested that I should move here with Yasser. It was a typical wartime exchange, short and to the point. Then I carried on walking a few metres to where I met Mohammed. Then we heard the boom. We’re always hearing explosions, of course, and each time we feel it’s just a few metres away, but this time it was. 

			We all jumped and fled in different directions, not knowing where the attack had struck. Then we looked up and followed the plume of smoke back down to the gate. People were shouting, screaming and running. Many ambulances that had been on their way out as the attack happened, turned and opened their doors. Five units jumped out to attend to the injured. The area is crowded at the best of times – with families, salesmen, cars, journalists, doctors and nurses – it is a bottleneck through which this new, impossibly overpopulated temporary ‘city’ has to come and go each day. The Israelis knew exactly what they were doing. I had to run, but where to? Mohammed Hokaiad was afraid that this would be the first of a ‘ring of fire’, meaning they’d strike the other end of the block, to the north, then to the east, before destroying the whole area inside the ring. ‘We have to get out of the ring,’ he shouted at me. Usually these rings are square-shaped blocks, with main roads on all four sides. So we ran as fast as we could to the north. Luckily, there was no ‘ring of fire’ on this occasion, otherwise we might not have survived. As we drove east towards Jalaa Street, I kept thinking that, if for some reason I had carried on chatting with the young man I used to teach, I’d be history now.

			Later we heard that sixteen people were killed in the attack and the ambulances were damaged. I phoned Hanna to ask if she managed to communicate with Wissam to see if she was okay. 

			I keep hoping that Wissam will be sent to Egypt for further treatment. Now, every day, new patients are transported there through the Rafah border for treatment. Her name is on the list. She has been promised to leave today, but in a short note we have been told it may be tomorrow. The news of the delay breaks her, as here in al-Shifa, she is treated without anaesthetic. She screams all day long from the pain. For her, the worst moment is when the nurses clean her wounds or when she has to undergo more surgery. She was told that everything was ready for her to be transported to Arish Hospital in the Sinai. But now, since the Rashid Road along the coast has fallen under the Israeli tanks’ fire, movement towards the border is slower than ever. Yesterday afternoon, dozens were killed while heading to the south via Rashid Road. The images of their mutilated bodies (or should I say body parts) scattered across the road were shocking. All they were doing was what the Israeli army had asked them to do: move south. Being blown into bits was their reward.

			The most shocking images, though, were those sent from the elementary school in Saftawi. This is just a hundred metres south of my flat. It is the school where my two kids, Naem and Yasser, went for six years. Now the whole area is too dangerous to go anywhere near. The tanks have been approaching from the west, from Twam and Sudania. Even driving from Saftawi Street towards the camp is insane, these days. Mohammed usually refuses to let us take that street, though I think it’s more dangerous to waste time in the open, zigzagging round from the east. 

			A missile struck one of two schools – there’s one for girls, one for boys – where hundreds of families had been seeking refuge. They’d moved there from their houses in the west, near the beach. It was the boys school they struck, and most of the kids that died were also pupils of the schools. Instead of learning maths, they learned death. Not a single body retrieved from the massacre was complete. They were all obliterated. The scene looked like a meat shop where the butcher really enjoyed his job. Where he did it all for fun. 

			It’s difficult to follow the news as there is just too much of it. All you can do is try to make sure you are safe, then look after the people around you. In parallel to the massacre in the school in Saftawi, another missile strike hits another school near the Indonesian hospital (the main medical compound in North Gaza). Shrapnel and debris from the attack passed through many rooms of the hospital. Many people were killed, the numbers aren’t known yet. Faraj asks me ‘Do you see any connection between the flying visit Secretary of State Blinkin made and the increased intensity of attacks, especially targeting schools and hospitals?’ I have no answer for him.

			Back in the Press House, I prepare my coffee. I don’t let the water boil, as this will use too much gas, and we grow wary of running out as there will be nowhere left to refill the cylinder. The water is warm. That’s good enough. In wartime, you don’t ask about the taste, it’s enough you have something to drink. Last night, I failed to get any bread. Nor could any of my friends spare me any. Instead I boiled macaroni, added some salt and ate it. We enjoyed our minimal meal. It was good enough for us. I promised Yasser: ‘Tomorrow we will have bread.’ Now it’s midday of the ‘tomorrow’ in question, and I have no idea how I’m going to secure any bread for us. Fewer bakeries are open, longer queues than ever stand in front of those still open, and everyone is putting their own family first. Is there going to be bread for us at the end of the day? If not, I have to think of something else to eat. I still have one small bag of macaroni. I am a lucky man to have it. But convincing Yasser how lucky we are might be different. 

			The Fakhoura schools were hit this morning and twelve people killed. The same schools were hit during the 2014 war. Hundreds of families are living there – which is up on the north-western side of the camp. Hundreds believed the UN logo would help them. What a world.

			
Sunday 5th November

			Day 30

			During last night’s attack, I suffered an injury in my left leg. It was the closest I’d come to an airstrike so far. It was around 7pm; I had just parked the car not far from Faraj’s place, and was intending to walk the rest of the way, when I saw my father. He was heading towards my half-sister Amina’s flat, in a five-storey block some twenty metres away, and asked for some help climbing the stairs alone in the darkness. My son Yasser took his hand and accompanied him. As I waited I saw Fakhry, an old friend, crossing on the other side, and called him over to chat. Fakhry is older than me. He’s one of the few people in the neighbourhood who’s still affiliated with a left-wing party, and just the night before he had been explaining to me a true leftist would never change their affiliation to a religious faction, which he regards as inherently right-wing. He was referring to some of his previous comrades who suddenly became religious. When I called out to him, he said he was just going to the toilet and would be back in a minute. It was a minute that sent him to his death and kept me from it.

			Suddenly, a thunderous and devastating missile exploded in front of me. A wall of fire smashed into me, followed by smoke. Before I knew it, I was standing in a cloud of dust. I tried to run. Huge quantities of rubble were showering down on us. I covered my head with my hands and ran down the narrow road to the south, trying to find anything to hide under. Somehow I had lost my shoes. I ran barefoot, my brothers Mohammed and Ibrahim running alongside me. After about 200 metres, I had to stop. As I caught my breath, I heard people shouting as they poured from their own buildings which had also been hit by flying rubble and concrete. After a moment, I walked back towards the car and tried to find my shoes. Until now, I hadn’t felt anything. Only then did I notice something warm on my leg. It was blood. A lot of it. I wiped it away with my hand and walked towards the targeted houses. Five buildings had been completely flattened. Most of the houses on the other side of the street had been damaged as well. The ambulance hadn’t arrived yet, so we had work to do. The house of Fouad, a relative of mine, was on fire, after partially collapsing. It was difficult for us to get inside. Some people took to pulling down a sidewall in order to get access. Someone shouted that there was someone under the rubble near the tree, out in the street. We all tried our hardest to remove the concrete and cement. To my horror, it was Fakhry lying there. Dead. The ambulance arrived and the Civil Defence team as well. We carried Fakhry on a stretcher. Fouad was found near the door of his house. Luckily, we managed to remove some rubble which had fallen around his face, so that he could breathe. After ten minutes, we got him out. But there was news about Maha, his wife, and their five kids. Maha is also Hanna’s cousin. It’s believed they all died in the fire, if not before. Niha, another woman from my family, was found dead lying in her bedroom, in a building on the other side of the street, having been hit by a concrete lintel thrown from the targeted building.

			I suddenly felt very tired and overwhelmed by it all; I couldn’t bear it and started to feel dizzy. Mohammed helped me down from the rubble and walked me to the car. He suggested that he take me to the hospital, but it seemed ridiculous to go with such a small wound, when others were losing their arms and legs. ‘I’ll take care of it,’ I assured him. When we got to Faraj’s, I cleaned it with water and covered it with a piece of cloth. As I dressed the wound, the others got busy. Faraj’s place had been partially damaged: all the glass had been blown out of the windows, while mirrors, pictures and even doors lay scattered across the floor. The floors were covered with it, as well as other pieces of debris. Adham, Faraj, Yasser and Mohammed worked hard cleaning the place up so we could sleep there. Little was said as they worked. 

			I have spent most of today lying on a bed in the Press House. My wound seems to be more painful. I clean it again, this time with salt and water, and cover it using a new piece of cloth. I do practically nothing all day, just resting and replaying the events of the day before. What if I had died? Who would have taken care of Yasser? I was about to walk across the street to Fakhry, a few seconds later it would have been me under the rubble. I sleep for most of the day. On my way back to Jabalia, I go to see Wissam. It is very hard for me to climb the stairs. I feel faint. Nothing changes in the hospital, just everything increases: more casualties, more pain, more dead. The administrators have removed the white tent at the side which used to act as a morgue, and replaced it with a temporary containment facility. However, the number of dead bodies is so high that many are placed on the ground outside the container. You’re lucky to find a space here, even if you’re dead. Feeling the claustrophobia I look up at the sky, then remember what’s up there. 

			Poor Hanna. From one loss to another. Now her cousin. Once more, I listen to her cry over and over on the phone. I have no words of comfort; I know they won’t help. I go to Eisha’s place to get some rest before I head back to Faraj’s. We all grow sadder and sadder every day.

			 

			Monday 6th November 

			Day 31

			This morning Mohammed al-Jaja was killed along with his entire family. I cried when I heard the news, I couldn’t believe it. We were together just yesterday in the Press House. He took care of me and helped treat my injured leg. For the last four weeks, Mohammed has been coming into the Press House, complete with his blue bulletproof ‘Press’ vest, and sitting with us. As well as being a journalist, he works for welfare and relief organisations. He has spent most of this war talking to bakeries and supermarkets, trying to get bread and groceries to displaced people in UNRWA schools. In between all this work, we’ve been able to snatch a few moments to reflect on the magnitude of the situation, compare it with memories of previous onslaughts, and plan for the post-war future. Now he has no future to look forward to, neither him nor any of his family. Yesterday I stood with him at the front door of the Press House and suggested that he didn’t stay in his flat in the Nasser Quarter. It was getting too dangerous there. He lived in a first-floor apartment in a building on the same street as Al-Shifa Hospital. Bilal told him to bring his family and move into the Press House that night.

			He scoffed at the idea and, as he walked away, said, ‘See you tomorrow.’ 

			When I go to visit Wissam, I see his body laid out on the ground outside the hospital among dozens of corpses, the spoils of last night’s raids on Al-Shati camp and the Nasser Quarter. I don’t realise it’s him at first, I just see his blue vest and think, ‘What a shame, another journalist.’ It doesn’t occur to me that it might be him. No way, we were together just yesterday and the day before yesterday and last week and the week before that... 

			Now I will have no one to ask to borrow bread from at lunchtime. Over the last week, Mohammed has come into the Press House each day with five spare bundles of bread, to distribute among his friends, us. So, for more than a week, I’ve been spared the stress of worrying about bread. Some days, of course, he failed in his search, and would feel guilty when he showed up empty-handed. ‘It’s OK,’ I’d say, ‘Man can survive without bread.’ Now we have to survive without him. Now I find myself looking at a photo of him on my phone, continuing our conversation from the day before; his fears and his ambitions for the time after the tanks return to their slumbers. He had a plan to take his wife and kids on a vacation in Europe. ‘We’ll take a whole month,’ he had said. ‘You thinking of emigrating?’ I’d asked, surprised. ‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘The future will be better in Gaza.’ He meant it. He had dedicated his entire life and career to helping Gaza and its people. 

			After sitting with Bilal for a long time without saying anything, I break the silence: ‘We’re missing one now. There were three of us in this room. Now we are two.’

			We’d been like the Three Musketeers, imagining ourselves holding firm until the tanks were at our very door, and only then being forced out, in handcuffs, or more likely zip ties. There was no point, no logic in helping them, the Israeli army, in achieving their goals and evacuating the city and the north. It’s just as dangerous in the south: according to the Ministry of Health, 42% of deaths have occurred in the south. Yesterday and the day before, the spokesman for the Israeli army announced that citizens could leave to the south through Salah al-Din Street, between 1pm and 4pm. Many people followed these instructions and were still bombed and killed on their way. The Israelis can always cite ‘security considerations’ and go against everything they’ve previously said. Stray from the path, pause, or carry something that raises the soldiers’ suspicion, and suddenly you might be a ‘security consideration.’ Also, at any point, you might be forced to leave the car or whatever transport you were using, and walk the next three or four kilometres on foot. You’re not allowed to carry anything, only your ID card in your hand. Some people have reported that men are being asked by Israeli soldiers to take off their clothes, to strip down to their undershirts. On seeing or hearing about these humiliations, many have decided to return to the north instead. 

			From the window of the fourth floor, in Al-Shifa Hospital, the view below is beyond belief. Dead bodies lie scattered across the ground in all directions. Camera teams huddle around interviewees. A group of young girls sit, playing with toys together. A man and a woman are setting up a tent, for their family, trying to clear some space for them and their kids. Three ambulances arrive bringing more dead from last night’s raids. A dozen men queue outside a barber’s stall, waiting to have their hair cut. A young girl fixes her hijab so it looks more suitable on her head. For an hour, I gaze over this new town of Al-Shifa, a town made out of refugees from the city that used to be known as Gaza.

			Last night, the raids pounded Al-Shati camp, obliterating most of the northern part of it. One of the nurses asks a wounded man: ‘What happened?’ ‘I don’t remember,’ he replies. ‘The last thing I can recall is that I was filling a bottle from a portable water bottle in our kitchen. There were fifteen of us.’ 

			Also, during the night, the F16s attacked the Jaffa Mosque very close to Faraj’s place. We’re used to attacks being this close. It happens almost every night. There’s no glass left in any of the windows of our apartments; the last of it was blown out last night. There are no doors left on their hinges either. It’s all commonplace: the sounds, the explosions, the smoke and fire. It was 2:15am. Looking out of the window, shortly afterwards, I saw smoke rising into the sky. No debris this time. No one got injured. In our apartment at least. The house is still a mess from the night before, but it’s liveable. I went back to sleep. To be honest, I’ve become accustomed to this mode of life. I put my head on the pillow whenever I can and try to sleep when I can. It won’t last long before another explosion wakes me up – I have to make the most of what I can. 

			Since waking up this morning, I’ve not really been able to focus on anything. At the Press House, I keep catching myself thinking Mohammed al-Jaja will arrive any minute, bringing us news, jokes and maybe some bread. 

			The city gets smaller and smaller. Every day there is less and less space for us to use, to move around in, sleep, breathe. Fewer supermarkets, fewer bakeries, fewer groceries, fewer pharmacies and fewer loved ones. The city is shrinking and disappearing into the smoke and dust. It is metastasising into rubble and debris, that spreads like disease all over it. Gaza is like a photograph where the subject of the image is fading away, leaving only the background. 

			Tuesday 7th November 

			Day 32

			Gaza is emptying out rapidly, bleeding away: fresh food has all but gone, the only produce left in shops are dry, non-perishables; the queues for water are getting longer; and people are disappearing, Most of the citizens that remain in Gaza City and the northern regions are those in the inner-most districts; areas that they believe will be less susceptible to tank invasions, being less accessible. The outer neighbourhoods and smaller towns and villages are almost completely evacuated, the inhabitants being unable to bear the onslaught any longer. Places like Beit Hanoun and Beit Lahia are, we’re told, like ghost towns right now. 

			Likewise, the eastern districts of Jabalia town and Jabalia camp, and the newer, western neighbourhoods of the camp like Karama, Tiwam, the Mukhabarat Towers and west side of Saftawi. Also, the coastal neighbourhoods to the west of Beit Lahai, especially Sudania and Amoudi. They’re all deserted, my friends tell me. When it comes to Gaza City, most of the southern quarter has been emptied out, especially Sheikh Ijlin, Tal al-Hawa and certain parts of Zeitoun Quarter. Al-Shati camp is half-empty now as well, as are many parts of Nasser Quarter. 

			By contrast, other areas have become much more densely populated. In northern Gaza, Jabalia Camp remains, as always, a hive of activity, while the internal road connecting Nazal town with Jabalia town has emerged as a haven for displaced Gazans. The camp continues to be subject to dozens of attacks a day by the F16s, but people are more afraid of the tanks, and believe this area will be too dense for the tanks to get in. 

			Down in Gaza City, the most important haven is Al-Shifa Hospital, of course, and its surrounding area. People are treating it like a town in its own right. Reports claim 40,000 Gazans are currently living in and around the hospital, but there are thousands more in the neighbouring buildings and schools. Even in the Shawa Cultural Center, a nearby theatre and a library space, there are more than a thousand people crammed into it. Every street around the hospital has tents pitched along both pavements, offering new homes to desperate, homeless families. 

			Jalaa Street is also highly populated, despite its closeness to Nasser quarter and the battlefields to the west. Some parts of northern Rimal and southern Nasser, towards the city centre, are also still populated: places like Shuja’iyya, Twfah and Daraj. With Zeitoun, which became part of ‘the combat zone’, these three quarters form what we might call ‘the old city’. And despite the combat, some parts of Zeitoun, near the main street of Omar Mokhtar, still play witness to life. 

			Apparently, these areas form a kind of ‘enclave’, the surrounding areas being now controlled by Israeli troops. The level of engagement varies from one street to the next. While it is very harsh and violent in the west, the north seems more stable, especially since the tanks took full control of Salah al-Din main road. People have retreated to this enclave, then retreated again – the size of it is now less than a third of the area that these people normally live in.  

			Even the new emerging ‘havens’ are under constant fire. For the people who’ve fled to them, the question is not ‘Where is safer?’, but ‘Where is less dangerous?’ 

			In addition to this, there is a complete disappearance of all kinds of fruit and vegetables from the shops still open. Most of the farming areas in the Strip are completely under the control of Israeli troops. Tanks and bulldozers have ploughed over the fields, as they did in 2014, destroying all crops, orchards, irrigation systems, and of course the farmers’ homes. The farming areas that have not been overrun yet are those to the east of Khan Younis and west of Mawasi, south of the Wadi. But with the division of the Strip into north and south, no produce from the south ever reaches the newly enclaved north. In addition to this, most stored and imported products are now out of reach in the warehouses in the industrial zones, towards the eastern borders with Israel, also now under complete Israeli control. 

			Searching for food is getting increasingly tiring and, in most cases, fruitless. The city is getting narrower and life in it gets harder and harder. Most bakeries are closed today. Outside the few that remain operable, hundreds stand in line. What once took you four hours to wait for, now takes seven or more. The only thing one thinks of before falling asleep is what you’ll get to eat tomorrow. And not what, exactly, but how. 

			I went to Jabalia town centre last night to look for some meat, but since we arrived late, all the butchers’ shops were closed. I promised Faraj that I’d prepare something delicious for us that night. I don’t remember when I last ate red meat. We had chicken about ten days ago, but not red meat. I asked Faraj to get us some flour. ‘Flour?’ he questioned. ‘Yes, just trust me,’ I said. It seems luck is staying with me tonight, as I find a stall selling turkey. The man is busy taking orders from those crowding around his table. His assistant slaughters the birds, plucks them and cuts them into thighs, chests and wings as we wait. He sells you what you ask for, up to a certain limit. I managed to get a kilo and half. 

			We made a fire on the second, unfinished floor of the house. I mixed the flour with water and salt. Then Mohammed helped in making the paste into loaves, ready to be baked. On the fire I put a piece of metal which, once heated up, became our ‘forno’.  I made twenty small loaves, then I started to prepare the turkey, which I cut into slices. In a huge pan, on the fire, I fried the onion and pepper before mixing in the meat. Some spices from the kitchen – then we had our meal. This is what we call ‘Sajia’ which is made on a wood fire only. What a feast we had!

			This morning, our street looked like an old photograph of Hiroshima. Ruins and rubble lie in all directions. It felt weird looking out of one of the few buildings that was still upright. 

			In front of Al-Shifa Hospital, two wounded men lie on a donkey cart. Three ambulances deliver five corpses from the previous night’s raids, a woman follows them shouting, ‘Where’s my son?’ Nobody can answer her. She keeps crying, knowing he’s gone. Yasser asks me why there is only lemon in the vegetable shop. ‘Because there is only lemon,’ I reply. ‘But what are people using it for?’ he continues. Even lemonade needs bottled water, and no one has that anymore. 

			I smile, telling Yasser that the piece of potato I used to make soup with two nights ago at Eisha’s might be the last piece of potato in the whole of Gaza.

			Wednesday 8th November 

			Day 33

			Last night, for the first time, I missed the sound of my brother Mohammed snoring. Usually, whenever he stops snoring, I suddenly become acutely aware of the sounds of explosions and bombing. For the last few nights, his snoring has been a kind of consolation. It offered me company amid the terror that follows every explosion. Often, I would lie there in the dark counting the screeches of rockets and the explosions that followed them, then I’d indulge in a guessing game about the places they struck. It was only my brother’s snoring that took me out of this dark, obsessive game, and into something closer to normality. The normality of a man trying to get some sleep, annoyed by the snoring of another man sleeping in the same room. When I hear his snoring, I forget about all the other sounds and become fully occupied by my simple, natural annoyance. Ironically, this annoyance allows me to escape the situation and ultimately fall asleep. 

			But last night Mohammed didn’t snore, annoyingly. At first, I told myself that this was normal, he just needed to settle. But an hour passed and he still didn’t snore. I tried to wake him so that he could change the way he slept, and drop down into a deeper, snoring sleep. People say you snore because of the position you’re sleeping in. So I tried to roll him over, I didn’t want to think of the rockets anymore. I wanted a goddamn break. In a way, I was begging him to snore. But he wouldn’t. 

			Yesterday I ate practically nothing: one piece of chocolate and a couple of biscuits that Yasser found in the back of the car. A little remnant from the old days when there were supermarkets and things to buy. I had one coffee. Nothing else. When I arrived at Faraj’s place, he offered me two small rolls of bread. I pretended that I was OK, that I wasn’t hungry, and gave one to Yasser but suggested Faraj save the second for tomorrow, so that he could have it for breakfast. In the evening I ate some turmus [lupine seeds] which I had boiled the day before, and peeled an orange, but only ate half of it as it wasn’t ripe. That was my food yesterday. 

			Before turning in, I went to pay my condolences to my friend Saleem and his mother for the loss of his brother, Majid. Majid passed away in an Israeli jail recently after the soldiers refused to give him his medication. For the last couple of years, he has suffered from cancer and has had to take specific treatment. After the war broke out, he was arrested along with many other labourers in Israel, from Gaza. In the prison, the soldiers took his medication off him and threw it away. He died. Nobody knows when exactly. The first time we heard of his passing was when other labourers were deported to the southern part of Gaza Strip, after spending weeks in Israeli jails. Initially, some of these labourers had reported, by text, that he had died. Others gave conflicting accounts, saying he was still alive. Today the Israeli authorities officially informed the PA.

			His mother now has one wish: to see him before he’s buried. This means bringing his body back to Gaza. She knows how impossible this is nowadays, but her heart, the heart of a mother, does not. 

			On my way to the Rimal quarter, this morning, I see no bakery open, nor a single supermarket or grocery; even the stalls you see down little alleyways are all closed. I drive back to Nazla town where I hope to find smaller shops still open. There, I ask Yasser to pick whatever chocolate, sweets, and biscuits he can find so we can keep them in the car and eat them when we don’t find anything else. A car drives erratically past us, towards al-Shifa, carrying what appears to be a dead person. Many dead bodies are found several days after a strike.

			Bilal looks at me piercingly. ‘How much longer, Atef?’ he asks. I know what that look means. The war has dragged on much longer than either of us expected. ‘When, exactly?’ I know what he’s trying to suggest. I relent. Come tomorrow, I say, we will start thinking about heading south. No heroism, no ‘being dragged out at gunpoint’. No Three Musketeers. We will probably do it the day after tomorrow. I make a promise that we’ll move together. We’re out of options. He reminds me that our late friend Mohammed al-Jaja didn’t have time to think. We can hesitate no longer. Then comes the question: where will we stay in the south and how will we manage? There are many difficulties ahead of us if we cross the Wadi. 

			As I write this in the Press House, I can hear men, women and children shouting in the street. I go out front to see what’s going on. Hundreds of them are carrying their belongings and running down the street. ‘What’s happening?’ I ask and a man tells me they were all staying in the UNRWA schools near the beach, close to the fish market. But the tanks are there now, so they had to leave. He suggests that we take care, as the tanks and bulldozers are approaching. According to him, the tanks are now just half a kilometre from the Press House. Many people have been killed at the western end of the street, for just getting in the tanks’ way. Another man tells me he saw tanks and bulldozers destroying the mosque near the schools and the villas around it. ‘They burn everything,’ he shouts as he runs, without slowing down. 

			Thursday 9th November 

			Day 34

			Yesterday was my last day at the Press House. I was forced to gather my things and bid farewell to the place. There would be no going back there. The neighbourhood had been all but emptied out and the tanks were just two streets away. The House wouldn’t be there much longer. Most people had left days ago. When I saw the tide of the people heading east towards the city centre, I realised in my gut this part of Rimal was over. So where next? I started to pack my things. The Wadia family, which for the last three weeks had been there on the ‘night shift’ (using it as a place to sleep), while Bilal and I covered the day shifts, had already packed their things and were ready to set off. Despite being successful business people owning numerous offices in Gaza, Amman and Cairo, they suddenly found themselves homeless. In war, it does not matter how much you own or how rich or poor you are; money cannot buy safety or peace or neutrality; the target is always the same: your soul. The soldiers have their orders, their quotas, and their sights set. 

			The Israeli Army always knew what the mission was: ethnic cleansing of the whole Strip; when they enter a neighbourhood, they’re not going to say ‘OK, who voted for Hamas in 2006?’ or ‘Who’s likely to vote for them in the future?’ and then just ‘cleanse’ them. It’s not Hamas they’re cleansing. It’s Arabs. When they see you, they will either kill you or force you to leave, whichever is quicker. You have no choice: either you die or you leave. You cannot say that you want to stay peacefully and promise not to trouble the occupiers. Many don’t even get to choose – the missile just finds them.

			I carried my laptop, my papers, my charger, and my dress shoes, which I’d left in the backyard, when I first arrived, for official occasions, and not used since. For over a month, I’ve been running around in sneakers – their red and white stripes are now part of my formal uniform. And I mean run around, nobody walks calmly: you run. I ran to the car, for instance, with my things, while Mohammed ran to the refrigerator to empty it of anything left that was edible: half a bundle of bread, a bottle of orange juice, half an onion. No one looked back when we eventually drove away.

			I didn’t know then but, in the morning, in al-Shifa, I would see the bodies of four men who used to live in the Rimal area, lying on the ground. Two of them were from the Abu Shabban family. They live in the building at the base of which a famous vegetable shop is located. I used to salute them every evening as I left the Press House. Often we exchanged words, worries and wishes. When I left for the last time, I waved to them, seeing that they too were busy packing. I shouted out a few words of hope, promises to meet after the war. I didn’t know I’d meet them again so soon, or so grimly.

			Now Shuhada Street, one of the last strongholds of life in Rimal, is a ghost town. No life lingers on this beautiful, tree-lined street. For the last 30 days or so, we have all been part of an active war community on this classic, Mediterranean street. Now it’s abandoned, for the tanks to do their worst.

			Everyone, it seemed, was heading to the east. I heard someone say that they were heading for the Yarmouk Playground in Wihda Street. There is no space at al-Shifa Hospital or in any of the shelters around it. The Israeli soldiers were now ordering displaced people out of al-Shifa too. 

			Last night, I brought my dad to stay with us at Faraj’s place, as he’s now alone in the family house, his wife having moved in with her son, my half-brother Musa. My half-sister Amina felt it was no longer safe for her to stay in a four-storey apartment block. My dad preferred to stay there though, despite my protestations. Their building is surrounded on all sides, very closely, by other multistorey buildings, so if any buildings were attacked, his one would probably be damaged. After much insistence from me, he eventually agreed to join us at Faraj’s place. 

			Around 10:30pm my dad woke me up. He was coughing and panting, and could barely stand as he stood over me. He said that we should take him to the hospital. He suffers from respiratory problems. I told him it was hard to go anywhere now; the F16s strike anything that moves, some people claim even cats have been hit. I tried to phone the emergency services to send an ambulance, but there was no signal. Adham suggested that we fan him with a thin plastic plate to help him breathe. Adham, Yasser and I took turns in doing so. I sat beside him waving the plate for half an hour. After a couple of hours, he started to feel better and said he wanted to go to the toilet. ‘This is a good sign,’ Adham said. 

			When he eventually settled down, I couldn’t sleep. The thought of not being able to call the hospital had made me panic, and the decision not to take him myself made me feel ashamed. How could I have lived with myself if he had died, having decided not to try to take him myself? Even if I had managed to get him there, no one would have paid any attention to this man, in his late seventies, in need of simple medication, what with everything else going on.

			This morning I woke to a text message from Bilal. I haven’t been able to contact him since he evacuated the House yesterday morning. The text is from a new number on a different network. I call him and he tells me he is staying in his family home in Sheikh Radwan. ‘What are your plans, Atef?’ he asks, as he always does. ‘I wait.’ My standard reply. ‘Wait for what?’ he asks. ‘Wait for whatever there is to wait and see for.’ We end the call agreeing to meet in two days and decide on our next step then. In other words, we’re postponing yesterday’s plans to move south. 

			Outside al-Shifa, dead bodies are laid out in long rows, many deep, waiting to be identified and taken away by their families for burial. A donkey cart brings three partly burned corpses. Three beautiful young men apparently shocked to death by electricity. The head of one of them is decapitated. Their faces are covered with a blanket. The leg of one of them is twisted at a strange angle. His leather shoes look brand new. They still shine with polish. It seems his fingers were doing something when his head was cut off. Like waving or strumming on a guitar. The man looks like a beautiful mannequin that’s fallen down against the windowpane of a clothes shop.   

			On my way back, I wait in a queue for 40 minutes to get some falafel from a place in Sheikh Radwan, our meal for today. 

			 

			Friday 10th November 

			Day 35

			Things on the ground deteriorate every day. This morning I could not drive to Gaza City through the little alleys I have learned to navigate. The main streets between Jabalia Camp and Gaza City, roads like Saftawi Street, are all long since blocked, of course, so I try the little alleys and roads of Nazla town, which indirectly take you to the northern end of Jalaa Street. I make it halfway down the road from Nazal to Jalaa when I have to stop. There is no one other than me on the street; all the buildings seem empty. Explosions sound on every side. If I continue any further, I would find myself in the middle of the battlefield. I see tank shells plunge into a building ahead of me. I hear explosions getting closer. I have to withdraw. I have to turn the car around.

			I couldn’t get to Wissam this morning to bring her some hot food, as planned. At dawn, I had gone to the market, specifically to get some chicken. I didn’t expect to find any, but I did. I asked my sister Eisha if she could cook one of the chickens, for me to take to Wissam, I suggested that she stuffed it with rice. ‘Some soup as well!’ I added.  On the way there, I pulled over for ten minutes outside a gas station, to work out a new route to al-Shifa. It was then I learned, from people passing on the street, that al-Shifa hospital was under attack from tanks. Scores of people had been killed and injured already. The tanks were targeting certain parts of the hospital. Likewise, the Rantisi Hospital in Nasser Street was under siege from tanks in a different part of town. Many people who’d been seeking refuge in the hospital had been shot raising a white flag, trying to get out. The northern stretch of Jalaa Street was under attack as well. In short, this meant the whole western half of Gaza City was under occupation once more. It was 2005 again. 

			Later, I learn that Wissam had, by this time, already been moved to the south. Her uncle took her on a wheelchair and travelled through Salah ad-Din Street to Khan Younis. When she heard the shelling and shooting at the back of the hospital, she started to scream. It took her straight back to the day the missile hit her own home. She started screaming: ‘Get me out… get me out.’ No one knew if she meant ‘Get me out of the hospital’, or if she was reliving being dug out of the rubble. No ambulance was able to get out of the hospital grounds, so the only way was the old-fashioned way. On foot. Or in her case, in a wheelchair. Thousands of people began to flee the hospital with her. 

			But as I sat in the car, all I knew was what people on the street were telling me. No news, no internet, and very little mobile phone reception. It was only later, after Wissam had arrived in Khan Younis and her uncle called, that I learned she had been moved. He was still trying to get her into a hospital there when he rang. 

			As the sun set on our neighbourhood, everyone was thinking about the following day. Everyone knew that tonight they had to decide to stay or head south, this might be their last chance to choose. With the invasion of Gaza City, it seemed the next step the soldiers took would be into the camp. Should we leave? I tried to phone Bilal but couldn’t get through. Hanna begged me to leave – at least going south would be less dangerous. For Faraj, it was a hard decision; he couldn’t leave his 90-year-old mother, who needed a wheelchair to get around. Mohammed said we could all lend a hand, pushing her. Again, I said: ‘Why don’t we just wait and see, wait for the tanks to get to our street?’ Adham said by that point we’ll be buried under the ruins of the building. At this, everyone looked down, as if collectively beaten.

			‘What will happen?’ I asked. ‘What’s their big plan?’

			‘Occupation again?’ Mohammed asked. ‘Are they really going to occupy us? Do they even want that?’ 

			No one can guess where this is all headed, but of all the scenarios we fear, the most terrifying, the most dystopian is a fully evacuated ‘North Gaza Strip’. A new Nakba, in short. Even if the Israelis promise this is just a temporary deportation, for a limited time only, no one will believe them. This is exactly what happened in 1948. My grandmother was forced to leave her beautiful house in Jaffa, thinking she would return just a few days later. That was 75 years ago. Our hearts ache when we remember this collective loss. We all know what it looks like. It looks like this. 

			It felt like a turning point. The camp was transforming into an ever-shrinking cage. With the troops now to the west, around the Saftawi neighbourhood, and with Jalaa Street blocked, the only way out in the coming days would be the eastern entrance: through Salah al-Din Street, ‘New Nakba Road’. 

			Last night, a ‘ring of fire’ rained down on the area around the Indonesian Hospital, east of Jabalia. I saw the missiles falling from the sky. I heard explosions and the collapsing of more buildings. The side of the hospital was damaged but the majority of the impact was felt by the buildings around it. Then all I could hear was the sound of the ambulances and the Civil Defence arriving.

			I have no idea what has become of my apartment in Saftawi. People are saying tanks are already on that street. I wonder what has happened to all my books, I have built up a veritable library there over the last 35 years. Is it now buried under rubble? First editions, signed to me personally, by authors that have long since passed away. Books that made me the writer, and the person I am today. Every one of them has a place in my heart and formed part of my intellectual growth. I try to phone one of my neighbours in my apartment building to ask if he knows anything. It turns out he’s now in Deir al-Balah, in the south. He was hoping I would have news. The areas that have fallen under Israeli command go dark the moment they do so, they disappear from our screens. No one hears a word of news from them, as most of their inhabitants have either fled or been killed. 

			I go over to Eisha’s place, where I can catch up on Al Jazeera. News about al-Shifa dominates everything. There are no longer any broadcasts from there: the correspondent and his cameraman left and made their way south. It is getting dark. The explosions continue. The house jerks from left to right while we wait for what’s next. 

			 

			Saturday 11th November

			Day 36

			 

			Al-Shifa Hospital is under siege. News no longer comes out of there, although it is the news. All we hear are the bombs and explosions in the distance. Most of the residents there have now had to leave, the risk of dying from being moved is greater than that of staying. The minister of health, Mai Al-Kaila, publicly estimated that around 50 newborns will die due to lack of electricity at the hospital. Anyone seen moving from one hospital building to another is shot on sight. A nurse from inside reported that there are only two ambulance vehicles now inside the building. No one is getting in or out, only the tanks’ shells. 

			Luckily Wissam has been moved to the south. I wasn’t sure at the time if this would be for her benefit. But now she is receiving some medication in the European hospital in Khan Younis, where the conditions are better: they have electricity, internet, mobile signal, and proper food. Through people I know there, I asked the manager of the hospital to visit her personally and assure her that he and his team would do their best to make her comfortable. The problem now, though, is I can’t visit her anymore; she is on the other side of the new ‘iron curtain’ the IDF have set up along the Wadi, splitting the Strip into two. I hear from my contacts that she is feeling better; she has been given painkillers and is being cleaned more carefully. 

			Three hospitals in the northern half of the Strip are under continual attack: al-Shifa, the Indonesian Hospital and Nasser Hospital. Last night, I was woken up twice by the explosions around the Indonesian Hospital. They already had no electricity, and no light inside these hospitals, according to reports. Doctors were learning to perform surgery using the torch functions on their mobile phones, and that was before the bombing started. All night long, we heard the tanks’ shelling and exchanges of gunfire. It seemed to be at a crescendo.

			In the morning, Eisha and Mohammed prepare breakfast. Last night, Mohammed and Yasser had ground the chickpeas to prepare a falafel mix. It was a rare moment of pleasure to have family around me for this little ritual, to see them using a classic grinder, the kind my mother used on such occasions. It reminded us of when we were all kids, and we’d sit around my mother and father, and help prepare the falafel mix. As we eat the resulting falafels, I say politely to Eisha: ‘Insha’allah, when this war ends, you will make us another meal like this.’ This is my version of a prayer right now. That we all live to see that time. ‘A higher wish than to do pilgrimage,’ she says. And she’s right. 

			I no longer dare leave Jabalia camp. The area I’m able to move around in gets smaller and smaller every day. I’ve spent the last two days exclusively in the camp, doing nothing more than walking the streets and talking with old friends. Friends pop in and leave, talking of the war over and over again. The characters on my street remain the same: Mustafa, a man in his early 40s, sells candies for kids; Sami sells groceries from a new cart; Wafi sells juice and soft drinks. People sit in groups, chatting and analysing what is happening, exchanging opinions on each new development on the ground. The main question no one can answer is: Are they going to invade the camp? Apparently, everyone agrees the next stop, after ‘the fall of al-Shifa’, will be Jabalia. In the collective consciousness of most Palestinians, Jabalia Camp is a classic stronghold of resistance, a fortress of defiance – and as Jabalians we’re proud of this reputation. Even Arafat felt the same, making a point of visiting the camp every Eid, and referring to the place as the ‘Camp of Revolution’. But tonight, I can taste fear in these conversations. 

			The seven of us sit on chairs in a narrow alley, a typical side street that could be one of a hundred in the harra (neighbourhood). My brother Ibrahim suggested I work here as the nearby hub providing ‘street Wi-Fi’ is as fast as anywhere else. We have different views about what’s happening. Some look tired and fed up. Some want the whole thing to end now at any cost. Some are cynical, and some use big words and are easily animated. ‘But what if the war did suddenly end tomorrow?’ one of the group asks. ‘What would we do?’ ‘Celebrate,’ I reply. ‘But thousands will be homeless; tens of thousands have no home to go back to. Where are they going to live?’ We look at each other. Someone replies, ‘The international community will step in.’ ‘Are they going to bring us new houses?’ I agree, rebuilding the Gaza Strip will take at least five years. ‘And what do we do until then?’ the question comes back. ‘Are those tens of thousands going to live in UNRWA schools for the next five years?’ ‘No one can say how it’s going to play out,’ I say. The group falls silent. The person who started this conversation is right, of course, it will be hell also when the war ends. But right now, we need a break from this version of hell. But so far, we’re not even allowed that: no truce, no ceasefire, no Western politician brave enough to even utter the word. Nothing. And until they find that bravery, we just sit here, waiting to die. 

			Later, I meet with some relatives from Beit Lahia, who fled to the camp after the tanks wiped out their farms. I was updated as to the names and numbers of the dead on this side of the family: the sons, daughters, grandsons and granddaughters of my two elderly aunts, Nima and Nawal. We exchange sentiments of sorrow and pain. One of my relatives also laments the loss of his fields. ‘The season never got a chance to start,’ he says. ‘My sons and I sunk all our savings into seed and preparation; we bet everything we had on a good season. Now we have nothing.’ They used to specialise in strawberries. I still cherish the memories of those nights I’d spend at my aunts’ houses in this very north of the Strip, sleeping under the sun and gorging on fresh fruit. There will be no strawberries in Gaza this year.  

			It reminded me of a conversation I had with Ahmad, a fisherman, the other day, who lamented how many fish there would be at this time of year, in the sea, and yet no one could fish them. I tried to cheer him by saying, when they eventually sail out, they’ll catch so many they’ll make a fortune. ‘It’s not true,’ he replied. ‘The army have destroyed the harbor and pulverised the headland that the fishing boats once moored against.’ He added that a few days ago, a shoal of sardines was spotted swimming close to the shore, so he and his friends swam out with nets and dragged them all in. 

			I asked if he’d heard any news about his boat – ‘Was it still in one piece?’ – and his eyes just showed dismay: ‘I haven’t heard.’

			 

			Sunday 12th November 

			Day 37

			I slept so deeply last night. I was surprised, when I woke up, to hear everyone talking about the severity of the night’s attacks. I had slept through all of it. I must have been exhausted. My head had hit the pillow at about 8pm. When I opened my eyes again, it was 5:35am. Faraj was doing the Fajr prayers, and the torch he was using to find his way to the bathroom blinded me. Sleeping for more than nine hours is very unusual for me. That said, I laid down again to try to get a bit more. There is nothing to do so early in the morning. Another hour would have been great. But the voices of the men and women outside, walking and talking, made it impossible. Faraj lay down beside me trying to listen to the news from one of the channels on his mobile.

			Last night, we acquired a new radio set. Faraj’s mother, who lives below us, has a radio which she uses now and then to listen to the Quran. The 90-year old needs it for company, more than news. But for the last week, it’s failed to provide her with even that, as it just hasn’t worked. Faraj convinced her that he would get it operating again and brought it upstairs to work on it. We spent two hours on it without any success. No signal. Nothing. The faded red set now hangs on the wall like a portrait from the olden days, a sepia photograph to remind you of days gone by. So as I slept last night, Faraj was listening to the sounds of explosions without knowing anything else about it.

			The sky is cloudy this morning. It seems rain is on its way. Ordinarily, this would be good news, especially as we’re nearly in mid-November and it hasn’t rained all year so far. In a dry winter, any drop of rain would normally be appreciated. But not in our situation. For the hundreds of thousands living in schools, out in the open, or with no windows (long since blown out by the pressure of explosions), for those living in classrooms-turned-mass bedrooms, sleeping side by side on cold, hard floors, winter will be hell. Rain will pour into their rooms and soak their blankets. Never mind what it will do to the drains, if it comes down hard, making effluent rise and wash back into the streets and alleyways.

			‘It looks like rain,’ I say to Faraj. Privately, I’m praying for the sun to come out, for the clouds to pass. Even for us, in the relative comfort of this apartment, rain would be a curse. Every window in the building is blown out. The door to the bathroom is gone. Many of the other doors are damaged or hanging on one hinge. And this is probably one of the least damaged houses in the Strip right now. No window is pristine in Gaza. The hot, dry weather we’ve been having hasn’t been normal for this time of year, but for us it’s been a blessing from God. Surely God doesn’t want us to suffer more. 

			Faraj and Adham spent three hours this morning trying to fix the windows. Those that have no glass left in them at all they cover with blankets, stretched tightly across the frame; whilst those that still have broken glass in them they cover with nylon. They do the same for the first floor where Faraj’s mother lives. It’s not their finest work and it’s only temporary, but when the rain comes it’ll slow it down at least. At some point, the blankets will get wet and water will start dripping from them into the apartment. But what else do we have to keep the cold out? It’s going to be a terrible winter. Now we have no views of the city outside, the house has become suddenly very dark.

			Last night, an F16 fired on a building very close to Eisha’s. The owners of the house had evacuated it over a month before, fearing the missiles and tank shells from the east. But suddenly, for no apparent reason, they had decided to return yesterday morning. Last night, nine of them were found dead, while the rest remain under the rubble. I went to check to see if Eisha and the kids were ok. When I got to her street, I was met with stories of miraculous survivals from her neighbours. One couple had decided to sleep in the kitchen for the first time, and were followed into the kitchen by their kids wanting their company in the middle of the night. The kids’ bedroom was destroyed by a missile, but the whole family survived by mere chance. 

			Also last night, a much-loved perfume shop was destroyed in the camp’s main market. I learn about this when I go to the market to buy supplies for the next few days. I find nothing, only frozen food. The souk was more crowded when I came here three days ago. Now it is just a few dozen people here and there buying frozen food. Mahmoud, one of my relatives, proposed that we all fast during this stage of the occupation, so we only eat once a day. ‘But we already only eat once a day!’ I reply. ‘But if we fast deliberately,’ he says, ‘we will be closer to God.’ ‘We’re closer to him with a full stomach,’ I suggest, ‘because then we can be of more use.’  

			Things have become so much more expensive. Many traders are abusing the situation, monopolising items and selling them at triple their normal price, at least, some things are ten times their original price. One kilo of flour is now twelve shekels, when it was under four before. These are basic ingredients that no one should monopolize.  

			The news from al-Shifa Hospital continues to disturb us. Likewise, the reports coming from the Indonesian Hospital. More families are heading south this morning; the rest, like us, simply await our destiny. A friend of mine says that people who’ve travelled to the south are suffering from the same lack of basic provisions as those in the north. So why bother going south? At least here we’re not refugees. ‘Can you imagine,’ my friend says over the phone, ‘you have to queue for three hours just to go to the toilet.’ Yes, I can imagine and I don’t want to live a life like that, at least not while I can choose not to. Some Israelis are calling on their government to transform the north of Gaza Strip into a giant entertainment park, a Disney World for colonisers and settlers. I remind Faraj that they did the same when they destroyed and demolished three Palestinian villages – Imwas, Yalo and Beit Nuba – in 1967. They called it ‘Canada Park’. It lies just off the road from Jaffa to Jerusalem. 

			 ‘How can people go on holiday on the graves of others?’ Faraj asks.

			‘The entire Israeli tourist industry is built on it,’ I say. ‘“Come and party on Palestinian graves”, they tell the world. “Dance and be merry beside the world’s largest prison. Relax, have fun, enjoy yourselves!”’

			Monday 13th November 

			Day 38

			I spent three hours this morning walking the streets, just walking and reflecting on things. Last night was another violent one. The siege is closing in on al-Shifa. Yesterday the administrators had to excavate a mass grave in front of the building to bury all the dead in, whilst trying not to be shot in the process. Closer to home, we heard renewed attacks on the nearby Indonesian Hospital in the early hours. Many civilian houses were hit. People’s access to that hospital has become impossible. I have given up trying to make phone calls. The signal has gone completely. My wife, Hanna, has grown used to my prolonged absences online. At the start of the war, if I didn’t check in every hour, she would get mad with worry. Now, the signal disappears for days on end and she knows this is why I haven’t checked in. 

			Despite looking downtrodden and dirty, the streets are still alive. People gather in groups to talk. Sometimes these gatherings might erupt into a quarrel, other times you hear laughter emerging. People are tensed, naturally. I carry on walking. This is the longest time I’ve spent in my home city for four and a half years. 

			I pass by Omar, a young neighbour, who tells me he’s just spent two hours filling his 200 litre water tank. It was a long, slow process watching it fill. In the end, he managed to hoist the tank up onto a wheelchair to push back to his house. But on the way home, the chair lost balance and the tank toppled over, pouring its contents out onto the street. He tells me it was water for the Wudu (washing before the prayers) but it seems God does not want him to worship him, so he has decided not to refill it again. I am not sure if he’s joking, so I say, ‘But this has nothing to do with Allah or prayers.’ He replies: ‘Doctor, Allah doesn’t want me to pray, if he did, why would all my water be lost?’ 

			Walking on, I’m stopped by another man. He introduces himself as Alaa’, someone who was at high school with me. ‘You were one year ahead of me,’ he tells me. He smiles and asks if the drone is still eating with me. He’s referring to the title of my previous war diaries. ‘It never stopped,’ I reply. ‘There’s nothing left on the table, surely,’ Alaa’ laughs. ‘It’s eaten us out of house and home.’ Sadly, the drone is feasting right now. Little did I know it, but 2014 was just a starter, compared to this. Alaa’ starts asking more predictable questions about the situation and the future; by future he means the time after the war ends, a time none of us can really speculate about. I ask about his house and family. ‘Everything is OK, so far,’ he says. ‘Let’s pray it carries on that way,’ I add. 

			‘It’s like we’re all being played in one big PlayStation game,’ Alaa’ says. ‘We’re the characters and they’ – he means the Israeli army – ‘are the players. We move when they make us move. We die when they let us die. They control us. We’re not human beings, we’re characters in a game.’ I don’t know what to say to this. He smiles before moving on, shouting as he goes: ‘Your friend the drone is playing you, Atef.’ I keep walking by myself in the street. This is how conversations go in Gaza at the moment, now that the mobile networks are down. You walk around and people we know stop and chat, for no more than a minute, just to share their latest info about the night’s biggest events, and to get yours. Today, the thing people want to hear about most is whether there’s been any talk of a ceasefire or a truce. In our short, one-minute conversations, people repeat what certain politicians have said and quickly analyse it. People try to calm themselves by reminding themselves how long this has gone on for, and of the fact that they’re still alive. They take solace, for instance, if there’s still water in their tanks. They’re even happier if there is still gas in their cylinders, and they feel like kings if they have solar panels. We take comfort in what we can.

			Faraj manages to get through to his daughter, Mariam, who’s been trapped in the battlefield of al-Shati Camp for the last week. She has now escaped and fled with her husband and kid to the south. This all happened yesterday. For a week though, bullets had been flying through walls and windows throughout her building. It was a miracle they survived. Many others in al-Shati are staying put. They’re without food and water, Mariam explains. They tried calling the Red Cross for help, but no one came. Those who take the risk and flee left towards Salah al-Din Road cannot know for sure if they’ll make it or not. Many are shot on the way. Mariam explained that many were shot the moment they opened the front door of their houses. On the way to Salah al-Din, Mariam saw death at every step. Tanks, soldiers, rockets crashing into buildings on every side. The sky is loaded with death right now, and the land also. Israeli soldiers flank both sides of the road and often summon young men from the fleeing crowds to one side, to question them. In many cases, they arrest them. But Mariam sounds happy that she made it. Now she has a new life to start, one of displacement. The life of a refugee. Or rather, being from a camp already, a ‘re-refugee.’

			 

			Al-Shati Camp has been under siege in the last two weeks. The Israelis came at it from the west and the north. Perching, as it does, right on the beach, the western side has been controlled by the navy, the north by the tanks. ‘Shati’ means beach. The largest contingent of refugees living there come from Jaffa, originally. My late aunt Khadra used to live there and I spent a lot of my summer holidays as a kid in and around her house. When a place like this is under siege, it completely disappears from the news, as no correspondents or reporters can get in, and no communications are let out. For two weeks, we knew there were operations being carried out in al-Shati but we didn’t know any of the details. This morning, the Israelis ordered those who remained in the camp to flee using Yousef Athma Street to reach Salah al-Din. They were told to walk from the very west to the very east. A long enough journey as it was, but that was just the start. They then had to walk another five kilometres to reach the bridge. No one knows the numbers of the dead in al-Shita during the Israeli invasion of that camp. Some of my brother, Mohammed’s in-laws had been located in an UNRWA school on the northern part of al-Shati. For the last week, we haven’t been able to call them. Faraj suggested Mohammed should try again at dawn, there’s a better signal then. So, Mohammed had to wake up around 4:30 this morning to make the call. He did, but it failed. Around 11am he finally manages to speak to his daughter who tells him that they all fled five days ago to her aunt’s place in Sheikh Radwan. I suggest that he go and visit them today or tomorrow. They will need the moral support, now they are displaced.

			 

			Tuesday 14th November 

			Day 39

			Yesterday, Ahmad Fatima, the young man working in the Press House, was killed by an Israeli attack. The last time I saw him was five days ago, when I was last at the Press House. As usual, we shook hands and exchanged promises to catch up after it was all over. For the first month of the war, I would see him every day. Ahmad was the buffet man at the House. He opened it and closed it. When he first joined the organisation as a teenager, he was doing similar things, making tea and coffee, preparing meetings and training sessions, cleaning up afterwards. He then ascended to the position of photographer and taught himself other skills, eventually becoming a tried and trusted journalist, working alongside the most experienced reporters there. 

			The last time I saw him, he shared his worries: his family had spent the night before sleeping on the side of the road, as the building next to theirs had been struck. ‘Our house has no walls now,’ he joked. He spent three hours waiting with them outside a UNRWA school, trying to secure them a space. 

			He used to urge me: ‘Write, Doctor. Write.’ Each morning he would clear a space for me and make sure my laptop was fully charged and connect me to the internet. Then he’d bring me a small cup of coffee and feel happy at the thought that he’d made my day easier. Each time, I’d tell him I preferred coffee in a glass, and each time, he’d smile and say, ‘Don’t worry. Next time.’ 

			I doubt if he ever had time to read any of the books in the little library that Bilal, the manager, had collected in the meeting room, but he memorised all the titles and the authors’ names, as well as the subjects of the books. Even those in English, though he no doubt struggled with the pronunciation. His job was to be the ‘man of the Press House’, to know where everything was, and to know how everything worked.  

			Last night, I spent two hours at my sister Eisha’s place. For her, each night is more dangerous than the last. The army intensified its attacks on the Indonesian Hospital, a few hundred metres away. Her kids – she has two boys and one girl – were terrified. I played with Shawki, her six-year-old son. We hit each other with pillows and played hide and seek. Then I asked him: ‘Are you afraid?’ He stopped smiling suddenly and replied firmly, ‘Yes.’ 

			Later that night, back at Faraj’s, Mohammed and I started to list all those we knew who’d been killed: family and friends. We got to about 80 then stopped. It was too depressing. Also there were so many that fell into the ‘don’t know’ category, where so many of our questions end up. I can’t help thinking of Ahmad, and also of Mohammed al-Jaja who was killed two weeks ago; who knows who I’ll be thinking about tomorrow or next week. I still hear Ahmad’s voice in my ear. ‘Write, Doctor. Write.’ Now I’m writing about you, my dear. 

			 Faraj’s wife is urging him to join her in Rafah. She lost all her family (mother, sisters and brothers in al-Bureij), she doesn’t want to lose more. Faraj has become convinced that it is no safer here in the north. However, he can’t leave without his 90-year-old mother, and doesn’t know how he’ll get her to the Wadi bridge. For Faraj, the first few hours of every morning are spent cleaning and feeding her. She has very limited mobility and using a wheelchair to move her makes her panic. Today, though, he seems ready to take the risk and bear the pain. ‘Listen,’ he says, ‘we’ll have to go at some point, so it’s better we do it now, before the blind tanks shell us into oblivion.’ I know that it’s pressure from his wife that’s putting him in this position. I try to reassure him: ‘Whatever you choose to do will be right, Faraj. When you move, we all move together.’ 

			We hear that the Israelis are checking everyone as they head south. It’s mainly young men they stop, to interrogate – like they do at every checkpoint – and occasionally arrest. If you drop anything as you walk, like your mobile, don’t even think about going back for it, you will be arrested and beaten, by all accounts. Walking those few kilometres to the Wadi feels like crossing from life to death, people are saying, or vice versa, depending on what happens to you there. 

			I spent most of today sitting in a narrow alleyway near Faraj’s place. Here I manage to get online for maybe three hours a day. In this long alleyway, we sit together, maybe ten of us together, most of the time with our heads down, busy with our mobiles. Occasionally we might exchange an update or comment on it. One end of the alley is closed off by a huge pile of rubble. Because of the Wi-Fi signal, the alley slowly becomes the centre of the neighbourhood; young men converge on the place and try and find a place to stand or sit, as they try to log on. We call it ‘the Royal Alleyway’ and for the last two days, it’s become our nest. 

			At around 3pm, pieces of concrete and debris start falling on us in tandem with a massive explosion. We have no choice but to run as the alleyway starts filling up with the new rubble. We cover our heads with our hands.  My hair is full of dust and sand. I drag my son Yasser close to me. After a minute or so, things become calm again, except for the dark cloud of smoke in the sky. These days the sky is almost always full of these kinds of clouds, long dark columns of black and grey that widen the higher up you look. Later we’ll learn that the F16 attacked a five-storey building east of the main street. Some injuries were reported soon after but initially no fatalities; the building was empty, it appears. The news comes that a young boy happened to be passing on his way to the grocery and was killed by the falling rubble. 

			Last night, I heard another thunderous explosion. It seemed very close. I couldn’t go back to sleep. Everywhere was dark. Everyone was sleeping. The Israelis were hitting the Nadi neighbourhood, in the southern part of the camp. Eight houses were destroyed and dozens killed. Another attack targeted the Fakhoura region on the western side of the camp. Others were killed and injured. Many stories came in about different raids all night long. The more I talked on WhatsApp to the others, the more I realised the scale of the night’s massacres. The last thing I needed right then was more bad news. So I left my phone and went upstairs. It started to rain heavily. Now we have to be careful not to let the apartment become damp and unliveable. The sound of the rain and the wind in the trees draws up memories like water from a well. 

			Wednesday 15th November 

			Day 40

			It’s forty days now. No one could have expected it to last this long. Forty days has great significance in Islam, as a period of time. When someone dies, you’re expected to mourn for them for forty days. The thing is, we haven’t been dead for forty days, we’re still here. 

			Yesterday evening, Israeli F16s shone beams of light on the camp that lit up the whole sky. For an hour, the night sky felt more like daylight. This was around 5:30pm. The night had only just arrived and everything seemed calm. Mohammed and I were on our way to my father’s when suddenly I saw two beams of light coming from the end of the narrow road I was walking down. I thought it must be a tank or the bright lights of a lorry heading towards me. It was slightly dazzling. Then suddenly there was light everywhere. I looked up. The sky seemed to be on fire. The whole neighbourhood seemed to be bathed in a false daylight. Then, only parts of it were. Certain parts of the camp were lit, others were switched off. If your part was switched off, it was too cloudy and dark to see anything. Such lights were coming from the drones, to give soldiers on the ground clearer vision. Israel’s high-tech surveillance of the Strip has been going on for over twenty years. Every corner of the Strip seems to be watched by an array of different devices; optical, infra-red, radio, the full spectrum. Surveillance balloons hover over the border walls. Cameras hang on wires, staring out across the buffer zones along the border. Warships watch from the horizon and most importantly drones – dozens and dozens of them – patrol the skies, day and night. This ‘digital occupation’ might seem less invasive. But while the Israeli army sits just beyond the border walls, their intelligence is actually deep inside the Strip. By contrast, Palestinians have nothing: no air force – we don’t even have a runway – no navy, no high-tech equipment. We’re not allowed any of these things. It begs the question: how asymmetric does the warfare need to get before it’s not ‘war’ anymore? It’s just slaughter. 

			I gave up the idea of reaching my dad. Mohammed suggested that these lights might be a guide for F16s or tanks to better make out their targets. It’s safer if we stay inside, he concluded. From the window of Faraj’s place, I try to count the number of drones with these lights. 

			Earlier that day, just before sunset, F16s hit two houses in the camp belonging to the Al-Madhoun and Mahdi families, right behind a famous shawarma restaurant, called ‘Mohannad’s’. The two houses were destroyed completely while all the surrounding ones were damaged. Many buildings were left without walls. As I stood with others on the great pile of the rubble, surrounded by apartment blocks that no longer had their front walls, I felt for a moment like an actor on a stage, receiving applause from audiences in a theatre’s balconies and private boxes. The apartment blocks looked out onto us very strangely.

			The Civil Defence team were busy trying to rescue a teenage girl. I could see her. She looked like she was asleep. Certainly when the attack happened, she was sleeping. She was wearing a red tracksuit. Her body was laid out. Her left hand lay on her chest. She struck me for a moment like a character from a fairy tale: like sleeping beauty. The concrete ceiling had fallen on her and pinned her to the bed. The men kept scraping out rubble from the sides so as to release the body. They performed this act with utmost care, as if they didn’t want to wake her from her deep sleep. After forty days of this, one wonders why the world has gone so mad that it can’t bring itself to say stop, enough, cease. It can’t even say the words, as if it’s more afraid of words than what I see before me, under the great slab of concrete. 

			The Israelis blasted their way into al-Shifa Hospital last night, and the military operation continues even now. Inside there’s no electricity, no medicine, babies are being delivered without anaesthetic and left with no incubators or source of warmth. Many of those simply taking refuge in the hospital have been killed, many others injured. Injured in a hospital! For a week now, hospitals have been ‘legitimate targets’, turned into war zones, battle grounds, and the international community has just whistled to itself. Soldiers are accusing patients of hiding weapons of mass destruction, and have even been re-opening patient’s wounds to see what they’re hiding in there. The war against hospitals is a strategy being implemented across the Strip; now Israelis have invaded the Rantisi Hospital in the Nasser quarter of the city. Al-Awda Hospital will soon be taken. All that remains will be the Indonesian hospital. Mohammed reflected: ‘It isn’t going to be long now. More than half of the city is under complete occupation.’ 

			This morning, on my way back from my father-in-law’s house, a nearby building was struck. This was close to the Dawas Bakery. I watched from across the street as medical teams tried to resuscitate an old man and presumably his grandchildren. Eventually they were taken away on stretchers, their faces covered. A woman worked alongside them, wailing as she helped, unable to process that she had just lost her entire family. When she wasn’t trying to pick slabs of concrete up, she was trying to conjure life from the dead bodies. 

			Everywhere looks sad this morning, even the cloudy sky. The sun has disappeared and people trudge through their day waiting for the next attack. Where it might be? Who’s going to be killed this time? Who will survive? Questions that make life unbearable. 

			It starts to rain again. The rain is full of the dust and sand that’s been polluting the air for the last few weeks. ‘It will clean the air,’ I say. ‘But it will make the lives of the displaced hell,’ Mohammed replies. A friend texts me saying her family made it to the south, but the Israelis arrested her father and brother. She adds a crying emoji at the end. An hour later, she texts me again, saying her father has been released but they kept her brother. I know her brother; he is a young journalist. I used to see him at the Press House and in al-Shifa. The Israelis have erected a checkpoint at the bridge four kilometres from here, dividing the north from the south. Most men passing through it are detained. 

			Many of those people we hear from who’ve fled the south, following Israeli orders, complain about the journey, the harassment at the checkpoints and the terrible conditions on the other side. This morning, I overhear Mohammed’s friend telling him on the phone that leaving was a mistake. ‘We’ve been given everything, just not water. We have tomatoes, potatoes, lots of things, just no water. They’ve run out.’ 

			The sounds of explosions continue. One third of the buildings in the camp have now been destroyed. Many of these stood along very narrow alleyways and backstreets making efforts to remove the rubble and rescue people extremely difficult. No vehicles can get close. Accessing them is almost impossible without destroying buildings that block access from the bigger roads. The question of ‘afterwards’ will be especially difficult for the occupants of those areas. We will have to destroy just to rebuild. But that’s a long way off; all we can thnk about is NOW, and will the ‘end’ of the bombing be any kind of real end. We’ve all been waiting 40 days for the credits to roll on this surreal movie, but then there’ll no doubt be a sequel, and a spin-off series.

			Thursday 16th November 

			Day 41

			Yesterday I visited my sister, Asmaa, who lives in the western part of the camp. The night before, a tank shell had hit her building. Luckily, the shell struck the stairwell room which is the strongest part of these buildings. The staircase was damaged, of course, but it stopped the shell in its tracks. Asmaa’s husband keeps three large fragments of it in front of their door on the fourth floor. Their five daughters aren’t as facetious about it though. ‘The next shell will hit us while we’re sleeping,’ her 10-year-old, Fatima said. 

			‘Surely not.’

			‘Our neighbours had one land in their bedroom,’ Fatima replied. ‘The girl was killed. I know her, she’s in my school.’ Asmaa made everyone popcorn, and we began recalling the events of the last 40 days as if we were watching a movie. 

			Across the road from Asmaa’s is a school where another sister of mine, Halima, has been taking refuge for the last two weeks. Her house in Beit Lahia was damaged and is now uninhabitable, and the whole village is now being used by the Israeli Army as its base of operations. According to some rumors, there are no houses left in the area at all. Now Halima and her family live in a tent that her husband has erected out of blankets. When I went across to visit her, she made me coffee. ‘Where will we go if the war ends?’ she asked. 

			‘Let it end first, then we’ll take it from there,’ I say. She finds my reply entirely unsatisfactory. 

			‘For as long as the war continues, we have a place to stay. But the moment it stops, we’ll be kicked out of here.’ 

			‘Do you want the war to continue?’ I asked. 

			‘No, I want I to go home.’ 

			The night before, the manager of this shelter, a woman called Hadeel al-Masri, had been killed by one of the tank shells hitting her in the stomach. Ismael, Halima’s husband, told me how her guts were thrown onto the ground in front of her. The shell was like a sword slicing her open. Faraj describes these shells as ‘blind’ – the moment they leave their canon they can land anywhere, hit anything, there’s no onboard technology guiding them. 

			On our way back to our neighbourhood, I saw the devastation of the nearby cemetery. I counted six houses that had been destroyed around it. I thought of the dead laying in the graves and how annoyed they must be by all the noise the living are making above-ground. I was surprised I hadn’t heard this attack when it happened. ‘No,’ Mohammed said, ‘we definitely would have heard it. We just don’t pay as much attention as we used to.’ ‘But this is just 250 metres from where we’re staying?’ I protest. He just shrugs.

			Faraj has developed a new routine for his morning call to his wife, sheltering in an UNRWA school in Rafah. He wakes up around 4:30am and heads up to the second floor, where he manages to get a signal. Only at this time, just before dawn, is the signal guaranteed. He has about an hour before it disappears again. He talks for as long as he has a signal, to his wife, his kids, and his married daughter. His whole family in Rafah has to wake up early also, just to make this reunion possible. Then he comes back down and sleeps again. 

			Adham also used to get up at this time of day to start his morning phone calls to make sure everyone was ok: starting with his wife, then his mother, then his sisters, then his brother, then his aunts, and so on. Some are in Rafah, others in Maghazi [just south of the Wadi], and others still in Jabalia. Each would be a long conversation with a very short point to them: Are you OK? Is everyone with you ok? But after the loss of his son, mother and sister, Adham stopped these useless phone calls. 

			Today, according to an official statement, all telecommunications and internet signals will be cut, due to the lack of fuel to operate the transmitters. But currently it’s midday and the mobile networks are still working for text only. There’s no internet, however, and calls don’t work. 

			Today is Eisha’s daughter Tasneem’s birthday. She is nine, but there’ll be no party. No cake. Three of Eisha’s kids, as well as her husband, Maher, have all had their birthdays during the war. So that’s four parties cancelled so far. The family clearly have a thing for October and November birthdays, as Eisha’s birthday is on 23 November. ‘Will the war be over by then?’ she wonders. We all doubt it. ‘Our real birthday will be when the war ends,’ she says. I suggest that when it comes, she could make a big home-made tart for all those owed a birthday. Given the sorrow hanging over the family, for the loss of Maher’s sister and her family, no one is in the mood for anything. ‘Even if I wanted to,’ Eisha explains, ‘we wouldn’t be able to find the ingredients. I have brought with me a box of chocolate that I had saved. Tasneem smiles briefly when I give it to her, saying ‘Shukran’. A happy birthday song doesn’t feel appropriate so instead we wish her a better year ahead. 

			I hear news that my cousin Naeem passed away this morning. He has been receiving treatment for the last five months in the al-Waffa’ rehabilitation hospital in Gaza City. His kidneys haven’t been functioning properly. He was a well-established architect in the city, who had helped in the planning of many well-known towers and buildings. The problem now is how to bring his body back to the camp to bury it. Israeli tanks are on the street in front of that hospital so no one can go near it. The tanks and snipers kill anything that moves. Naeem’s brother Nihad went to the camp’s ambulance station the moment he heard the news to ask if they could bring him. The manager told him it would be almost impossible as any car driving in areas like this now need a special paper, a ‘coordination’ as we call it, to be on those streets. ‘Do it then,’ Nihad replied. ‘Arrange for a coordination!’ Of course, nothing came from it. The Israelis are not coordinating with anyone. 

			This morning, Israeli jets drop a new leaflet on us, once again urging everyone to move to the south. The leaflet takes a high-minded, threatening tone. ‘You are being used as human shields,’ it tells us. Thanks for that, I think. You’re the ones invading us, killing us, ethnically cleansing us, and you’re the ones taking the moral high ground. We’re not the BBC or CNN, I want to tell them. We’re not as easily fed these lines as others. The army is also ordering the inhabitants of the eastern part of Khan Younis [in the south] to evacuate, as that area is expected to become a new battlefield. It has already started attacking it this morning. The European Hospital, where Wissam is now being treated, is in this area. A new wave of worry about her overwhelms me. I try to phone her when I hear this news but there’s no signal. This whole area, in the east of Khan Younis, is overrun by displaced people who were ordered by the Israelis to go there. Where should they go now? 

			Friday 17th November 

			Day 42

			Last night I had to sleep in a school shelter. I had been visiting my sister Halima, who’s staying in one of these schools, when the Israeli attacks suddenly intensified on all sides, and apparently all over the camp. I waited until it grew dark and the explosions were more spread out. But everyone told me it was now too late to be seen moving through the streets. So I made myself at home.

			Inside the school, people have created an entirely new life for themselves. Some live in classrooms, some live in tents specially constructed out of fabric and blankets. There are five bathrooms in the school, serving hundreds of people. During daylight, people queue for hours to use these bathrooms. But at night, when the lights are off, people use buckets that are kept in the tents, as temporary toilets, but only for urine. 

			Settling down in Halima’s tent, we hear all the conversations taking place in the surrounding tents. And it’s easy to shout across and join in. It feels very natural to join in with their gossip and reflections. There is no privacy here. The only thing separating you from your neighbour is a thin piece of cloth. Ismael shares jokes with his neighbours in the tent to the south. At 8pm when the lights go off, everyone uses their own chargeable battery to light a small bulb. 

			At around 2:30am, a huge piece of debris falls into the playground not far from our tent. A piece of concrete has hit the high metal ceiling overhanging one of the tented areas. A woman screams. We all wake up. Torches are turned on. Ismael shouts out to the next tent: ‘You guys ok?’ ‘Yes,’ comes the answer, ‘What about you?’ Ismael reassures us before we all go to lie back down on our mattresses: ‘It was only a small piece, this time.’ I am not sure how many minutes sleep I get but night merges into day. I couldn’t help thinking about how exposed we were with just a piece of fabric between us and them, and how ridiculous it was to try to sleep in the middle of a battlefield. For the rest of the night, I hear rockets and shells and watch the sky light up through the fabric of the tent. I try my best not to use the bucket, telling myself I won’t need it till the morning, but around 4am I can resist no more. 

			When I finally give up on the farce of sleep, I get up and join Halima who’s busy making bread. She’s made the dough, cut it out and rounded it into small loaves. Now she has to take it to the oven to bake it. In the playground, they’ve built a clay oven specially for the war. She has to spend half an hour warming it, setting a fire using wood and cartons. I help her by fetching over the wood. 

			It’s only when Ismael and his two sons get up that I realise they gave up their mattress for me last night, and instead slept on blankets. Halima insists that I stay for breakfast and eat some of the bread she’s been baking. I tell her to save it until the evening. ‘I’ll come back to check on you,’ I say, ‘but I won’t stay late this time.’ 

			Despite it being so early, everyone is awake. The streets are full of people coming back from the ‘safe places’ they slept in, to their daytime homes. Instead of saying ‘good morning’ when we pass, we say: ‘Alhamdulillah you are safe’. Each morning feels like a gift, an extra free day awarded to us, when our names aren’t on the death list. 

			I go and visit the area that was targeted last night at the heart of the camp. Some six houses were destroyed completely, belonging to the Hijazi, Abu Komsan, and Abu Dayer families. Hundreds of men climb over the rubble. Dozens are still missing. The injured have to be carried to the Indonesian Hospital now, as al-Shifa has fallen under Israeli control. Eisha’s neighbour, a retired teacher, laments the killing of her young daughter and her family. Her daughter was a general practice physician. A man is gathering up the school textbooks of his lost kids. He had been staying with them when the explosion happened. Now he wishes he had died with them. Can death be something you wish for? When someone like Fouad, one of my relatives, loses all of his family (his wife and children) as well as his house, he will find himself, after the war, having to start his life again, as if he were in his early twenties not his early fifties. He has to rebuild his house and, if he can, remarry and bring up children again. If he’s lucky. But he has spent his life’s savings on that house, the one that’s now a pile of rubble; he has nothing left to rebuild with. Even if he’s lucky enough to have more children, he will not have as long left in life to see them grow up. In this sense, I can understand why that man on the rubble pile wishes he’d died with his family. 

			I walk through the camp from one street to another, from one neighbourhood to another. The camp, which I once knew by heart, is unrecognisable now, having had so many buildings, so many monuments, so many alleyways and backstreets wiped from existence and buried under rubble. 

			A question that’s on everyone’s mind at the moment is the weather. As I walk, I can’t help constantly glancing up at the sky, trying to find the sun. Will it break through the clouds and fend off the rain? Bad weather is the last thing we need. Let Allah postpone winter until the end of war, everyone is praying. We need more autumn. There are no crops in our fields, even our olive crops for this year remain unpicked. Allah can scrub out winter from this year’s calendar. We don’t need it. We need the sun to warm our children, to charge our batteries through the solar panels, to charge our mobiles, to keep the internet going. Winter will just add to our woes. God save us from winter. This was Halima’s prayer when she woke up this morning and sensed wind in the air. 

			The Israeli airplanes dropped more leaflets this morning calling Gaza and its suburbs to move to the south. This time they quoted the Holy Quran in urging us to hurry. Everyone uses God in whatever way fits their own interests, but in our hearts we know He isn’t with us anymore. He abandoned us all a long time ago. I wish He hadn’t; I just want Him to listen to Halima’s prayer, to stop winter. ‘Maybe God can put a checkpoint on the road to stop winter,’ my son Yasser jokes. 

			Now, as I sit writing this diary at my sister Eisha’s place, I have to suddenly jump up from my laptop and run to the side of the room; a cloud of dust pours in through the window following an explosion, followed by a hundred small stones raining down on everything. A missile has just hit a building less than one hundred metres away, at the entrance to Eisha’s alley. I have to hide behind a cupboard with my hands over my head, not knowing what will happen next. After a few minutes, the air in the room clears and from the balcony, I can see a plume of smoke stretching up from a pile of rubble that a few seconds before was the Areeni family’s home. When I pick up my cup of coffee, it’s full of gravel, fragments of concrete and dust. 

			Saturday 18th November 

			Day 43

			Thousands more have been forced to leave these homes this morning after renewed attacks targeted the peripheries of Jabalia camp overnight. From 9:30pm to 6:30am, the air raids never stopped coming, from the west, the north and the east. Hell was poured on Jabalia. Hundreds of buildings were destroyed. When the sun rose, those who survived simply had to run with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Most of them headed towards the centre of the camp. The schools are full, everyone knows, but they have nowhere else to go. The majority of this great flood of people came into the camp from areas adjacent to Beit Lahia and Beir Naja.

			I didn’t sleep all night. I had decided to spend the night at my sister Asmaa’s place in the Falouja neighbourhood. Yesterday was one of those days when I needed a change: I cut my hair and I shaved my beard. This has been the longest I’ve ever gone without shaving. I almost forgot what I look like without a beard. I’m now a new man. I told myself this would change my mood and give me renewed energy. God knows I needed it. Moments of silence and depression had started to creep into my day. It’s happening to most of us. No one was prepared for such a long war. When people compare this war with the 2014 one, they say that this is a real war, whereas 2014 was just a massive onslaught. Back then, we had truces and temporary ceasefires now and then through the 51 days. In this war, the idea of a truce seems more complicated than the war itself. Two nights before, when I slept in the school shelter, everyone in the tents was shouting; men were singing prayers to God, women were saying blessings. Everybody was celebrating the rumour that there might be a truce that night. The celebration lasted for half an hour before they realised this was just a piece of wishful thinking someone had spread around to pacify them. Now we’re on day 43 and the talk about a truce needs its own truce. No one believes any mention of it any longer, least of all on the news.

			I look at myself in the mirror. ‘This is Atef,’ I say. ‘The one you barely recognise, the one whose face war has etched its tiniest details into.’ I look thin, drawn. Last night, I told Mohammed that we had to stay at Asmaa’s place in Falouja. We can pass the evening talking with her and her husband and playing with her five little daughters. Asmaa has set up three camp beds for us in the living room, in between her two blue sofas. We talked. We played. We listened to news on the radio. Then we had to sleep. 

			When the attacks start, the building is completely dark. The light from the explosions washes into the living room through the windows, making all the pictures and mirrors sparkle. Any Gazan will teach you to listen for the explosion after the flash. Next comes the sound of debris raining down, we could hear it on all sides of the house, in the narrow alleyways behind and beside us and in the main street out front. I insist it’s too dangerous to sleep in the living room, so we drag all our mattresses to the innermost part of the flat, a tiny corridor space next to the kitchen. The ten of us lie there waiting for sunrise. We pray for God to bring this night to an end. I try counting the missiles and explosions. I get up to 154 then I stop. There is one particular type of missile that hisses before it explodes. Mohammed says it is a new one. He has been in Gaza these last four years, he knows better than me.

			In the Tal Azzatar school’s shelter, a missile kills dozens and injures hundreds more. 

			At 5:30am, we all start to get up. I look out the window at the school shelter across the street, where I slept two nights before. People are all crammed into the classrooms on the first floor, having been forced to leave the tents during the night. It’s dangerous these days to stand too long at the window, snipers might shoot you for the fun of it, so I don’t look for too long.

			Yesterday evening I went to visit a friend, Mahmoud Mohaisen, who’s been wounded and getting treatment in the Indonesian Hospital. The place was very crowded, of course, and bullet holes and missile craters could be seen in every corridor. Many things there were identical to what al-Shifa had been like: people living in tents, temporary field hospital wards at the front, erected out of canvas, corridors full of displaced families, insufficient numbers of beds, with injured patients being treated on the ground. 

			This morning, over in al-Shifa, the Israelis gave everyone inside one hour to leave, be they patients, doctors, nurses or displaced people, as they intended to make their final push into parts of the hospital that hadn’t been conquered yet. No one was to remain inside. According to reports, Israeli soldiers were taking bodies out of the hospital’s mass grave, presumably thinking something else was being hidden down in that pit. 

			The Indonesian Hospital sits at the top of a small hill, and with its Islamic architecture, feels a world away from the carnage of al-Shifa. That said, the place is barely functioning. 

			At 8pm I turned in, sleeping soundly for four hours. My brother Mohammed and son Yasser, likewise. No dreams, no nightmares, no waking up every five minutes to count the explosions or wonder where they were. Often, you need to forget the world around you, and just turn off.

			This morning, I walk around the camp to take stock of the newly attacked areas. The more I walk, the more I see of last night’s damage. Here and there I realise it’s old damage from several days ago, it’s only new to me. Jabalia is disappearing, vanishing day by day. We are vanishing too. According to new statistics, more than 2% of the population of Gaza Strip is either killed, missing or injured, while 70% of us are homeless. 

			Now the tanks are firing on the Fakhour schools and early reports speak of around 200 dead. The attacks from north, east and west of the camp are pushing those who remain south. It’s clear the path to safety is getting narrower and narrower. 

			Sunday 19th November 

			Day 44

			Four dead bodies lie on a donkey cart in front of me. The bodies are obviously still bleeding as the patches of red in the white sheets covering them seem to be widening as I watch. A young boy urges the donkey to speed up. Usually we have to stop and stand still, out of respect, when we see the dead; we might take off a hat or lower our heads. Now dead bodies are commonplace, people die every minute, the passing of a coffin or barely wrapped dead body draws no attention at all. The mother of Majid, who passed away three weeks ago in an Israeli jail, says grimly: ‘Lucky for some.’ She’s referring to the fact that these people’s parents will be able to bury their children. She desperately wants her son’s remains to be brought back to Gaza, shown some respect and to be buried in the land that was his home. For most of those dying in Gaza, there isn’t the dignity of a proper funeral either. There are no cars working anymore, few horse-and-carts, and practically no ambulances to bring the dead to their final resting places. Most streets are unpassable now, with the rubble and debris spread across them all. A horse-and-cart is your best chance. The sounds of ambulances’ alarms have slowly ebbed away in the cacophony of noises you hear during attacks. And it’s probably for their own good. Ambulances have increasingly become targets in the land offensive. Many have been hit and numerous paramedics killed or injured. More and more things disappear every day in Gaza, now it’s the ambulances. Their sound in the night used to keep us company. At least someone was trying to do something. Now no one moves in the darkness. Wounded people are left for their destiny. Many people could be saved in these situations if they’d gotten to a hospital in time, if the hospitals weren’t targets, and the ambulances likewise. 

			A man rides a horse towards me with the body of a dead teenager slung over the saddle in front. It seems it’s his son, perhaps. It looks like a scene from a historical movie, only the horse is weak and barely able to move. He is back from no battle. He is no knight. His eyes are full of tears as he holds the little riding crop in one hand and the bridle in the other. I have an impulse to photograph him but then feel suddenly sick at the idea. He salutes no one. He barely looks up. He is too consumed with his own loss. Most people are using the camp’s old cemetery; it’s the safest and although it is technically long since full, they have started digging shallower graves and burying the new dead on top of the old – keeping families together, of course. 

			Faraj has finally decided to leave for the south. This morning he packs his clothes and papers and announces to the rest of us that he’s heading to Rafah to join his wife and kids. He has arranged with his neighbour to take the risk together. Around 9am, a three-wheel bike arrives to take them to Salah al-Din. He leaves me the keys to his flat along with the offer that we can carry on staying as long as we want. He has asked his nephew to take care of his mother, who has now moved in, with his wife, to the first floor to look after her. Many people have made the same decision in the last couple of days. When he leaves, Mohammed and I start to talk about who else has left and who’s preparing to leave. Many cars inch along the street below, brandishing white flags at the end of sticks poking out of windows. Some people travel on bikes or carts. Many just walk.

			My brother-in-law Maher calls me to say a shell hit the roof of their building in the night. The water tanks are damaged and the glass in the solar panels is shattered. The whole family is terrified and think they need to leave. Most people in Tal Azzatar are thinking the same, Maher’s sisters and their families, likewise. Eisha has asked him to seek my advice. ‘What does your father think?’ I say. His father, a well-known headmaster in a camp school, reckons they should wait a couple more days. ‘What for?’ I ask. There’s no answer. I can only assume it’s to make sure all other options have been fully explored. 

			The attacks last night took out a number of mosques, among them the enormous Khulafa Rashideen, the Haifa Mosque, the Mohammed Mosque, and the Kassam Mosque. Only a handful of mosques still stand.

			Many houses in Tal Azzatar and ‘Block 5’ of the camp were also attacked. We saw ‘rings of fire’ all night. Thousands more will soon be joining the exodus of the previous days.

			The camp shrinks every day. Over the last three nights, the Israelis have attacked the western flank of Jabalia, starting with Saftawi then Falouja, the eastern side, especially Tal Azzatar, and northern parts from the Beit Lahia Projects to Fakhoura. This has all resulted in everyone retreating to the very centre. 

			In the news, the Israelis talk about the need to evacuate all of Jabalia. For us, it is not that we’re stubborn, it’s that the unknown of living on the road, or in camps in the south, seems worse than just waiting until they fully occupy the place. Inevitably though, people get scared. No one looks forward to the journey. You’d be lucky to find a car or, more likely, a cart to carry you and your belongings to the Kuwait Junction on the Salah ad-Din Road, but from there onwards, you’ll have to walk. It’s there that your journey to the south really begins. Yesterday, the Israelis closed the Wadi checkpoint at around 12:30. So this morning, people are setting off very early, aiming to arrive at Kuwait Junction before 7am or 8am. You need to get everything ready otherwise you might have to come all the way back.

			After the damage to their roof, Eisha seems terrified. Other parts of their building were also hit by flying debris, it turns out. Everything is damaged. Now she has neither water nor solar power. As I sit writing this in Faraj’s living room, I can hear the children playing in the street below. A girl’s voice says, ‘Lord, I want a truce.’ 

			Monday 20th November 

			Day 45

			Bilal was killed yesterday while trying to find his way out of Gaza City. That’s all I know. They killed him. No further information on the fate of one of the most important journalists in Gaza. The last time I heard from him was Friday. He texted me saying he had moved from the Old City to his family’s house in Sheikh Radwan. He added, jokingly, that our places were so close now we could meet halfway in Jabalia. In our last phone call, two days before this text, I had even proposed that he come and stay with me in Jabalia. I told him, ‘So far, it is ok here.’ After that I tried to call him many times but never had enough signal. A week ago, he managed to get a new number with Ooredoo, hoping for a better signal. Yesterday I texted him asking simply: ‘Are you ok?’ I didn’t get an answer until my brother Mohammed came in and told me that Bilal had been killed in a car while trying to get as far south as possible on the great exodus road (Salah a-Din) before getting out and walking. When I heard I refused to believe it and tried to call his number again and again. I then tried phoning mutual friends: Hikmat (an editor at SAWA) and Jawdat Kboudari, with whom Bilal had been staying in the Old City. No answers. 

			The last time I saw him, he had seemed so lacking in hope. He had been making phone calls to his wife and his kids for whom he had secured places in Khan Younis in the second week of the war. I asked him about Karam, his son, and if he still didn’t like poetry. ‘Karam will love poetry if poetry makes this war end,’ he joked. ‘But only then.’ Bilal had dedicated most of his waking hours, during this war, to transmitting messages and photos from Gaza abroad. He created many WhatsApp groups with diplomats and international journalists, people he had met in his capacity as the manager of the Press House. Whenever there was internet, he would send new photos and news. I told him the last time we were together, that we should plan for a trip to Europe, a vacation, when the war ends. I remind him of a trip we took together to Brussels as part of an EU exchange program. We spent eight days there. Besides our daily meetings, we visited museums, galleries and cinemas. We spent the nights in cafés watching the World Cup. When I fantasised about our new trip, he said: ‘I don’t really see myself making it out of this one, Atef.’ I tried to dismiss this comment and insisted we’d all make it. He wasn’t even sure if there would be a Press House after the war, let alone its manager. ‘War eats everything,’ he said. He left that day earlier than usual, promising he’d be back in an hour. This was the last time I saw him. Half joking, we had made a pact that we would cross the Wadi together. 

			When evening came, I climbed the stairs and sat on my own and wept. How dare death take such a man! How dare such an undignified act, like this war, take such a dignified man! It seems my friends are falling like flies. Barely a day passed in this war when I didn’t see Bilal, or phone him or text him. Now the war continues and Bilal is no longer among us. 

			Faraj failed to make it to the south yesterday. He couldn’t find any form of transportation to take him and his luggage to the Kuwait Junction at Salah al-Din. He waited by the side of the road for three hours for someone to give him a lift but in vain. 

			This morning we all wake up at 5am. At 6am, Faraj heads down to the street to wait for a lift. 

			This time, families are fleeing from the east, as the tanks have been firing on that side of the camp, since dawn, from the beach road. The Indonesian Hospital was hit and some of the fleeing survivors walking through talk of over a hundred being killed inside the hospital. ‘Dead bodies are lying everywhere, at the front, at the back, all around the hospital,’ a man tells us. People are heading west not knowing where exactly their journey will end today. They just want to be as far away as possible from the targeted areas. The more I see, the more I ask myself if it’s time for us to leave too. Yasser, my fifteen-year-old son, can’t help but be afraid all the time. He thinks we should head south and stay at Rafah, until the border opens, then go to Cairo, and from there, Amman and back to Ramallah. He misses his mum, brothers and sister.

			Many other families on our street are leaving this morning as well. We’d be lucky to get a lift with anyone if we tried today. Our friend Yousef is the only person on the street with a car that still has fuel in it. ‘He’s a celebrity now,’ Mohammed says, ‘thanks to that car.’ How he’s managed to save the fuel till now, no one knows, but now he’s famous for the rides he’s giving everyone to the Kuwait Junction. You have to book him in early though, ideally two days in advance, as he’s booked solid. 

			Around 10am, some of the young men in the street propose that we move the garbage that has built up on the street and gather it in one big pile. They suggest the spot where the neighbourhood’s trashcans are gathered, which is in a traffic island, in the middle of the street. Now, with no municipal services and UNRWA having other things to worry about, the garbage is left lying all over the place. This hinders the movement of ambulances and makes the passage of the exhausted displaced people even harder. We all work for an hour and half to clean the street, until the garbage is all gathered into one pile.

			When the job is complete, one of the men asks: ‘How many more times do you think we are going to do this?’ ‘If it carries on like this,’ I say, ‘there’ll only be piles of garbage and piles of rubble.’

			With every new day, the camp seems quieter, emptier. I wonder how all this will be remembered when it’s over. I also wonder if it will ever be over. I don’t want to remember this war and I certainly don’t want to accept the ‘new life’ that awaits Gazans when the war ends. I want it all to be omitted, deleted and those deleted brought back. 

			Tuesday 21st November

			Day 46

			We cannot stay here any longer. We have decided. The shells over the last two nights have been so close, I didn’t just see the light and hear the thunder of their explosions, I saw them flying mid-air, as they passed right by my window. The Israelis are getting closer every minute. Most of the outer regions of the camp are under full occupation now. Overnight, troops marched a couple of streets closer from the north. Our street came under continuous shelling from the tanks. I never closed my eyes. ‘I want to be awake when I die,’ I told Mohammed. ‘I want to see it happening.’ Before going to sleep, Yasser said he felt more afraid than ever. For the last 45 days, he has shown great strength in the face of everything, but we all have our limits. ‘Let’s see,’ I tell him. ‘In the morning, we’ll decide.’ 

			This was two nights ago. So, yesterday morning, I went to see my dad to ask if he’d consider moving with us. It was a hard ‘no’. ‘But most people have left already,’ I said. He’s staying put, he insisted, come what may. I knew he wanted to stay with his wife (my stepmother), so I reassured him I would help her leave too. But still he refused. Then, paradoxically, as I was leaving he shouted back to me: ‘Get that boy to safety.’ 

			Similarly, I went to see my father- and mother-in-law, Mostafa and Widdad. The 75-year-old Widdad seemed utterly terrified, and barely able to talk. She wanted to go to a hospital where she could be taken care of. My father-in-law, who has no children of his own, asked if I could take them to the south. He thought he and his wife could stay with their granddaughter Wissam in the European Hospital, and that her sister (also called Widdad) could take care of her grandmother as well as Wissam. 

			Faraj had already left by this point, earlier in the morning, and I’d not been able to reach him since to ask about the journey. As I had my morning tea with Mohammed, Yasser and Maher [my sister Eisha’s husband], the idea of leaving the following morning finally ripened in our minds; any further delay might cost us our lives. As I lay on my mattress last night, I realised it was not fair that my fifteen-year-old son should pay for my decision. He might have survived 45 days, but would he survive the next 45? The chances of escaping death are growing narrower and narrower. I do not have the right to decide for him. In her last call to me, Hanna said simply: ‘I want my boy. You took him to Gaza. You bring him back.’ Talk of a truce the following day filled the news, and this might be a good time for a break, to head for Rafah and be near the border in case it opens. I have a job in the ministry in Ramallah to get back to after all.

			Eisha and her family moved out of their house yesterday morning, as theirs was one of the few buildings left standing on the street. It would have been madness for them to stay any longer. They had been counting down the minutes until sunrise, so they could leave. No one now remained in Tal Azzatar. The last of the families travelled down the hill yesterday morning to the centre of the camp. Eisha calls me from their new place, just to chide me angrily: ‘You need to be moving too. You cannot just stay until you die.’ I had no reply to that. 

			If we were going to move, it would have to be early in the morning as the checkpoint on Salah ad-Din closes around 11am. There’s no exact time, but it’s better to be early than not. 

			The sight of the shells flying horizontally past my window the night before convinced me: sometimes it is better to be wise than correct, if that makes sense. The wise thing is to give everyone a chance to live, even if the correct thing is to not let the Israelis get away with a Second Nakba.

			When I told Mohammed we should move, he went over to see Eisha and Maher, who were now staying in Maher’s uncle’s house nearby. After an hour he returned, having fixed all the details of our trip. He was to take Yousef, the ‘celebrity’ fuel-saver’s car and drive Eisha and her family, along with my brother Ibrahim and his family, at 6am, to the junction, then he’d come back and Yousef would drive the rest of us, including my mother- and father-in-law, before bringing the car back himself. So there it was. Our escape plan.

			When morning finally comes, and the car returns for our leg of the journey, it’s my job to carry my mother-in-law into Yousef’s car. As the car sets off, we all try to prepare ourselves mentally for the long journey ahead. We get out at the Kuwait traffic junction and find Eisha and the others waiting for us. We regroup and negotiate a payment for two donkey carts to carry us all from the traffic junction to the ‘gathering area’, just north of the Wadi. The ride only takes seven minutes. In normal times, this might be something we would do for fun, on a family day out, perhaps at the beach. But this is a grim day out. The owners of the donkeys charge 35 shekels each. When we get there, thousands of other displaced people, just like us, are queuing, waiting for the Israelis to let them cross. This is the first time I’ve seen Israeli soldiers, in the flesh, inside Gaza since 2005. Knowing that we might get separated in the chaos, I tell Yasser in no uncertain terms that he is in charge of his grandmother; not just pushing her wheelchair and keeping her comfortable, but making sure the soldiers know he is her primary carer should they want to arrest him and separate him from her. I stay as close to them as I can, carrying two shoulder bags. One of them is particularly heavy. Before leaving this morning, I bundled all our official papers (birth certificates, qualifications, deeds of ownership, etc) into this bag, along with several photo albums. These are our memories. These we must keep. 

			We arrive at the checkpoint at around 7:20am. A great row of tanks lines our route on the left-hand side. I see Israeli soldiers lounging about on top of them, sipping Arabic coffee. The soldiers closer to us shout at anyone who even looks at them. Get your phone out in front of them and you won’t be seen again. The kids standing in front of me are shaking, they are too afraid to talk in case they say something that annoys them, and cause them to start firing. I shoot the occasional look up to see if I can work out which one’s in charge, which one will decide if we live or die, if we’re allowed through or taken prisoner. After half an hour of waiting, a soldier speaks to us through an amplifier. He repeats the orders about moving in a straight line, not looking left, not looking right. We must only face forward. More orders will follow. I wonder privately where they learned all this. The faces of babies shouldn’t be covered, the soldier’s voice adds. Perhaps Abu Obaida is younger than they’ve suspected all this time. 

			At around 8am, the voice tells us to start moving again. This is the hardest part of the journey. The road is covered in mud and the asphalt is damaged, cratered everywhere, and scattered with rubble and garbage. Yasser is struggling with the wheelchair. On several occasions, I have to help him lift my mother-in-law and the wheelchair together over a crater. We have to move carefully. Three times the old woman falls out of the chair and I have to pick her up and put her back in. After twenty minutes, we are funnelled through a temporary structure, a strange kind of room, erected in the middle of the road. After that, we have to stand in a queue and raise our ID cards. Now, finally, we are allowed to turn our faces to the left, in fact we’re ordered to do so, so that the soldiers can look at us and compare us with our ID. Only they’re not close enough to check with the naked eye, they’re many yards away, and they seem to be checking our details through binoculars. Are they really too afraid to be any nearer?

			Now the arrests are made. Random individuals are summoned to approach the line of soldiers so they can be arrested. A soldier might call out: ‘The one with the white t-shirt and the yellow bag... come.’ Or ‘The one with the moustache.... come.’ Each is then asked to throw their bag to one side and kneel on the mud and wait to be interrogated. To our left, further off, scores of soldiers are taking up position on a hill of sand where they have fixed a big tent. We can see soldiers sitting inside in front of computers, enjoying the torture and making it official, typing things with their keyboards. Yasser held up his birth certificate and his grandmother’s ID card. I hold up mine. Many people are stopped, apparently just for the way they look. There’s no way all our ID cards are being read and put into the system before the people are called out. They literally don’t like the look of those they’re arresting. Unfortunately, this includes Maher’s two brothers. 

			As we walk past, a soldier calls out ‘The one wearing the dark pullover.’ Yasser is wearing a dark pullover. I whisper, ‘Don’t move. If they meant you, they would have said the one pushing the wheelchair. Insha’allah.’ I was right. 

			For another two kilometres we struggle on, eventually reaching a stretch of road where the Israelis no longer flank us. My back hurts, my shoulders and my arms are sore, but we’re relieved to be walking on an ordinary road again.

			But this is the hardest part. Although we’re no longer being told where to look, I give Yasser my own strict orders. ‘Don’t look,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t look.’ Strewn around randomly, along both sides of the road, are scores and scores of dead bodies. Rotting. Melting, it seems, into the ground. The smell is horrendous. A hand reaches out towards us from the window of a burnt-out car, as if asking for something – from me, specifically. Headless bodies here. Severed heads there. Limbs and precious body parts just thrown away and left to fester. ‘Don’t look,’ I say to Yasser again. ‘Just keep walking, son.’

			We carry on walking for another kilometre or so, until we arrive at a point where donkey carts are gathered and available to take people the rest of the way to where taxis and other cars are waiting.

			We regroup in front of the cars. From my bag I dig out some chocolates and hand them out to each of the children. We are safe now. We have made a great step towards our survival. Eisha takes a car to Deir al-Balah. Ibrahim takes another to Rafah. I struggle to find one willing to take us to the European Hospital on the eastern road connecting Rafah with Khan Younis. In the end, the driver of a truck crammed full of people agrees to take us. We lift the wheelchair up onto the back of the truck and jam it firmly into a corner. Mohammed and Yasser keep a firm grip on it the whole way. There are about 40 of us on the truck. We try to negotiate the price, but the driver complains that the price of fuel has trebled and he had to pay 2,100 shekels for a full tank. 

			I can’t imagine what we must look like: refugees for Gaza, clinging to the side of a truck heaving with other refugees, holding on to a wheelchair for dear life. We eventually arrive at the European Hospital and we manage to get my elderly mother-in-law in a bed in the same room as Wissam. I have to find the manager of the hospital to thank him for accommodating us in this way. 

			Now, finally, I can find somewhere to rest.

			Wednesday 22nd November 

			Day 47

			Last night was my first night in the south. When I opened my eyes this morning, I looked around, not immediately sure where I was. It’s the first time this war that I’ve woken and not seen my son Yasser lying beside me. Then I remembered: he agreed to stay in the European Hospital to keep an eye on his grandparents. 

			Around 3pm yesterday, after setting up my in-laws in the hospital, I decided to go to the Khan Younis camp. I told Yasser to stay with Wissam and the others in the hospital. ‘Just for one night,’ I said. There were no mattresses or spare beds at the hospital, he protested. They had a chair at least, I said. Be grateful of that. For me, coming to the south is a nightmare. I don’t have any friends or networks here. Khan Younis is a long way from Gaza City in many senses. And here, I’m completely out of my comfort zone; I worry about where we’ll sleep each night and how we’ll get what we need. Yasser had a chair in the room beside Wassim, that was enough for now, I told myself. I had to sort myself out separately. Mohammed had gone already to stay with his wife who’s staying at her uncle’s house in Rafah. I tried calling my friend Mamoun, who fled Rimal when his apartment was destroyed in the first week of the war, to his family house in Khan Younis. ‘I was expecting you,’ he said the moment he picked up. Outside the European Hospital I stopped a very old, dilapidated car and asked for a lift to Khan Younis. Fuel is so expensive in the south, most cars are now using cooking oil instead of petrol (something they did in Gaza when the blockade first started in 2007), and his car stank. I didn’t know the way to Mamoun’s exactly so the man said no. I had to walk. I was so angry with the situation generally, the walk actually did me some good. It let me work off some steam. I headed towards the town centre and the camp where Mamoun’s house is located. 

			 On the way I happened to bump into Bilal’s brother, Mohammed Jadallah, a photographer who works for Reuters. We embraced and failed to hold back tears, the size of the loss we had both experienced overwhelmed us. No one could believe that Bilal was gone. His kids still think he will return after the war. 

			In the town centre, hundreds of people crowded in front of a Western Union office, hoping to pick up cash transferred to them from abroad. Everywhere in Khan Younis there are people queuing for one thing or another. Bread, water, power. I walked through streets I’ve never walked before. The first thing that surprised me was the availability of vegetables. In the truck that brought us to Khan Younis, the woman in the front seat had started crying the moment she saw a grocer’s stall heaving with tomatoes and cucumbers. ‘It’s been 40 days since I’ve seen vegetables,’ she confessed. 

			Khan Younis is a city that normally hosts a hundred and fifty thousand, but today contains a million. There is barely enough room to walk. People have flocked here, not just from Gaza City and the north, but from the villages to the east. I walked for an hour or so until I reached the Red Crescent Hospital. I realised the only way I was going to find Mamoun was if he came and got me. While I waited for him outside the hospital, I saw many friends who had moved here from the north. I had been carrying my laptop bag all day and was more tired than I realised. My back had gotten worse. Back at the European Hospital, I’d asked the doctor for painkillers. He gave me some but said I should only take one after eating. I hadn’t eaten since the day before. 

			On the way to Mamoun’s house, we talked about the situation in Khan Younis. Despite the apparent abundance of vegetables, many other products are missing, he told me. Things like salt, and coffee. With the division of the Strip into two, the supply chain from the wholesalers in Gaza City had been cut off from Khan Younis. 

			I had dinner with Mamoun’s family then talked until nearly midnight. I even managed to go on the internet with my phone, something I hadn’t had in two weeks.

			This morning, I slept through till 9am. As soon as I get up, I go to see Yasser at the European Hospital. He is frustrated from having had a bad night’s sleep on the chair. I make a series of phone calls, checking on Ibrahim, Eisha and Mohammed separately. Now we are spread all over the south. 

			Faraj calls to ask if I’ve heard any news about an attack in our street in Jabalia. Someone in Rafah told him that the house next to his house had been hit. He was afraid that his house had been damaged as well. His mother is still on the ground floor. There were many attacks on Jabalia last night, some of them in an UNRWA school where newly displaced people are sheltering. I spend an hour reading the news about the different attacks. The drones never stop hovering above me; its buzzing is continual. Occasionally I hear the sound of explosions, but they are very faint. I shake my head, unsure if these are real or just memories now. 

			Today is a new day. 

			Thursday 23rd November 

			Day 48

			Today is the 48th day of the war. No Palestinian likes the number 48. Last night, I went over to the European Hospital to pick up Yasser to spend the night with us at [my friend] Mamoun’s place. 

			On the way back, we walked through a market. For me, there is something mesmerising about the sight of people buying and selling. I can’t help but people-watch, especially when it’s a market I don’t know. Some stalls sell fried peanuts, others sweets or cigarettes, others falafel, using wood fires to heat the oil that the balls are thrown into. The streets of Khan Younis seem to be heaving at the moment. Thousands of people fill the markets, buying and eating. Every shop, every cart is surrounded by consumers. The street feels like somewhere in Mecca during the pilgrimage season. Men and women, children and old people, all move in a hurry. Presumably, many have come from the north, just like me, and haven’t seen a market like this in weeks.

			I bought two kebab sandwiches for Yasser to have for dinner. It was good to have a bit of normality. We watched the man prepare them. After that, we went to another cart where I bought Yasser another meat sandwich, toasted on the burning coal. The smell of the coal smoke travelled down some passage of my memory, taking me back to family gatherings and barbeques we used to have on the beach. Yasser devoured this one in seconds. ‘And for dessert?’ he asked happily. We got two small bowls of custard glazed with honey! 

			We spent an hour and half walking round this street market. I bought two handfuls of peanuts which we ate while talking about the town. I tried to introduce a bit of its history, and talked about the massacre the Israeli army committed in 1956 here, in which part of our family who used to live in the refugee camp, were killed. Israeli soldiers went door-to-door through the camp, supposedly in search of fedayeen [militants], shooting over 250 Palestinians in the process. They did the same in Rafah.

			‘When are we going to leave for Cairo?’ Yasser asked suddenly. ‘We are waiting for the Egyptians to put us on the list,’ I explain, although he knows the answer already. Every day, a few more people get added to the list and leave. But for the last four weeks, it’s only been those with dual nationalities and passports for other countries that have been allowed through. The lists for all those allowed out, published the night before online, are coordinated by the Israelis, with the Egyptian Army following their orders. Most of the dual-nationals have now left, with one major exception: the Egyptian-Palestinian, a very large contingent. I’ve been told that, in a few days, we too will be added to the list. I know how fed up Yasser is with the situation and how much he craves a break from it all and a return to normal life. He misses his mother and brothers, his friends and neighbours. He misses everything he’s used to. ‘Look, if we go to Cairo,’ I said, ‘We can visit the Pyramids.’ ‘Maybe,’ he replied. ‘But I prefer to just go straight to Ramallah. I miss home.’ 

			On our way to Mamoun’s house, I popped into the Nasser Hospital. This is the largest hospital in Khan Younis, named after the great Gamal Abdel Nasser of course, and located right beside the market. I texted Fatena Al-Ghoura, a Gazan poet who emigrated to Brussels over ten years ago but who was visiting when the war broke out. I asked if we could meet in the press tent in front of the hospital. She had only come on a holiday to see family but now here she is in a war zone. This might be only my second time in Nasser Hospital. The first one was twenty years ago. I joked with Yasser that he’d now completed his tour of the four biggest hospitals in the Strip: al-Shifa, the Indonesian, al-Hilal and Nasser. ‘Never mind the hospitals, Dad. I’m the first of my brothers to even visit this town!’ he replied. ‘Well, tomorrow we go even further south – to Rafah!’ He knows it’s not for the border, but a work visit. From his smile, I can tell he’s looking forward to it all the same. 

			At Mamoun’s place, we gathered round a stove in the front yard. His brother Motee had already made bread, and now laid out a light supper of Za’atar, Jibneh [white cheese], olive oil and olives. He knows how long we have gone without vegetables, so lays out lots of tomato and cucumber as well. Yasser couldn’t eat as he’d already stuffed himself at the market. The sight of the fire in the stove and the scent of the fresh vegetables were intoxicating. 

			‘Do you believe the truce will come tomorrow?’ Motee asks. It’s no more than a rumor but everyone is talking about it. From his phone, Mamoun reads out the conditions of the truce. Then everyone discusses the pros and cons. Personally, I don’t care about the conditions. All we need right now is a truce. People need a break. They need a moment to think about tomorrow, instead of just how to survive today. The only thing that really worries me about the conditions is that people aren’t allowed to cross from south to north, while they can leave from the north to the south. It seems they’re trying to make the temporary permanent. Does this mean people have lost their homes now, forever? I looked up at the sky. The sound of the drone seemed louder than ever. ‘Before the truce begins, they want to watch everything extra closely,’ Motee explained. 

			According to rumours, the truce was set for 10am the next morning. But that night, we heard shelling to the east of Khan Younis. Explosions sounded every other minute. ‘They want to kill as much as they can before the truce,’ I told Mamoun. In the morning, I will read about the attacks here and in the north, including Jabalia. Dozens of places were struck and many are presumed dead. But the details will be scarce. Very little information is now coming out of the north, as there is practically no internet there and mobile signals are weak. 

			In the morning, we will also know that the truce has been postponed another day; stumbling blocks have been hit. On my way to Rafah, an F16 strikes a residential area near Khirbat al-Adas, on the left side of the street as we pass. This is the first time since I arrived in the south that I’ve seen a direct hit. I close my eyes for a moment, in the car, and listen to the sound of the bombing. For a moment, I forget I’m in the south. 

			It’s a short drive to the border town; once there, we head to the Red Crescent building, where I have a meeting with some friends working in the relief sector. Rafah is now the centre of all relief efforts, being the gate to Egypt, from where all help comes. 

			Friday 24th November

			Day 49

			This morning, it finally arrived. A truce. Four days, we’ve been promised: four days without airstrikes, without pulling friends and family out of the rubble, without worrying that our loved ones might be taken from us at any moment, as part of some occupier’s ‘strategy’. On the 49th day of this war, we will finally be able to breathe more slowly, knowing that things won’t fall apart the moment we do. The very word ‘truce’ feels like a blessing. Some people are even wondering if this might be the start of a longer truce. No one is naive enough to think about a permanent peace, of course. For Gazans, war is like the weather, we live through it continually. We have no say in it; it just comes and goes, from the day we’re born. Most Gazans have never left the Strip; they don’t know what life feels like where war is not the norm; they don’t know what freedom is either. They know they want it, but they’ve never really tasted it. 

			Yesterday, everyone was convinced that, despite the delay, the truce would come into effect the next morning. It wasn’t just a rumour, every news channel confirmed it. People started making plans for the coming days. But the one thing they couldn’t do, of course, was return to the north. Most of those I meet, who’ve moved from the north, completely regret their decision. The living conditions in the shelters they’ve found in the south are dire. Many of them had already been homeless for weeks before they came here. 

			My sister Eisha, who’s been staying in Deir al-Balah, texted me yesterday saying that every minute she’s alone, she cries. She misses the life she had built for herself, in her home in Tal Azzatar. The kids missed it too. Desperately. 

			I walked from Al Awda Square in the centre of Rafah, towards the Sultan neighbourhood in the west. It was like walking across the whole city; I hadn’t imagined it would be so far. I planned to walk for half an hour or so. The options are limited for transport now. It’s hard even to find a donkey cart, let alone anyone with a car who’ll give you a lift. Rafah was full of life, just as Khan Younis had been. People flocked in all directions. Carts, stalls and shops were selling citrus fruit, olives, oil, nuts, meat and kebabs. Amongst all these aromas is also the smell of the desert. In Rafah, you can really tell how close the desert is – the Sinai to the southwest, the Negev to the southeast. It is the gateway to both. From this border town, you can cross to Africa, and once it was the route through which people from Africa reached Asia. The little road that crosses at the border used to be called ‘Asia Street’, a dirty path that was the only route between two continents. And to think, there was even a railway line that passed through here, taking passengers from Cairo to Jerusalem, until 1948, of course. 

			Over the sixteen long years of the blockade, Rafah has flourished economically due to the blooming trade made by the smuggling of goods through tunnels from the Egyptian side. Hundreds of tunnels were dug under that border. People went from rags to riches almost overnight, even joining Palestine’s millionaires list, from the simple passage of goods that the blockade had otherwise restricted. You could find anything for sale in Rafah. 

			However, over the last three years, business has declined, due to the closure of many tunnels by the Egyptians, and Egypt’s efforts to organise trade with Gaza officially.

			Due to the lack of gasoline, all cars in the Strip are now running on vegetable oil. When you step out onto the street, the smell of burning cooking oil hits you, and for a moment you think you’ve entered a busy, open-air kitchen. I bought sandwiches and nuts for Yasser and I to eat as we walked to Tel al-Sultan, to meet my brother Ibrahim and numerous other relatives who’ve been there for several weeks. I phoned Mohammed, who’s staying with his wife’s family in Shaboura camp, and we meet on the main road and walk together east. 

			When we get there, we see how Ibrahim has been surviving. He shows us the small tent he has erected at the school they’re staying at. He had to buy wood, cloth and string to make it. Unfortunately, there’s no mattress or pillows inside, he simply has to sleep on the ground. This school, like every other one, is heaving. Each one has become like a little town. In front of these schools, you get used to seeing stalls selling falafels, sweets, and other products. With the influx of displaced people, the most sought-after items are kitchen utensils (plates, spoons, etc). Hundreds of families need to start their life from zero, here, and the first thing they need to do is eat. Ibrahim explained that people will buy any old second-hand item here from the locals. If someone has a broken spoon, or a rusty knife, they’ll buy it. 

			I walked with Ibrahim from the school he’s staying at to the UN Storage Base, a fenced-off area, not unlike a military base, where aid is traditionally kept before being distributed. Some 22,000 are now living in this base, mainly from Jabalia camp and the surrounding areas. The base is made up of a number of enormous hangers, inside of which, hundreds of families have erected tents. It is a new refugee camp, effectively. 

			While we were there, I went to visit Faraj, who has finally reunited with his family after 40 days, in the base. Several of my own relatives came as well, so we all enjoyed a neighbourhood reunion. 

			The base was already full and unable to absorb any more displaced people, so new arrivals started to set up their tents around the perimeter fence. An unofficial refugee camp outside a semi-official one. Using the word ‘camp’ in this new context is strange to me. The ‘camps’ I’ve always known – Jabailia, Shati, Bureij, Nuseirat, etc – are what people in the West might call ‘slums’; packed with makeshift, haphazard buildings, overcrowded, grey and poor, but also well-established and fully functioning as towns in their own right. But back in the late 40s, they would have all looked just like this. White tents as far as the eye can see. 

			As I looked around, I felt like I was traveling back in time to the birth of my own camp, Jabalia, and couldn’t help wondering what new streets were now being worn out into the mud right in front of me, what new neighbourhoods were being created that decades later would still carry a trace of this layout. 

			Merchants and salesmen have realised there are opportunities here, too, and set up stalls and services at the base entrance. An old lady has set a fire at the side of one path and started cooking sweet balls. People queue for a long time. Already she is having to get up early and work from morning till night to meet the demand.

			I also went to see Jumma, a relative and a good friend, who moved from his house north of Jabalia to Rafah three weeks ago. He has managed to create his own private space just outside one of the hangers. His ‘place’ is palatial, relatively speaking, consisting of four ‘tent rooms’ made out of blankets and nylon. I walked from one ‘room’ to the next, feeling the clean yellow sand under my bare feet. ‘You’re reconnecting with your Bedouin roots,’ I joke. We made tea on a little fire set in the sand outside the first tent. In the biggest ‘room’, fifteen friends and relatives gathered. It was like a party almost.

			I spent the night in one of these tents. It was cold but we had enough blankets. I asked Jumma, ‘What if it rains?’ ‘Leave that for another day,’ he said. ‘But winter is coming,’ I fret. He isn’t worried: ‘It’s not like the cold north of Gaza,’ he jokes. ‘In Rafah, it rarely rains.’ It’s only twenty miles away, I think to myself.

			This morning I walked with Youssef and Jumma’s son around the new camp for half an hour or so, to experience a little of this new town, in the first few days of its life. After that, we arrange for a car to take us back into Rafah town centre. It is a new day.

			Saturday 25th November 

			Day 50

			Yesterday, on the first day of the truce, many people took to the Salah al-Din road, in the hope of simply walking back north to their homes. The Israeli army prevented them, of course. Two people were shot. All roads were blocked. The army used tear gas and live ammunition to scare the returnees. People are only allowed to cross going south, not the other way round. In Rafah, I saw some of those planning to turn back the clock of history. They packed their belongings and started walking not long after dawn. The ceasefire started at 7am, and by 7.15, the Salah al-Din Road was crowded with people. By 10am, however, many of them started to return. Is this going to be permanent? we all wonder. Again, the same question: ‘No one knows.’ Some displaced people who have remained in Gaza City and the north tried to return to their homes yesterday, mainly in the very north and very west of the Strip. But the army fired at them. Dozens were killed and many of the rest were sent fleeing back. All they wanted to do was check their property, to see if they still had a home or not, and they were killed for wanting to know. 

			Some of the returnees managed to find secret paths back up to the north, out of sight of the soldiers and their guns. It’s a risky thing to attempt but what part of our existence right now isn’t risky? Some of those that made it back took photos and recorded videos of the devastation of the city and the north generally. The most shocking images are the ones of the dead bodies thrown in the streets, just lying around untouched. Decapitated bodies, missing arms and legs, bodies eaten by dogs. Even animals killed by the bombing. The city looks like a surreal open-air morgue, or a murder scene, in these photos. A mother returned to find the bodies of her children. She must not have believed that after four weeks and no news from them, they would still be alive. They needed a miracle, and in this war there are no miracles. 

			For this mother, the truce only meant new sorrow – as it does for all those who now have to learn that their homes are gone. So much for being able to think about a future again, when suddenly the only place you’ve ever called home doesn’t exist anymore. Everyone is asking unanswerable questions: What will Gaza look like when the last bullet is fired (whenever that will be)? How much of the Strip will we get back? Will we be forced into the Sinai desert in the next stage of this war? We have time now, with the truce, to think about the future, but sometimes it’s too overwhelming to even contemplate.

			For me, the most pressing question is the status of the building I live in, in Saftawi. I have tried to make a few calls to people who might still be in the neighbourhood. But no one picked up. Then my son Mostafa texted me to say he saw a video of the area, a glimpse of our building. ‘It seems like it’s still standing,’ he says. ‘The main street was devastated,’ he adds, ‘and the buildings on the northern side of the street have all been demolished.’ He sends me the video. The building is way off in the distance but you can just make it out with its distinctive orange façade. 

			There has been no news recently from my father and his wife, or from my sister Asmaa and her family. I’ve tried to call many times, but the north seems to be cut off. There is no signal there, even during the truce. The last thing we heard from the north directly was about the severity of the attacks just before the truce. We can only pray that they made it through. 

			Today I feel what it really means to be a displaced person. Up until now, in the north, things were more dangerous, my life was at risk every minute, I saw death up close many times, but at least I was in my ‘hara’ – my home turf, enjoying the benefits of being a local, part of the community, knowing all the little details of the camp and the city, understanding what areas were dangerous and how to avoid them. If I was short of a loaf of bread, I knew that many people would offer me one. If I was lacking a place to sleep, many families would open their doors to me. 

			We leave the tent in Jumma’s place in Rafah and catch a ride into the city centre. There are no actual cars or taxis anymore; you either use a donkey and cart or jump on the back of a truck or lorry. We jump onto the back of a small truck which is moving very slowly. Every few minutes, a new passenger jumps in. I huddle on the bed of the truck, clutching my bag close. For the rest of the journey, I can only see legs around me. I count 42 of them. A little light pokes through as the bodies come and go and the truck moves on. As we approach the town centre, we jump out. We have to wait for Ibrahim who went an hour before us to pick up cash from a Western Union provider. Yasser and I sit and wait for him on the platform of an old garage. A few metres away I can see the sign of Mutaheeden Cultural Centre. It is so strange to see it. Just two months ago, I had been here participating in a creative writing workshop for young authors. Was that in this lifetime? I think. I close my eyes and try to block out the epoch that has taken place since. I try to shut out all the things I have seen and heard, all the horrors, and hear again the words spoken that day – the speeches by Hatim, the manager of the Centre and the young author Samah, the workshop leader. I hear the words again very clearly. It is all very strange. I decide to leave the platform and walk around. 

			After meeting Ibrahim, we walk to the European Hospital to visit Wissam and the others. We spend three hours with them, then head to Khan Younis. The only way to get there now is either by donkey cart or on foot. I look into Yasser’s eyes and ask what he is in the mood for. He is up for the walk, so 40 minutes later, we finally arrive in Khan Younis town centre and the Nassir Hospital. Yasser has arranged to meet Khalid here, our neighbour from Saftawi, who moved with his family to Khan Younis 40 days ago. I’m relieved that Yasser is finally able to hang out with one of his friends. 

			In the journalists’ tent, I meet Saed, an RTA correspondent and poet, and Fatena Al-Ghora, also a poet. We spend a couple of hours talking and discussing. Kahlid arrives late, but still gets to spend some time with Yasser. 

			Now Yasser has a friend to knock on the door in the morning and ask after him. We head back to Mamoun’s and spend some time chatting with Mamoun and Ahmad. I tell Yasser that in the afternoon we will go to see my half-sister Samah who is staying in a school near Hamad’s compound, west of Khan Younis. Tomorrow we will try to find the school where my sister Halima is staying and visit her too. It’s cloudy today. Our thoughts are cloudy as well. They only reach as far as the end of the day; anything further is unclear.

			Sunday 26th November

			Day 51

			Nothing to report today. No bombing, no shells. The second day of the truce passed smoothly despite reports of clashes on the Salah el-Din Road, that were settled just before they became fatal. People are clinging to the hope that the truce will become permanent. At least it would give them a fighting chance against the mounting odds. Everything else is stacked against them as it is: they are short of water, electricity, food, gas, but let them live first, and take their chances against these other challenges. 

			The news is full of the prisoners and hostages, along with statements being made by leaders around the world. Everyone seems happy that they’ve been released, but no one mentions the infinite price that has been paid for it, by the innocent people of Gaza. No one talks about their suffering and the miserable conditions they are now living in. No one talks about the 15,000 that have been killed, the 36,000 injured, the million plus made homeless. Is the world mad? Does it have some kind of sickness? Thousands still lie under the rubble, denied a decent burial. Hatim and Huda, my brother- and sister-in-law, and their son Mohammed have now been under the ruins of their house for 43 days. No one thinks of them. World leaders congratulate themselves, as my in-laws rot in the rubble. These are not figures for some statistical report, these are people, bundles of stories in the shape of people – infinitely complex stories about love and hope, pain and disappointment, stolen futures. These are the real narratives that the news should be sharing. Instead we just get a grotesque charade of political gesturing, a world in which morality is just an empty performance, disconnected from real events.

			We go to visit my sister Samah who is currently taking refuge in a school in the western suburbs of Khan Younis. It’s located in a new area called Hammad City, named after the Sheikh of Qatar (an investor in much of the Strip’s recent infrastructure). In the same vein, many areas of Gaza that have been developed after previous wars and atrocities are named after states or leaders: Brazil Camp, the Saudi Quarter, the Japanese Quarter (in Rafah), Hammad City, the Austrian Quarter (in Khan Younis), Zaid City, Egyptian Towers (Jabalia), the Italian Compound (Gaza City), and so on, often honoring those countries that have helped rebuild these areas. 

			Again, we have to walk and it’s a long way. After an hour and twenty minutes, we arrive at Hammad City but don’t seem to be able to find the school. I call a friend, Mohammed, a researcher and teacher at Al Quds Open University, who has taken shelter here with his family from Beit Lahia. As he gives me the directions, the anger in his voice is palpable: he is still raging at not being able to return to his home. It’s been three weeks now since they all were forced to leave. ‘I would rather return and die, than live here,’ he says. ‘I do not want a truce, I want our homes back.’ 

			With Mohammed’s directions we finally find Samah’s school. Two days before the war broke out, Samah gave birth to her third child. Her home is very close to the beach at the northernmost tip of the Strip. She fled and shortly after her home was destroyed at the start of the land invasion. At first, she took her family, including her newborn baby boy, to a school in al-Nasser Quarter, west of Gaza City. Then, two weeks ago, when the tanks shelled the school’s street, they all had to flee again, this time to the south. She carried everything she owned with her, including her newborn baby. We meet in a classroom and see the tiny home she has made for them all in one corner of it. The classroom has been divided into six sub-rooms, each with a whole family living in it. Samah’s husband is a fisherman. He is angry that he has lost a whole season of work, this winter. He had been expecting a prosperous season, but the war had other plans.

			I realise that it’s getting late and we won’t now have time to visit Halima, my other sister, who is currently staying in a school near al-Aqsa University. On our way back, we are attacked by dogs who try to come right up to us as they bark. There are many lost animals in the streets including beloved pets, their owners dead or injured, or unable to take them in the chaos of their evacuation. Now they roam the streets, unfed, homeless, desperate.

			There is still no mobile reception in the north. Some internet connections were re-established so my brother Ibrahim could text one of our relatives who stayed in the camp to ask about my dad. ‘He is ok,’ he tells me. Such relief. ‘What about [our sister] Asmaa?’ I ask. ‘No idea,’ he replies darkly. I suggest he tries to contact some of her neighbours via WhatsApp. Since yesterday, more people have attempted to return to the north, but the Israelis didn’t stop them. But from those that got through, more astonishing stories, images, and videos have circulated about the devastation: images of those found dead in the streets, rotting, in the fields, under the rubble of farms. A new wave of sadness passes through the people around me as these images and videos spread. 

			The main street in Khan Younis, where Nassir Hospital is located, is usually full of people. When I say ‘usually’, I mean, during the war. Now in the truce it is very quiet. The schools adjacent to this street seem quiet, as well, this morning. With the truce, people seem able to sleep more and breathe. 

			In Mamoun’s place, there are now around 80 people staying. Most of them are relatives from Gaza City. The whole four floors of the building run on a single solar panel, which works for a few hours at most, if the sun shines. We cling to those few hours, charge our phones, listen to the news, grab what electricity we can. Today is cloudy, so no one will enjoy this privilege. There’s talk about extending the truce two more days. 

			The longest war against Gaza lasted for only 51 days. That was 2014. We didn’t think anything could ever be as bad as that. Today is the 51st day of this war, and it feels like we’re just about to enter Round 2.

			Monday 27th November 

			Day 52

			We spent last night in Rafah, with my relatives, near the new camp that’s sprung around the UN Storage Base. For me, it is a break and a way of making a bit of space for the night, as Mamoun’s place is now overrun with displaced relatives. Mamoun reiterated that we are always welcome to stay at his. So my plan is to stay two days at Mamoun’s, then two days with my relatives in the tents they’ve set up near the camp in Rafah. On the way, Yasser asked again: ‘When are we leaving?’ He means, of course, for Cairo. ‘Soon,’ I said. This soon might be tomorrow, or it might be after a week. No one knows. ‘We are waiting for our names to appear on the Egyptians’ list,’ I continue. ‘Then we can go.’ It’s an answer that doesn’t even convince me. We walked for half an hour into Khan Younis town centre where we’re able to get a car to the European Hospital. We’d been informed that Wissam would soon be able to continue her treatment in Egypt. Hanna told me on the phone, adding, ‘They seem serious this time.’ A few days ago they’d said the same, and told her to be ready to be driven to Egypt. But then they cancelled for no reason. This time, they told her to get her documents and papers ready. 

			On our way from Khan Younis to the European Hospital, cars were queuing up outside the petrol station waiting to refuel. The queue was over a kilometre long. Drivers stood beside their cars, some smoking, some catching up with other drivers in the queue. Our driver reflected that the queue wasn’t worth it, they might be waiting days. ‘I’ll stick with cooking oil till the queues go,’ he said. ‘Hope you’ve got a lot of cooking oil,’ someone shouted back. Everyone knows normality isn’t going to return any day soon. ‘Ok, ok, I’ll wait then,’ the driver replied, before launching into a lengthy complaint about merchants raising the price of cooking oil. ‘A three-litre container used to cost 14 shekels. Now it’s 27. They’re profiting off the situation,’ he said. ‘In all wars there are people making a profit,’ I suggested. He laughed at this. ‘You mean this normal?’ ‘Nothing in war is normal,’ I replied.

			Everywhere you look in Khan Younis, people are carrying gallon-sized bottles, struggling to make their way through the crowds. Everyone needs fuel to operate their home generator: to power their pump to bring water up from wells to tanks on the tops of their buildings, instead of having to carry it gallon by gallon up four or five flights of stairs. Mamoun, with his brothers and their boys, do this twice a week. These are the hardest moments of the week. They spend the whole day carrying gallons full of water on their shoulders, up stairs, to pour them in the tanks. Waiting in line for petrol, for a day or more, at the side of the road, is easier by comparison. 

			As we drive past, on the way from the European Hospital to Rafah, we pass another queue: this one consisting of people with gas cylinders waiting to top up on cooking gas. The queue is even longer than the one at the petrol station, maybe a kilometre and a half. We stare at them as we drive past: men, women, teenagers, elderly. They all stand alongside an almost endless line of empty cylinders, set down by their owners, each waiting patiently in an unmoving queue. The refilling station doesn’t seem to be operating yet. The queue hasn’t even begun to move. ‘They’re waiting for the tanks to arrive from the Crossing,’ the driver explains. ‘They thought they’d get here early.’ It’s easy to see that some of these folks will still be here tomorrow. And after such a long wait, they’ll probably only get a quarter of their cylinders filled. No one will be allowed to completely fill their cylinder. As one of the conditions of the truce, the amount of gas allowed into the Strip was limited. Limited, of course, to make us suffer. The way every condition of the truce was designed to make us suffer. To grind us into the ground, kill us, or force us to leave. Gaza needs a normal supply, like any other population, to live. 

			Is this the goal of the truce, to see 14,000 killed, and 36,000 injured, to endure 50 days of horror, only to get this? ‘It’s so unfair,’ Yasser said when I told him this is what we must get used to now. People are going to be in schools, or in tents in new camps, or on the streets. People are going to be fighting over bits of wood and canvas, the materials for making a tent, while others will be charging extortionate prices for the luxury of sleeping on the dirt with a bit of canvas over their heads. Those who can’t afford such luxuries will fall upon the charity of others. The world cannot help. The world doesn’t want to help. Already, relatives in the States are having their bank accounts frozen for trying to send money back home to help people buy tents.

			Today is the fourth day of the truce and no one’s conditions have improved. The displaced do not feel the flow of aid and food. The only thing to be happy about is the pause in shelling and bombing. After 50 days of feeling the next moment might be your last, every hour of the truce feels like a blessing. Ibrahim, my brother, is thinking about moving out of the school he is staying in. His tent is very small and there is no space for him to cook or even make bread. People are struggling to get the basics to survive. ‘There are thousands living in this school,’ he tells me, ‘and every day they quarrel and fight over the simplest things.’ He asked a relative of ours, Jumma, if he could find him a new place to pitch his tent. Any place outside the camp itself, far enough outside for him to be able to feel ‘normal’ for a few days. An ambitious request.

			This morning, Jumma suggests that we start teaching classes for the children in the new camp. There are many teachers among us, he points out. We should create our own school. I like the idea and say this will lift morale. He asks one of our relatives, who is a teacher, if she can help him organise it. She confessed she is extremely distracted right now, as her husband was arrested on his way from the north to the south and hasn’t been released. Nonetheless, the idea needs to be pushed forward. Unfortunately, in Gaza, our children have lost two months of education. God knows how much longer this will go on for and, even when it does, the schools that have been acting as temporary shelters will need months of refurbishment before they can receive pupils again. Probably a whole year will be lost from our children’s education. So we must start fighting back now.

			Tuesday 28th November 

			Day 53

			Day after day, life gets harder and harder for those staying in shelters, those who have just a few blankets and the clothes on their backs to stay warm and protect them from the freezing wind. We’ve now spent three days in the tent that my relative Jumma has rigged up for me near the UN Storage Base ‘camp’ near Rafah. I see people trying each day to make their living conditions slightly better, trying to improve what has become ‘their lives now’. I see them helping themselves when no one around them shows any interest in helping. The more time passes, the more they realise how much further they have to go to adapt to this hell. 

			Yesterday, when it rained, they learned a little bit more about the misery they now have to get accustomed to. Rain poured into the already muddy alleys and paths between tents, turning them into a swamp. The wind picked up and many families’ tents got blown over, forcing their owners to spend hours re-erecting them. Every time the weather deteriorates they will be forced to start again in some way. No one has the time or energy to help others. No one has the money to help them buy new canvas, or stakes, to start again. 

			In the evening, I met up with a number of friends from Jabalia who moved to the new camp. I was most happy to meet Suhail. I reminded him of the first day of 2014 when war broke out. We had been sitting with other friends in front of a local barbershop. I asked him if he still remembered the conversation we had that night. ‘It’s the same conversation we are all having now,’ he said, ‘the same worries, the same fears.’ ‘New camp, same conversation,’ I joke. And this is how it is: from war to war. From camp to camp. From one temporary to another temporary. 

			During the night, I got up to cover Yasser with additional blankets. It was so cold. When we first laid our mattresses on the sand, it dawned on me how hard the next few days would be. The cold seemed to seep up from the ground, like damp, leaving the mattress as cold as the ground.

			This morning, while struggling to get out of bed, after a long night in the tent, a football suddenly flew through the opening onto my lap. I smiled to hear three kids calling politely from outside, asking for their ball back. Then, all of a sudden, ten more kids seemed to have gathered at the little gate that Jumma had set up to separate our tents from the rest of the camp. I jumped up and started dribbling the ball past the nine-year-old boy in the red football shirt, who seemed most concerned to get it back, then I kicked the ball away. I watch them run after it, shouting to each other, ‘I’ve got it.’ ‘No I’ve got it!’ Their voices seem louder now as they play in among the alleys between the tents. Maybe the tents are echoing their voices, or maybe it’s just the early hour. But these boys are like the best of us, they are Palestinians making the most of a bad situation. I joke to the boy with the red shirt that he should be in school. He points to the sky and says simply: ‘War.’ ‘Do you like school?’ I ask him. ‘I don’t like maths’ I laugh. ‘When I was your age, I didn’t like maths either.’ ‘And I also don’t like war,’ he adds loudly, as if to make himself very clear. ‘But some people do,’ I shrug. ‘They’re addicted to it.’ He runs to join his friends, leaving me to think why such little boys have to pay the bill for that addiction, have to pay for it with their childhoods. 

			The first thing I ask now I’m awake is: ‘Has the truce been extended?’ Last night, we had no internet or mobile signal, so we had no idea. The last thing we knew, the mediators were still trying to extend it for another two days. Then we lost connection. Apparently they succeeded, so we will enjoy more days of calm, if anxious, waiting. The truce doesn’t mean an end to the war. It just means things are postponed, uncertain, on hold. As Palestinians, we’re used to this condition. Life under occupation is one long stay of execution, you never know how long it’s going to last. But we are all human, we need time to breathe, to mourn, to take stock, to remember. 

			My sister Eisha phones me to say she now absolutely regrets leaving the north. She is staying in a flat in Deir al-Balah and complains about how uncomfortable it is. ‘Who feels comfortable right now?’ I ask. ‘No,’ she says, ‘When you are in your own home, you’re comfortable even if bombs are falling outside. You’re still at home. It’s where you belong. Where you feel safe, even when you’re not safe.’ ‘But it was getting dangerous in Tal Azzatar [her neighbourhood],’ I contest. ‘Your family’s lives were at risk.’ ‘Can’t we go back?’ she asks, desperately, knowing the answer full well. 

			One of my other sisters, Asmaa, then rings me. I’m so relieved to hear her voice. She is one of the few to have stayed in the north – in the Fallujah district of Jabalia camp. She wants to know how we are getting on, but it is me who wants to know how she is. The sound of her voice and the voices of her kids makes my heart skip a beat. But then she tells me about one of her brothers-in-law, who has been seriously injured. A piece of debris or shrapnel landed on him while he was sleeping. Things aren’t looking good for him. She is happy about the extension of the deadline. When I ask her if she’s still going to stay there, she just says, ‘We’ll see.’

			Wednesday 29th November 

			Day 54

			Coming back from Rafah, on the road to Khan Younis, we had to wait five minutes to let ten huge lorries, full of humanitarian aid, go past. They were coming from the Rafah Crossing and were traveling at speed, as if knowing they didn’t have long before the truce expired. After that, we hit another traffic jam, caused by people crowding the road in front of a gas station, waiting to have their cylinders refilled. It took us fifteen minutes to cross the point of the road. On both sides of the station, people were queuing. Everyone stood with their cylinder, and the queue stretched around two kilometres. Some of those waiting had mattresses stretched out on the road beside them, as they expected to spend the night here or for however long it took for them to reach the refilling point.

			I went to see my sister Eisha in Deir al-Balah. This was the first time since I left the north that I’d experienced a normal form of transport: a bus, fully operating again, taking people from Rafah to other towns in the north! Yes, Deir al-Balah and Nuseirat are now ‘the north’ for us. The new north. Yasser and I even got our own seats! Such luxury! Then the bus didn’t stop filling up and passengers were asked to squeeze along, most of them, by this point, standing. When it set off, it moved very slowly. 

			As we had to alight at the entrance of the city of Deir al-Balah, I thought it would be a good chance to see my friend, Ahmad Saed, whose house is just a few yards away. Ahmad is one of the most prominent journalists in Gaza, known for his outspoken radio shows. His program, The Pulse of the Country regularly gets him into trouble with the Gazan authorities. When we called in on him, we chatted for a while in his living room. ‘I’m worried that this situation is now permanent,’ he said. He then showed us a little bit of his neighbourhood. Behind his house, a private shelter had been set up where some 400 displaced people were staying. Ahmad spoke proudly about his friend Abu Yamen, a former professional football player, who owned a private sports field and a couple of buildings behind his. Normally he rents the ground and the facilities to teams training for competitions. Now he is hosting displaced families in it. The sports field is now entirely given over to tents, while the space in front has been allocated for fires and stoves and places for the kids to play.

			‘Has anything got better for them since the start of the truce?’ I asked. ‘Not really,’ he replied. Someone laughed and said, ‘We have a bit more portable water, perhaps. For most of the war, it’s been extremely difficult to get hold of; now there’s a bit more of it.’ The price had come down also. A two-litre bottle had come down from 2 NIS to 1.5. 

			Afterwards, Ahmad drove me to Nuseirat. To have your own functioning car feels like a miracle. Ahmad had stockpiled cooking oil for just such an eventuality and now he’d converted his car to run on it. The man knew how to plan ahead.

			 I phoned my friend Saed Saftawi and asked if we could stay the night at his place. I’ve known Saed for twenty years. In recent years, he’s been based in Ramallah, and we’ve spent a lot of time together since I moved there. His house is situated towards the very east of the Nuseirat Camp. (Incidentally, the area in Jabailia I live in, called Saftawi, is named after Saed’s uncle, who was one of Gaza’s PLO and Fateh leaders.)

			Saed lives with his six brothers in six separate houses along the same road. Now, some ٣٠٠ of their relatives from Gaza City have moved in to live with them. Luckily, Saed’s brother owns a cafeteria with a garden near the house, which they’ve been able to convert into a family shelter till the war ends. It’s a blessing for them that they haven’t been forced to take refuge in the schools or public shelters. 

			 I haven’t had a shower since I left the north six days ago. Water is a precious commodity right now and no one dares waste a drop. What with moving from one house to another, from one floor to another, it’s not that you don’t want the small comforts in life, it’s that they’re the last things you’re thinking about. Nor would I have dreamed of mentioning them to Saed. And yet, when I woke this morning, he had already prepared coffee and lit the fire in the stove outside the house near the chestnut tree. I was trying to work out where he’d disappeared to, peering between the curtains into the narrow alley behind the house, when I heard him chopping more wood for the fire. For half an hour, he kept stoking the fire with fresh wood, as it slowly heated a large pot of water. When it boiled, he quietly carried it to the bathroom, then returned to suggest I take a shower. What a pleasant surprise. Stepping into it was like listening to a conversation start up between the hot water and my dry, tired body. It was like listening to two old friends catching up. He then boiled another pot for Yasser to have a shower too. Afterwards, we sat around the stove in the alley. Tea was heated on the fire, and bread toasted. We all tucked into a breakfast of cheese, falafel and olives, and began to look forward to the day ahead. After two days of clouds, the sun was promising to come out. 

			Afterwards, we relocated to the street out front and sat for a while under the sun. It seemed like a normal thing to do in a very abnormal situation. A normal morning in an abnormal age. Today is the last day of the extended truce and it seems we can’t keep hoping for yet another extension. People are so desperate for it to be extended, though, whatever the terms. ‘We don’t need more truces,’ Saed says angrily. ‘We need the war to stop. Full stop. We can’t go on living our lives under the conditions of a truce.’ I smiled and said, ‘Our life is a truce, Saed.’ 

			Nuseirat Camp is the first place you come to after the Wadi, as you’re heading south. Once you’ve crossed the bridge, you see it. On the right-hand side of the Salah al-Din Road is Nuseirat Camp, on the left is Bureij Camp. Being so close to the Israeli’s new ‘iron curtain’, Nuseirat has received hundreds of thousands of people in the last seven weeks. After their exhausting walk from the north, carrying everything they still own, people are ready to collapse, and Nuseirat is where they’ve done this. Every school is packed to the rafters, every street is heaving. 

			Today is Palestine International Solidarity Day. Most people forget that 29th November is the day when, in 1947, the United Nations voted in favour of partitioning Palestine, as it was, into two states: one for the Jews and one for the Arabs. The Jewish one was realised the following year after 800,000 Arabs were driven out, their men shot, their women raped, their villages set on fire, their townspeople slaughtered. Terror was what destroyed that half of Palestine, and what gave birth to the new country. Terror. As Palestinians, we call it the Nakba, but after 75 years, the rest of the world still doesn’t even know what the word means. Just as now, when we say the ‘New Nakba’, the world refuses to learn.

			Thursday 30th November 

			Day 55

			Yesterday I walked towards al-Hilal Hospital where I met my two friends, Hani Al-Salmi and Ashraf Sohwail. Hani is a novelist, specialising in young adult fiction. We all sit together near his little kiosk, where he serves customers hot drinks. In the last few years, this 45-year-old writer has fallen on hard times and become unemployed. Now, with no energy supply, he has found it difficult to do simple things like bake bread. For weeks now, he has been trying to collect wood for his fire to cook. This has proven hard, he tells me, and recently he has been forced to burn the books in his library. 

			So far, Hani has burned 200 books. ‘My kids need bread,’ he explains. ‘What use are books if I let them die of hunger?’ Then he smiled: ‘Naturally, I’m saving my favourites till last, hoping the war will end before I get to them.’ During the Israeli occupation of Gaza, I used to hide certain books in case we were ever raided. I kept copies of Ghassan Kanafani hidden between my folded clothes in the cupboard, as well as other key texts about Palestinian history, like Salah Khalaf’s A Palestinian Without Identity. At that time, being found with these books would cost you a minimum of six months in jail. One time, in 1990, when the soldiers were searching houses in the neighbourhood during a curfew, I lit a fire in the stove specially to burn three novels by Kanafani that I had at the time. Luckily, the soldiers entered just as I was lighting the fire, and they saw a different way of releasing their anger – by kicking the stove over, in the hope of setting fire to the house, before then quickly leaving. 

			Ashraf is an artist. He runs the Gaza Centre for Culture and the Arts, back in the city. His personal studio and that of his sister Rofida, where they paint and store their work, have been damaged in an airstrike. Scores of cultural centres have either been partly or completely destroyed. The image of al-Shawa Cultural Centre in Rimal, now just a pile of rubble, is very depressing. The centre is the most famous cultural institution in the city. In its theatre, three of my plays were staged. Ashraf doesn’t even know the fate of some of the cultural centres he runs. Eltiqa Gallery on Omar al-Mukhtar Street was partly damaged, he knows that much. Hundreds of paintings are stored there, many of them now apparently burned or damaged beyond repair. 

			There is no real coffee left in Rafah, so as we talk, Hani offered us a tea or Nescafe. Al-Hilal reminded me of al-Shifa hospital, with the crowds and displaced families making new homes in every corner and corridor left free. The emerging souk outside the front gate. The vacant look on people’s faces. The shouts. The screams. Everything there was a copy of al-Shifa before we had to leave it when the tanks decided it was their number one target.

			After bidding farewell to Ashraf and Hani, I went to see my sister Halima, who I found out is staying in a school just a fifteen minute walk away. When I arrived, she wasn’t there. I guessed that she’d gone with her husband to fetch an aid package from the humanitarian aid centre. People sometimes have to wait hours to receive their portion of assistance. In the last few days, most of the aid that’s crossed the border has gone to Gaza city and the north, after being deprived of everything during the land invasion. I spent twenty minutes with Halima’s son Mahmoud, who, like most displaced people from the north, complained that the situation back there was better. Prices are higher here and merchants exploit the situation. ‘This is war,’ I said. ‘Everyone feels they should make the most of it rather than miss an opportunity.’ I was not justifying it, of course, just trying get a sixteen-year-old boy to understand that life isn’t straightforward. 

			In the shelter, men and women could be seen returning with their aid bundles. They seemed tired but happy they finally had something to feed their kids with for the next two days. After that, they’ll have to queue again. Life in a queue is exhausting but what choice do they have.

			Queues are everywhere. Queues for the bread. Queues for water. Queues for tents. The whole of the Strip feels like one long queue. 

			In the last few minutes, the mediators in Qatar have succeeded in extending the truce for another day. Last night, we went to sleep not knowing what the results of their efforts would be. It was like a puzzle: the truce was extended... the truce was not extended? I woke up at 5am so that I could read the news. One of the miracles of the truce is that in Khan Younis, and some other areas, there is mobile and internet signal. Whilst in others, like Nuseirat, it still doesn’t function. The current truce was supposed to finish at 7am. It was only at 6:40 that news started to arrive about the success of the negotiations. In Arabic there is a proverb: ‘the smell of something is better than not having it.’ At least now we have another day. It is sunny, and though I feel cold, I am encouraged to walk in the narrow alleys of Khan Younis’ camps. Palestinian refugee camps all look similar, be they in Gaza Strip, the West Bank, Jordan or Lebanon. Most of the analysis coming from Israel seems to imply Khan Younis is the next target of the Israeli offensive. 

			Out in the street, I hear the people discussing this. Now everyone is confident about the one-day extension, their next fear is about the day after that. ‘All that time and energy and all they manage to get us is one day, what about tomorrow?’ an old man complains. ‘Did we lose half of Gaza just for a handful of truces?’ a younger man asks. Khan Younis is the centre of the south and any invasion of the south will mean going for the heart of the body. Now it’s the most crowded place in the Strip and the smallest of bombs here would kill hundreds. 

			The sun is promising to come out and offer us some warmth. In terms of keeping hope alive, it’s all we have to go on. 

			Friday 1st December 

			Day 56

			The war is back. No miracle came to rescue us, no indefinite extension. The truce, in the end, was just that. A pause. And what rushes back with the resumption of hostilities isn’t a fear of death as much as a fear of the unknown. Not knowing what awaits my next step, not being able to predict how one event may affect another, not being able to follow the strange illogical logic of war. Living through a war is like having to renew your contract with life every day. You sign a new contract every morning, and live according to its terms and conditions until the end of that day. Then you pray the night won’t take it. Then, in the morning, you sign on the dotted line once again. You never get more than a one-day lease. You are not granted more than this. The truce was only an extrapolation of the same deal – eventually, you always default on the peace and then have it ripped away from you. That was the situation yesterday. We had a one-day extension of the truce. No more. 

			Last night, none of us could sleep, we were all praying too hard for the truce to be extended. As midnight approached, there was still no news of a possible extension. The uncertainty was unbearable. It began to dawn on us that tomorrow there wouldn’t be any extension. The efforts of the intermediaries had failed. Even over the last few days of the truce, we had witnessed a slow escalation. One person was killed in Beit Hanoun by the snipers. And fears were growing. When I woke up, I couldn’t tell, from the loud humming of the drone above us, that anything was different. 

			Over the previous week, while the truce lasted, hundreds of lorries entered Gaza loaded with aid: part of it medical, the rest food and water. But what entered the Strip during the truce wasn’t enough. A man from the Palestinian Red Crescent told me a few days ago that hundreds of lorries carrying bottles of water had come into the Strip. For him, this was a waste. If just one well was made functional again, it would deliver more water than all these lorries. And all that would be required to bring that well back online is fuel – fuel to operate the pump. 

			One of the great benefits of the truce was suddenly being able to speak to my family members again, to check on their well-being and catch up on everything they’d been through over the last seven weeks. The truce was the first time the internet and mobile networks had been remotely reliable. In one of those conversations, my niece Emman, who lives with her husband and child in Shaikh Radwan, told me how much she missed her boring life. She fully grasped how boring it had been, compared to this. But she craved that boredom. She swore she would never complain about being bored again. 

			As we sit eating our breakfast, shells begin to strike buildings around us. A missile whistles audibly through the morning air and a thunderous explosion follows. It has fallen near the Nasser Hospital, we soon work out. The sound of the attacks on the villages and towns to the east can be heard very clearly where we are. Our breakfast remains uneaten, as we sit listening to the explosions. I think of my dad who remains in the north. Once again, I ask myself if it was the right decision to move to the south. 

			‘Are they going to invade the south?’ Yasser asks. Another unanswerable question. It’s a possibility that has become increasingly common in the news. The unthinkable somehow becomes more likely when the news normalises it. Not too long ago, it was unthinkable in the north, too. Speaking to people in Khan Younis, you can sense the change in mood. Everyone has become suddenly uneasy. 

			The Israelis continue to drop leaflets on us. This time, they ask the inhabitants of the villages and towns east of Khan Younis to evacuate the region and head towards Rafah. Rafah, not Khan Younis, despite it being closer. ‘Khan Younis is a battle zone,’ the leaflet says. The villages that need to be evacuated include Bani Suheila, Khuza’a, al-Qarara and Abbasaan. There are two Abbasaans: Abbasaan Major and Abbasaan Minor. Since dawn broke, these areas have been subjected to massive bombardments. This can mean only one thing: the town of Khan Younis and its adjacent camp are next. 

			Every now and then, the building shakes as another missile strikes nearby. It’s the same zigzag dance, shuddering left and right, that I got used to at Faraj’s place in Jabalia. Mamoun goes to the window and points to smoke rising from a building in the next street. Being unfamiliar to the area, I’m not driven by the same fascination to work out which building’s just been wiped out, the way I would be in Jabalia. I’m also more used to all this now. For Mamoun, it’s still a relatively new process. 

			Today is ‘Water Day’ in Mamoun’s house, a twice-weekly occurrence when all the members of the household work together to carry gallons and gallons of water from the well up the stairs to fill the tanks on the fourth floor. It’s a hard shift. Men, women and children all roll their sleeves up and take part. Ahmad, Mamoun’s brother, has failed to source the necessary two litres of gasoline to power the generator, so no pump. He waited for hours in vain. For Ahmad, the truce didn’t even bring running water. We all work till noon until the tanks are full. Everyone is exhausted, but also happy with the sense of accomplishment: we will have water for the next three days at least. 

			A new map has been issued by the Israelis that divides the Strip into hundreds of blocks, each one given a special number. We’re supposed to learn these numbers and follow Israel’s orders as to which block should do what. The block we’re living in right now is numbered ‘---’ [redacted for safety]. So farewell, beautiful names – villages with names like Juhor al-Dik (literally ‘the burrow of the rooster’), and hello meaningless, dehumanised numbers. As Palestinians, we’re used to this: to even exist here we have to get a ‘haweya’, an Israeli-monitored ID card and number. We’re used to being reduced to numbers. But now our land has to be stripped of its names too, stripped of its identity and history. They want to bulldoze it with the old myth that no one ever lived here, that the land isn’t steeped in a million memories. When I heard the news, we just laughed. ‘Morning 96713,’ I said to Mamoun, making the numbers up. ‘Morning 83932!’ he laughed back.

			Saturday 2nd December 

			Day 57

			All of a sudden, with the resumption of war, Khan Younis has become the Israeli’s primary target. It’s like they have followed me here. Last night, shelling and missile strikes could be heard on all sides. I hadn’t seen a ‘ring of fire’ style attack since I left the north, but as I lay on Mamoun’s floor, trying to sleep, the orchestra of war struck up again. Likewise, the old habits kicked in: counting the attacks, speculating on the types of rockets being used, wondering where each strike landed. 

			Yesterday evening, I went over to Nasser Hospital to recharge my mobile and laptop. It’s become a habit now to sit in one of the tents set aside for journalists and catch up with some of those working there while my phone charges. Since the war resumed, the hospital has filled up again; those who spent the few precious days of the truce back in their houses, have now returned to their tents inside the hospital grounds, or the corridors and stairwells that sheltered them before. On my way to the journalists’ tent, I saw the rows and rows of tents that have filled up every inch of free space. A new refugee camp was coming into life here, with its back alleys and main routes, its neighbourhoods and networks. I saw people standing around a fire, cooking. A woman was making bread. Two girls were whispering to each other, looking at three young men smoking nargilehs. A new community was taking shape.

			Mostafa, a producer from Russia Today, told me that many of the journalists there had come down from Gaza City and gathered, with their families, in a space next to the walls of Nasser Hospital, pitching their own tents and making it their home now. Like a special mini-camp just for journalists. In truth, the whole of Khan Younis is one big camp now. Tents stand on every street corner. New arrivals come with dreams no more ambitious than to buy a tent and find a place to pitch it. During the day, Mostafa and scores of other journalists stand in front of their cameras, delivering their hourly reports. Then at night, they walk a few yards, climb inside their family tents and resume their lives as fathers and mothers. 

			I woke up at 6am. Mamoun was already awake. He listed the places, houses and streets that had been hit while I was sleeping. Though strikes happened all over, the fiercest ones were in the eastern neighbourhoods of Khan Younis. A ground invasion has started there. Civilians are being told to leave their homes. ‘Do you think the Israelis are going to invade our neighbourhood?’ Mamoun asks me. From my own experience in the north, I can only say yes. It might take some time, it may even take longer, but they are coming. The Israelis burn everything in front of them to the ground. They leave nothing standing: no buildings, no trees, no people. They kill everything. ‘Well, I’m not going anywhere,’ Mamoun says. ‘I left my flat in Rimal and now it’s rubble. From here, I have nowhere left to go. I won’t move anymore.’ He reminds me of the way Bilal and I used to talk.

			In the north, the Israelis have resumed their operations, mainly in western parts of Jabalia. I phone my sister Asmaa who’s been sticking it out in her house in Falouja. She sounds terrified as shrapnel from a rocket struck her back garden yesterday and incinerated all her plants. On the same night, a huge fire raged through a nearby souk, spreading into the complex beside it and a neighbouring school. ‘Everything was on fire,’ she says. ‘The heat from the flames made it warmer than daytime.’ After speaking to her, I call my father but can’t get through. 

			This morning, some 80 new members of Mamoun’s extended family arrived from al-Qarara, a village north of Khan Younis. They started to arrive around 7am with whatever they could carry with them: clothes, mattresses, pillows. The Israelis fired on their village, destroyed several houses, then asked those that were still alive to leave. So now Mamoun’s admittedly large house, which has already accommodated 70 displaced relatives from Gaza, has to absorb another 80. Street ‘2’ in al-Qarara took the brunt of the attack, with the homes of the Abadalla and Kidra families being destroyed. Across farms and homesteads around the village, many were injured. Three local mosques were also damaged. As the place becomes more crowded, I realise family comes first, they are Mamoun’s priority. We need to move to Rafah and look to stay with my brother and cousins. 

			A new atmosphere dominates the city this morning. The war is back and, and for the people of Khan Younis, it is far more severe than before. The truce lulled everyone into a false sense of security. Now that veil has been lifted and we can see the true face of the Israelis once again.

			Walking in the street, I see how much more crowded Khan Younis has become. The Israeli military chiefs talked about 50 different strikes on the city last night. The tanks are coming in from the eastern border of the Strip, ploughing through villages and farmlands and heading straight for us, but before they get here, a tidal wave of humanity pours into the city.

			We find a car to take us back to Rafah, but we end up spending an hour waiting at one particular intersection. A huge crater sits in the middle of the road where an F16 missile struck last night. The traffic is backed up around it, on both sides, as drivers try to keep their cars from toppling over the edge. As I look down into it, I can’t help wondering if this crater will become the new dividing line between Khan Younis and Rafah in the ground invasion to come. The way the Wadi was the natural line between the old north and the south. Rafah will soon become the last refuge in the whole of the Strip, especially the western, coastal side of Rafah. Everyone will be told to go there. Then what? 

			Sunday 3rd December 

			Day 58

			My family home was destroyed last night when an F16’s missiles struck that part of Jabalia along with six other houses. Luckily no one was in. Everyone had left just hours before. The house is located near the Jaffa Road, where refugees from Jaffa first set up camp in 1948. The house that I was born in and where I grew up has been flattened. The place where I took my first step, where I learned my first letter, where I wrote my first line of fiction. The house where Hanna and I started a family and had our first four kids. The F16 pilot chose our particular house. With all the tech at their disposal, the Israelis could’ve seen it was empty. But still, that was the pilot’s mission last night, to destroy my family home and six others. When I left the place ten days ago, I never dreamt it would be the last time I saw it. No one knows when it’s the last time of anything. I spent a few minutes there, sitting with my dad, sharing the usual thoughts – about the war, about different members of the family, and I left saying ‘Stay safe’ to him. I didn’t think of saying goodbye or ‘Stay safe’ to the house. I assumed I’d see it all again: the wooden staircase, the photos from my graduation, the framed photo of my late brother Naeem that hung on the wall the whole time he was in jail, and ever since. 

			My dad no longer has anywhere to sleep. Last night, as the shells fell randomly on the camp, he decided to move to what he thought would be a safer place with other neighbours. Multiple sites were being targeted, and at times like these, the prospect of company is somehow reassuring. Now, like thousands of other Gazans, he has nowhere. He WhatsApp-called me at 6:30 this morning. ‘The house is gone,’ he said, and nothing else. His voice was trembling and I could see the tears in his eyes. Now, a 74-year-old man is homeless for no other reason than someone made a strategic decision to make him suffer. Things are beyond dire in Jabalia. I call my sister Asmaa. When you hear the ringing tone, it’s always such a relief. Phones are usually destroyed when their owners go under the rubble. So if her phone is still working maybe she’s alive. Eventually, on my third attempt, she picks up. ‘Good morning,’ she says. These two words are all I need. I can breathe now. She goes on to describe the horrors of the previous night, how she counted the minutes for the endless string of explosions to end. She could see the neighbours’ building on fire, and couldn’t work out which side of the house the missiles were landing, they were so close. It was only when the first ray of dawn crept through the shattered window that she realised she‘d made it. ‘I’m not sure I’ll see another dawn, Atef,’ she says. 

			Yesterday I walked down Tel al-Sultan Street towards Rafah town centre. It was good to get some sun, now the clouds had passed. At the offices of the social development department, I had a meeting with the Manager of Department for the Gaza Strip, Loay Madhoun. After a few minutes, we found ourselves joined by five other colleagues, talking and analysing. Loay is in charge of distributing welfare and assistance to the displaced people, and has spent most of his day at the Rafah Crossing, receiving lorries and supervising their distribution. He reflected that what has entered Gaza so far is barely 10% of what’s needed. With the flood of the people from the rest of the Strip, mainly into Khan Younis, the most pressing question is where are they going to sleep? It’s a night-by-night challenge. Most of them are sheltering in the schools, either UNRWA ones or government schools. But they’re all long since full. Even colleges and universities have been turned into shelters. And there’s no room for anymore, anywhere. 

			Before turning in, I chatted with my great-aunt Noor. Noor is the sister of my grandmother Salwa. She is possibly the only surviving family member who was actually born in Jaffa, before the Nakba. With her mother and father, she had to flee their beautiful house to spend most of the rest of her childhood in a tent, a few miles north of here. Her father had been the mukhtar of the city, like a tribal mayor, a position of extreme prestige. Then suddenly he was a penniless, homeless refugee. Now it seems, his daughter, Noor, must flee to a new camp. My whole life she’s told me the story of the day she had to drop her textbooks and run out of the house and down the street when she heard shells flying over from Tel Aviv. She remembers how upset she’d been at the time that she hadn’t brought her textbooks with her. She loved her school in Jaffa, and she never went to another school again. As she told me the story again, last night, I could tell she was mixing up some of the details with the hasty departure from her house in Jabalia a few weeks ago. It was like a montage in a film, cutting back and forwards, across 75 years. A great film editor couldn’t have cut it together better than the way she did, in her confusion.

			Last night, the Israelis targeted the Shuja’iyya quarter of Gaza City; hundreds of civilians were reported dead and some 50 buildings, including parts of the old town, were destroyed. Today, more people arrive from Khan Younis and Rafah seems ready to burst. You can hardly push your way through the crowds at the market, it’s so crowded. There’s barely anything left to buy, people just come out because they need to walk, to get some air. My friend from the Red Crescent explains that in the next days they will have to distribute thousands of new tents, just for the newcomers. You can go three, four, five days without food, but if it rains, no one can last a night on the street. 

			Monday 4th December 

			Day 59

			I can’t stop thinking about my family home. In losing that house, I’ve lost a little part of me.

			It was in that humble concrete structure, sitting at my grandmother Eisha’s feet, that I heard my first stories. I grew up to become a writer so that I could share them with the world and revisit the life she once had in a grand villa in Jaffa. That was before the Nakba of 1948, before she came to live in the narrow little house that became my family home in the Jabalia refugee camp, having walked over hot sand with thousands of others, her young children in tow.

			I wrote my first short story in that house – never published, of course – about an old man who loved to tell stories but always forgot their endings. At thirteen, I had begun keeping a notebook in which I scribbled all my drafts. Most of my stories were set in the magical kingdom that was that little house. They captured the daily events of our lives, like the weekly gatherings of the mothers from the surrounding alley, their far-reaching conversations, their gossip, their jokes.

			Though it was small – less than 100 square metres and only a single storey – the house was our haven. It held two main bedrooms and a third, smaller room, a kind of living room. As my brother and I grew older, my father added a second floor to create a games room for us. To reach it, we climbed a wooden staircase that wobbled with every step as it wasn’t attached to the wall properly. In that games room, I read my first novels, listened to music and smoked my first cigarette away from my parents’ prying eyes. On the roof space next to it, I kept baby chickens as pets in a cage.

			After graduating from university, I planned to get married, so we laid a concrete roof over the rest of the house and built a whole new floor, which we divided into two small apartments: one for my future family, and one for my brother Naeem, who had just been released from an Israeli jail. It was in that apartment that Hanna and I started our family, and where I heard the cries of my firstborn. In the new floor’s common room, we would all get together and spend long nights talking, playing cards and smoking narghiles. That’s where I saw Naeem for the last time. It was the night before I left for Italy to study for a PhD at the European University Institute in Florence. Just a few months later, he would be taken from us, felled by an IDF bullet. When I was alone in that room, I could almost hear his voice again — laughing as he told me jokes, or the dreams he’d had in jail.

			In recent years, I would go by the house to visit my ageing father. We would sit in the front room, and, as we chatted, I would glance around at the many books and photos, indulging in memories, hearing voices from my childhood, remembering those we’d lost. We have lost so many over the years.

			The house a writer grows up in is a well from which to draw material. 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.

			All the houses in Jabalia are small. They’re built randomly, haphazardly, and they’re not made to last. These houses replaced the tents that Palestinians like my grandmother Eisha lived in after the displacements of 1948. Those who built them always thought they’d soon be returning to the beautiful, spacious homes they’d left behind in the towns and villages of historic Palestine. That return never happened, despite our many rituals of hope, like safeguarding the key to the old family home. The future keeps betraying us, but the past is ours.

			Many of the houses around us were owned by members of my extended family. The Abu Saifs were once one of the largest families in Jaffa. Even now, we have relatives living there, inside Israel, with whom we stay in touch. After the Nakba, the Abu Saifs, like all Palestinian families, scattered across the region. Some moved to Gaza, some to Jordan and Lebanon, and others to Egypt. In this way, our house was part of a wider house, the Jaffa Abu Saif house, and in it, we received relatives from around the region, along with their stories.

			When I think that our house was less than 100 square metres, I begin to doubt the number. It must have been bigger. To me, it felt like a palace, an enormous castle. The greatest building ever constructed.

			Though I’ve lived in many cities around the world, and visited many more, that tiny ramshackle abode was the only place I ever felt at home. Friends and colleagues always asked: Why don’t you live in Europe or America? You have the opportunity. My students chimed in: Why did you return to Gaza? My answer was always the same: ‘Because in Gaza, in an unnamed alleyway in the Saftawi neighbourhood of Jabalia, there stands a little house that cannot be found anywhere else in the world.’

			If, on doomsday, God were to ask me where I would like to be sent, I wouldn’t hesitate in saying, ‘There.’

			Now there is no ‘there’.

			Tuesday 5th December 

			Day 60

			Last night, I went to the European Hospital to visit my father- and mother-in-law. Wissam has finally been taken by car to a hospital in Egypt, leaving them alone. I needed to talk to the manager of the hospital to ask for them to continue to be accommodated there. My mother-in-law has extreme mobility issues, and cannot really take care of herself. She needs round-the-clock care. She needs someone to look after her. When Wissam was in the hospital, Widdad, her sister, could take care of both of them. When they first arrived, the administrators agreed to clear a room and make space for all of them, as they were all classed as accompanying Wissam. Now she has gone (Widdad with her), they have to leave too. I suggested that they could come and stay with us in the camp. One always has to have options. After dozens of phone calls, it was agreed that they would stay another night and have their request to stay considered in the morning. 

			Yasser asked if he could stay with them in the hospital. He was worried about them in case they suddenly got evicted. I told him there would be little he could do if they were. In the end, he insisted on staying. I saw the worry in my father-in-law’s face so I reassured him: the worst-case scenario would be going to the camp, and we had many relatives there to help them.

			So far, we have heard no news from Wissam. The morning she left, she was told that her final destination would be a hospital in Port Said. But after they took her, we weren’t able to reach her for hours. It was only that night that Hanna managed to speak to her. She said they had already passed the queues at the Crossing and were now in Egypt, heading across North Sinai. The two young girls, Widdad and Wissam, are taking their first trip outside Gaza, stripped of their parents, their siblings, any form of support, and in Wissam’s case, three of her limbs. They do not know what the world looks like outside the perimeter fence. They are escaping the prison in a way they never wanted to. 

			As of 7pm, we no longer had any mobile signal. The only connection with the world outside the camp were the sounds and lights of the explosions in the distance, and the roaring of F16s to the northeast of us, heading to Khan Younis. There were twelve of us sitting in the tent, talking and trying to process the situation, guessing how it might play out, barely making ourselves heard over the roar of the F16s. ‘It’s going to be a heavy night in Khan Younis,’ Faraj intones. ‘It’s the start of the ground invasion of Khan Younis,’ someone else speculates. But who really knows? In the tent, three narghiles had been lit. The smoke rose towards the ceiling of the tent and gathered there like clouds. This is our life now, in the south, we may as well try to be comfortable. For a moment, we all looked absent-minded, a thousand miles away. We were all thinking about our loved ones still in the north. Ibrahim said he received a call from a friend there saying that the ‘rings of fire’ have been dropped on every part of Jabalia. Tanks are reported to have entered the Falouja neighbourhood and are rolling towards the centre of the camp. ‘We don’t see anything,’ his friend had said. ‘We see death and darkness only.’ 

			My brothers Mohammed and Ibrahim wake up this morning, around 5:30am, to get the fire started. They prepare tea and Mohammed boils some milk for his kids. Around 8am, they set out the breakfast. For once there is bread. It’s a miracle. Before long, the kids start playing hide and seek around the tents. The camp quickly comes to life. I look at Mohammed’s four-year-old son, Ahmad, and think about how his grandfather, my dad, at his age, would have been playing around a tent just like this. 

			According to others, Salah al-Din Street is once more flowing with a river of people, fleeing from the eastern parts of Khan Younis and heading to Rafah. Last night, we could hear the attacks on Khan Younis City and its camp. They never stopped. Even now, we’re still hearing the sound of explosions. It feels very close. It’s now extremely hard to get a lift into Rafah. A week ago, it was much easier, but with the exponential increase in the number of displaced people arriving into the city, there is a shortage of everything, including cars, trucks, three-wheel carts. People use carts dragged by donkeys and ponies more than any other form of transport. Cars are a luxury; you might have to wait an hour to get one. As I stood at the side of the road waiting for a cart, my friend Emad stopped his car, got out and hugged me. The car was full of his family and their stuff as they had just evacuated their house in the centre of Khan Younis and driven along al-Rashid Street, the coastal road. Emad is the former president of Palestine University. He is hoping to find shelter in a friend’s house, where five other families have also taken shelter. 

			In the car, I start my daily ‘calling session’. This is where I try to call each member of my immediate family in the Strip, as well as my closest friends, to check they are all ok. I phone my dad first, but no one is reachable in Jabalia. Then I try Halima, my sister, who moved to Khan Younis, but she too is unreachable. My friend Mamoun, also in Khan Younis, is unreachable. Then I call my son Yasser at the hospital. He says he’s ok and was happy to spend the night with his grandparents. That said, he insists I come and pick him up before the sun sets. Then I try my sister Eisha, in Deir al-Balah, who I haven’t been able to reach for two days. After several attempts, I finally hear her voice say ‘Hi.’ She says she hasn’t had bread for the last three days. Her kids ask for it every day. My friend Mahmoud, who works for the Red Crescent, told me that international organisations, including the UN agencies, are refusing to deliver aid to the central governorate (where Deir al-Balah is located) or to Khan Younis either. The agencies told him it is not safe to drive there as the Israeli forces have not approved such deliveries. This means that all aid will be kept back in Rafah.

			It’s the same old story. What they did to divide the Strip into a ‘North’ and a ‘South’, they are now doing to divide the ‘South’. Khan Younis is ‘unsafe’ now, and everyone must go to Rafah. It’s transparent, what they’re doing, and still no world leader will speak a word against it. As if frozen, immobilised by the fear of saying something out of line, something that might jeopardise their petty little careers. Meanwhile, back in the Strip, the cycle of destruction continues: on repeat, faster and faster, with the places we are allowed to shelter in growing smaller and smaller. 

			Wednesday 6th December

			Day 61

			The kids want sweets. My brother Ibrahim’s kids, I mean. Especially his boy Naeem. They spent an hour yesterday crying and begging him to ‘go to the grocery’ and buy chocolates, biscuits, sweets. Ibrahim didn’t know what to say. First he told them the grocery was closed. Strictly speaking this was a lie, as there is no grocery in this new city of tents we call home. But they continued to nag until he felt annoyed and couldn’t bear it any longer, so he decided to accompany them on a walk around the camp, searching for a grocery that he knew they wouldn’t find. ‘No one sells sweets here,’ he explained eventually, when the kids grew tired of waking. ‘OK, never mind sweets,’ one of them said, ‘let’s just buy something. Anything. It doesn’t matter.’ ‘There’s nothing to be bought,’ their father replied. I suggested that his wife prepare some home-made versions of sweets. But I know before I’ve even said it there are no ingredients for this, nowhere to buy them, no ovens to cook them in, no refrigerators to store them. Ibrahim had no choice but to make more promises that he swears he will fulfil when the war ends. We are all making ourselves, and our loved ones, these promises. No sweets today, but hopefully tomorrow there will be plenty. 

			  Yesterday, in a meeting of the UNESCO Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, dabkeh was included on UNESCO’s official list of ‘intangible culture’. I was supposed to participate in the committee’s meeting in Kasane in Botswana before all this started. Filing this application for dabkeh to be included had been my responsibility – to highlight the richness of Palestinian culture and its contribution to the heritage of the wider region and into humanity in general. Dabkeh is one of the oldest traditional dances in the world, having survived for thousands of years. I was happy to see something I did two years ago finally pay off. Traditional Palestinian embroidery had been included on the list in 2021, so this was a great moment for me, even if I wasn’t there to see it. Next year, I’m hoping our submission for traditional Nabulsi soap to be included on the list will also be successful. Nablus is famous for a kind of soap made there out of olive oil. Things like this might seem frivolous on the surface, but they are part of our people’s identity, and part of what’s threatened, and potentially lost, when occupation or war displaces people. Dabkeh is part of any Palestinian wedding ceremony. Palestinians all over the world – even the descendents of those who emigrated to South America in the mid-19th century – still dance dabkeh in their weddings and celebrations. 

			The main worry for all displaced people at the moment is securing food, water and financial assistance. Most people left their homes with barely any money in their pockets, and those who have money find nothing to buy. Mahmoud, the man in charge of provisions supply at the Red Crescent, showed me an internal report about the number of aid lorries that have entered Gaza Strip during the last few weeks – from 21st October to 4th December. Only 3061 lorries entered, of which 1416 (less than half) were carrying food assistance. The second largest category was water: 629. Next came blankets and covers: 329. Followed by medical supplies: 248. Everywhere you look you see crowds waiting for their aid allocation. Even the smallest parcel means a lot for them, it could mean the difference between surviving the cold and hunger, and not. However, as Mahmoud explained, what people need now most of all is tents and blankets, and these are not arriving in sufficient numbers. With the winter setting in fast, people need to keep warm. ‘Why don’t we say, for a week, we only let lorries with tents and blankets come in,’ I suggest, as if it’s up to me. ‘Of course, first we’d have to intensify the delivery of food, until we even had a surplus.’ But as more and more people become homeless, the situation just deteriorates. 

			Rafah, as we know it, gets smaller and smaller as tents surround it and start to invade it, spreading through its streets and public spaces. The humanitarian aid crisis will only continue while a limited number of lorries is allowed in and restrictions continue to be made on their entry. Hundreds of lorries will need to enter every day for months before the situation is anything like back to normal. The more I hear from people working in the aid sector, the more I realise that international policies are based on immediate need in the immediate area – Rafah and the south. No one talks any more about those who left behind in Gaza and the north. 

			This morning, I had to queue for 40 minutes just to get some falafel for Yasser so that he can have his breakfast. It will be his first breakfast in a week. There aren’t many options. Two young men throw falafel balls into the oil while we await our turn. In front of me, three children are yawning. One of them is clutching her toys tightly against her chest. She tells her older sister that she is tired and asks if she can sit to one side. We tell the falafel man to give her priority. The girls seem happy as they’ve finished their morning duties; collecting food is their last chore. Finally, I take our falafel and stand on a street corner where I stuff the falafel balls into a piece of bread that Ibrahim has given to Yasser and make him his first falafel sandwich in ages. I eat only one meal a day; after 60 days this has become normal. In the beginning, I found this extremely hard, being used to three meals a day, but with the lack of bread and food, I have learned to convince myself that one is enough, or rather convince my stomach. 

			Thursday 7th December 

			Day 62

			During yesterday’s tank assault on Jabalia Camp, my father-in- law’s house was hit. All the walls of the house were brought down. Shells struck the building and left it like a skeleton with no flesh. Hanna cried to me over the phone as she lamented her childhood memories. ‘Both of us have lost the nest of his good old days,’ I say. Now I realise how wise we had been, moving the old man and woman (my father and mother-in-law) out of that house. As the old woman is incapable of walking, if she had been there when shells fell, she would definitely have been killed. It was luck. I did not share this news with them – that their house was gone. Some news shouldn’t be shared. No news is best. The tanks rolled up a few metres to the west of the house and just pulverised it. They keep firing on the region, even when they know no-one’s there. Hanna’s uncle Mansour and his family had moved to a nearby school, while her other uncle Mamdouh decided to stay in his house. As far as he was concerned, if the house was going to attacked, the school would be attacked as well. There was no difference, as there was no logic to be detected behind the way the army targets places. They just have a lot of munitions to use, it seems, and more on the way. Now this couple in their seventies – my mother and father-in-law – have no place to sleep when the war ends, no place to call home. Hanna says that the lower storeys can still be used as bedrooms. At least there is that left for them. 

			 For most of us, all that’s left in place of the homes we’ve lost, are memories. But in war, memories aren’t enough, they don’t help. They don’t keep you warm. They might begin to help slowly when the guns sleep. I realise how lucky I was to have snatched up all our family papers, photo albums and certificates the last time I was in my in-laws’ house. The small, black bag now contains all our worldly belongings in the Gaza Strip. 

			Last night, the news informed us of a ‘ring of fire’ around our neighbourhood in Jabalia. I started to panic about my dad. I tried to call. The news reported some 68 people had been killed. We knew houses that had been targeted well, being close to the place my dad is staying. We all kept trying to reach someone in the area to find out about our loved ones there. 

			It was only this morning that we finally succeeded in contacting my father. Mohammed called a relative, Omar, who also remained in the camp. We had to make this call at 6am as the signal is only reliable at the very start of the day. Omar went to the flat my dad’s staying in and handed him the mobile. ‘I’m OK,’ the voice said. He sounded stable though audibly worried. ‘The only thing you need to do right now is keep safe,’ I said to him. ‘The tanks are at the western end of our street,’ he replied. There are every few people left in the camp now. Many more left in the last three days. The army is besieging the camp from three sides and the tanks are now approaching its very centre, destroying everything in their path. My dad has only luck to count on now.

			People throughout the Strip are feeling betrayed and abandoned. No one seems to care about us. No one comes to our rescue, no one even offers their support. Israel is implementing every military tactic, every new atrocity with no objections from anyone. We have been abandoned and we have to face our destiny and accept it, though we have no say in it. We have to suffer in silence. No matter what we feel or think, no one listens to us. Abandonment is our condition. 

			Walking the streets of Rafah, I meet many old friends – friends I haven’t seen in years. I’m continually stopping to shake a hand or give a hug. Most of Jabalia seems to be in Rafah now. In the long street that connects the town centre with Tel al-Sultan, where our new camp now stands, a new market emerged. Before the war, the only market was in the town centre, but now one runs the length of this street, where many schools are also located. Yesterday, I was happy to see Othman Hussein, a poet and friend. His house in Shuka, a village to the south east of Rafah, was destroyed and he had to move to his daughter’s near the European Hospital. Othman lost his previous house in the 2014 war, then rebuilt it just in time for the airplanes to destroy it again. ‘We build, so they can destroy,’ he says. ‘Or maybe, they destroy so we can rebuild.’ Both times his house was destroyed, he lost his personal library. The last time I saw him was during the Ramallah Book Fair. ‘All the books I bought since 2014 are gone as well,’ he said. 

			Meanwhile, it seems back in the UN Stores camp, we have new neighbours. New tents have appeared beside us, and now every day we hear them talking, quarrelling. I have begun to recognise them – their voices and their faces – and learned their names. As the time passes, we start to share our own stories, each party learning the other’s history. This is how a new community emerges, with the coming together of these histories. 

			Friday 8th December 

			Day 63

			I’ve had to move my father- and mother-in-law from the European Hospital in Khan Younis due to lack of space. After the most severe attacks so far on Khan Younis and its eastern parts, the hospital is beyond capacity. The newly wounded arrive in their hundreds and the hospital’s ability to absorb is limited by those already there. So the administrators have asked that we find another place for them to stay. They said they could stay in the corridors or in the grounds of the hospital, but my in-laws are in dire need of the beds themselves. That said, the hospitals are suffering from a shortage of both staff and medical equipment, so with the support they can get from relatives in the tent camp, maybe it’s better they come and join us anyway. In the tents, they will at least be among family. My father-in-law had also been complaining that there was nowhere to find food near the hospital. There are no shops or stalls in the immediate vicinity – almost nowhere to get food – especially after the escalation of military operations in the eastern parts of Khan Younis. Many missiles have struck the buildings around the hospital and the familiar sea of rubble is starting to gather around it. The whole area is becoming more and dangerous with each day. I couldn’t help but think about the consequences of me leaving Gaza with Yasser. If I had the opportunity to go, the old man and woman should be somewhere they can be taken care of. So the best option is to move them to the new camp. There, my brothers Ibrahim and Mohammed can take care of them, as well as hundreds of more distant relatives who wouldn’t hesitate to help. 

			So with the decision made, my next task was to find a vehicle to carry them from the hospital to the new camp. We had to wait until 6:30pm before the Red Crescent could spare one of their ambulances to take them. Travelling in the evening is risky, of course. I asked two volunteers to join me to help carry the old woman in her wheelchair. There were five of us – the ambulance driver, the two volunteers, Yasser and myself. Once the ambulance was there, we had to move quickly, lest the area fall under tank attack and we ended up getting stuck there. As fast as we could, we lifted my mother-in-law in her wheelchair and set her down in the ambulance, then we had to run back for her mattress and blankets. We made good time. Our driver then had to drive relatively slowly so that we could hold my mother-in-law steady in the wheelchair. It was a case of fast-as-possible-slow-as-possible. 

			We arrived at the new camp and moved the old couple into Ibrahim’s tent so that his wife and little kids can take care of them. The longer term plan is to make them their own tents and for Ibrahim to make a bed for the Haja [old woman] so she can be more comfortable. The first stage of the mission was completed, as the new camp already felt bigger, for these two new arrivals. 

			This morning, we had another mini-gathering around our tents. My sister Halima arrived for a visit. Her husband Ismael spent a couple of hours with us last night. He shared with us how his current abode was the eighth place he’d moved to since the tanks hit his house in the western part of Beit Lahia in the first week of the war. The places they’d stayed in included relatives’ houses, schools and hospitals. It had been a long journey in search of safety. With Halima this morning, the four of us – all siblings – sat and had tea. It made me think of scattered Palestinian families all over the world. We had been scattered too, during this war, but for a moment we were able to come together and socialise. 

			But how long for? How long is this sustainable? There are many who say the end of the year will mark the end of the war. A drowning man will clutch at straws, and people here are ready to believe anything that might lift their spirits and give them some hope. By Christmas, some are saying, or by New Year’s Eve, Israel will ceasefire. Some refer to the forthcoming American elections as a reason for believing this – Biden will need to shore up his base. Any reason for it to end is welcome, as far as I’m concerned. 

			We hear from Ammar al-Ghoul, a friend still in Jabalia, that practically everyone has had to move into schools, after almost complete annihilation of residential buildings by tanks. I ask about my dad, and my friend tells me over the phone that he has also moved to the schools. ‘Did you see him?’ I asked. ‘No, not exactly, but I’m sure he did,’ came the answer. This is far from comforting; as far as we knew he might still be in his place. The images the Israeli army released yesterday, of the prisoners captured in north of the Strip, are humiliating and barbaric. Men are shown with their hands tied, stripped down to their underwear – effectively naked in winter weather – and forced to sit on the ground, hands tied, blindfolded. Hundreds of men are depicted in this disgusting position. I looked carefully through the photos, hoping not to see my dad among them. The images have left us in shock, and made us all angry, as an entire people. Very little news flows now from Gaza or Jabalia as most journalists are based in the south. My friend Mohammed Mokaiad, whose wife has been left paralysed by an attack, has managed to move her to the hospital in Deir al-Balah. He phones me to say he has moved with his children to al-Shifa Hospital. Every day the Israelis tell them to move from one place to another in Gaza city. They spent two days in a school near the Yarmouk Playground, then the Israelis asked them to move further to the west, closer to al-Shifa. 

			More people arrive at the Red Crescent office in Khirbat al-Adas, a small town to the east of Rafah, where I spend most of the day. They come asking for aid and assistance. Some families, especially those who had to leave suddenly under heavy shelling, have had nothing to eat since they left. They wander around in the city and the new camps asking for any help. Anything that can help them get to the end of the day without starving. 

			Saturday 9th December 

			Day 64

			For the first time, I hear people talking about the possibility of a land invasion in Rafah. Now, with all the military activity going on in Khan Younis and the tanks entering the eastern parts of the area, getting ever nearer to the centre, people are worried that Rafah will be next. Standing around a small fire between the tents this morning, there was the usual mix of theories. ‘There’s no military logic to it,’ someone said, ‘they just want to destroy everything in the Strip. Rafah will be next on their list.’ ‘So Sinai it is?’ another asked, dejected. ‘We’re not going anywhere,’ a third interjected. ‘We head back to the north, to our homes.’ ‘They’ll never allow it,’ offered the man pouring tea into the cups. 

			We looked at each other; the worry on everyone’s faces was easy to read. For many, this was their seventh week here and what they thought was going to be a two or three week refuge became several months; with no certainty as to when, or even if, it will end. We have been thrown into the forest of the unknown with no one to guide us, no light in the darkness. Gradually we find ourselves inching closer and closer to the fire, trying to get some warmth into our clothes after the day’s rain. But the cold, like the loss we all felt, still ate at us. 

			As our camp gets larger and more tents are erected, we can’t help feeling that none of this is temporary. But who knows, maybe it could get even worse. From living in our homes to living in tents, from carpeted floors to the cold sands of Rafah, from daily showers to weeks without washing. What is worse than this? Today Hanna rang me to tell me, happily, that Wissam in the hospital in Port Said took her first shower since her accident. Since the war started, the few showers I took at the start were all harried affairs, spent worrying about water all the time. This morning, I discovered there was a bathroom at the Red Crescent office with some hot water. When no one was looking, I stole into it, undressed and filled my bottle with the hot water from the tap, poured it over myself. I repeated the process six times. I used the soap of the toilet to wash my body. This was a luxury, I realised. 

			As the operation in Khan Younis continues, the news coming out gets worse and worse. I haven’t been able to contact Mahmoun for a week now. His neighbourhood was among those attacked. I woke up at 5am especially this morning – when the signal is strong – to call him, but got no reply. The more I try and fail, the more I worry. I tried to call my sister Samah as well, who I haven’t heard from in two weeks. Again, no answer. I tried my sister Asmaa too. The last I’d heard from Asmaa was that she’d moved from her house in the Falouja area of Jabalia to the Nazla town. As for the rest of the family, I’ve been following their news, though none of it is comforting, at least I know they are still alive. 

			The Israeli Defence Minister said at the start of the war that Israel was going to set Gaza back 50 years. From the start it was clear the aim was to destroy everything and kill as many Palestinians as possible. My own ministry has delivered a report on the many historic places that have been targeted, including over 140 buildings in the old city, some of which are a thousand years old. They include mosques and churches, including the Greek Orthodox Church of Saint Porphyrius, the fourth oldest church in Palestine (killing seventeen people inside), and Katib al-Wilaya Mosque, one of Gaza’s oldest mosques. Also the mosque of Sayed al-Hashim, where the great-grandfather of Prophet Muhammad is buried, sustained significant damage. Yesterday the Omari Mosque was damaged. This is the same mosque that was damaged in 1917 by British forces, during the First World War. All high buildings in the city have been brought down, squares have been destroyed, gardens churned into sand and dust, public monuments obliterated – including Iyad Sabbah’s Phoenix sculpture in Gaza Square. The city has been turned into a wasteland of rubble. A city of rubble. This is what occupation brings. Recalling this morning’s talk around the fire, one of the men asks me, ‘What is left for us?’ The implication being nothing. When people have nothing to lose, nothing left for them to build on, their choices cannot be predicted. 

			Today is the 36th anniversary of the outbreak of the First Intifada. I was fourteen years old at the time. We came out of school and headed towards the Israeli army building at the centre of Jabalia Camp. The seat of the occupying forces. It was a remarkable day. The intifada started in our camp, on our doorstep. The very first martyr in the intifada, Hatim Sissi, was my neighbour. I was just ten metres away from him when he was shot. What started as hundreds of pupils throwing stones at the soldiers turned into a historic moment in the history of Palestine. Even the word ‘intifada’ entered the dictionaries of other languages around the world. During that intifada I was injured three times, was in and out of jail for several months, but also managed to study hard at high school, pass my final exams with flying colours, and get into university. I lost some of my closest childhood friends, but not as much as I am losing right now. Every day, in this war, news arrives of another friend I have lost. Every day there is bad news, and every day I stare into the future like a blind man staring into the night. 

			Sunday 10th December 

			Day 65

			Last night, the sound of the air raids seemed very close. It was after midnight when a series of attacks exploded around us. The loudest and most frightening seemed to be to the north. The western road connecting Khan Younis with Rafah (Gush Katif) was destroyed, while other attacks targeted different parts of Rafah. In the morning I would learn that some of these attacks were close to the Red Crescent office in Khirbat al-Adas. And some were close to our new camp. Gradually Khan Younis is being cut off from the rest of the Strip. A handful of roads still connect the city with other neighbouring villages, but day after day more of these connections are damaged. The Israeli tanks get ever closer to the town centre; they’re currently approaching the Abu Himaid junction which leads directly to the heart of the city and the old castle. More journalists have fled the town’s Nasser Hospital. The story of al-Shifa hospital is being repeated there. Same plot, different theatre. The rest of us are just actors and spectaculars re – watching and re-staging the same production year in, year out. The director is fond of our wounds. 

			The news is no longer something we feel is important to catch up on. Death has been normalised. Waiting is normalised. Worry is normalised. We do nothing all day. Today is a copy of yesterday and tomorrow will be the same. You forget what day you’re on. You stop counting the days of the war. At the beginning, the war coloured our calendar and we marked each day with the number on the war calendar. Now, we don’t talk about days, or even weeks, but months. It’s the third month of the war, that’s all I can tell you. This has never happened to me in any previous war. Maybe 50 days was the cut-off point, after which you stop caring. Nothing really matters anymore, except that the war carries on and we must make it to the end of each day. Many people talk openly about not wanting to carry on. Life is beautiful but first we need life, not this. The way we live isn’t life. It’s survival, sure, but not life. This morning I walked for two hours around our new camp. Worry and pain is all you see and hear. People are struggling to deal with a situation and conditions they’ve never experienced before, and ever expected. They have to collect wood for their fires, bake their own bread in the flames they lit, get used to sleeping on sand, get used to empty stomachs. 

			Eisha is complaining that she doesn’t have any flour to make bread for her kids. ‘We tried to buy it from the market but we didn’t find any,’ she tells me. Nor has she received any aid or assistance. Unless you’re staying in a shelter school, you’re not registered on the ‘aid recipients list’ and are not classed as a ‘person in need’. Thousands of families are staying in houses owned by relatives and so have no access to this world of aid. Thousands of others are staying in tents erected outside areas recognised as official refugee camps, and are therefore not registered either. Eisha and her family share one small loaf of bread a day.

			Samah, my sister, is finally in Rafah. She texted me last night to say she’d been there for two days now, living in a tent near the Egyptian border. She couldn’t tell me where exactly. 

			The news coming from Jabalia is terrifying. The Israelis target everywhere, saying the onus of responsibility is on those who chose to remain and hide rather than flee. This morning, a building in the Nadi area of Jabalia was hit and scores of people were killed. The people in Jabalia camp had to make a mass grave to bury the dozens of corpses scattered around the alleys of the camp. This mass grave was dug in the empty areas in the main souk. On stones, taken from the rubble, they wrote the names of those buried, and when they couldn’t find a stone, they used bits of cardboard as headstones. 

			Last night, we sat in the tent sharing videos and images from the north. We looked in silence at places we’ve all known for decades turned into nothing. We spent three hours watching and commenting on what we knew of these attacks. The sense of nostalgia for these places was palpable in the air. For a moment, I felt what all exiles must feel when remembering a homeland they can’t return to. What my grandmother Eisha felt, when she talked about the good old days in Jaffa. 

			Eisha tells me that, two days ago, Jaffa Mosque near the place she is staying in Deir al-Balah was hit. It was like one of those nights we lived through in Jabalia. Everyone jumped out of bed. The kids were terrified. This makes two ‘Jaffa Mosques’ to be destroyed – the one in Jabalia was bombed while I was there, and now this one in Deir al-Balah is gone too. My daughter Yaffa is always proud to see so many things sharing her name – supermarkets, venues, driving schools, libraries, bookstores, schools, even hairdressers! She would laugh and say, ‘It’s all Yaffa Yaffa Yaffa! They all love my name!’ It’s no surprise; memories of this beautiful pre-Nakba coastal town are deeply cherished by all Palestinians. There is no single Palestinian town or conurbation without a place in it named after it. 

			  In two weeks, my daughter Yaffa will turn twelve. She keeps asking by text: ‘Are you going to attend my birthday?’ I say, ‘Yes, yes’ without knowing if it’s true or not. 

			Monday 11th December 

			Day 66

			Last night, I decided to test my familiarity with the new camp. Instead of taking the bus all the way home from Rafah, I only took it as far as Tel al-Sultan, which is the closest suburb of Rafah to the new camp, and walked from there. Only after getting off did I realise it might have been the only bus running that day. Before long, I was happy to reach what I thought was the Gaza branch of the al-Quds Open University as this, for me, was an indicator that I was heading in the right direction. But only a minute or so later, I felt utterly lost. I realised I had walked in a complete circle. It was dark and all the streets looked the same. I asked someone for help, but most of the people here are like me, foreigners to the area. I tried to call my brother Ibrahim but there was no signal. I kept asking people and receiving the same short answer: ‘I don’t know.’ It was only after half an hour that I saw the lights of the UN Stores’ hangers. I couldn’t tell you which direction it was in, I just followed the lights. 

			Despite this mishap, I’m pleased to have now learned the names of all the main streets in Rafah town centre, its major squares, even most of its schools, not to mention most of the markets and different neighbourhoods. I’ve also gotten to know some of the larger streets in the Tel al-Sultan area, through which all vehicles heading to our new camp pass. I’m now familiar with the most recognisable monuments, even the waterways, though I have yet to work out exactly how they’re all connected. I tell Yasser that he’ll know the place like the back of his hand before long. But this prompts the same old question: How long will we have to stay here? When can we leave for Cairo and go back home? I have no answer except to put it all in God’s hands. ‘Whenever Allah determines.’ I’m not sure my answer helped. 

			When I arrived at my tent, I was overcome with exhaustion and wasn’t even able to sit. I had to lie on my makeshift bed for an hour, then I went over to my father-in-law’s tent. He was happy with the place. ‘My new house!’ he announced. My mother-in-law didn’t say a word. She was born in Al Majdal, a small town north of Gaza in the year of the Nabka. Her mother carried her to the south towards what became her new home: Jabalia. ‘Any news from Wissam?’ I asked. ‘She is going to have an operation on her eyes,’ my father-in-law answered. ‘They found a small piece of shrapnel still behind her eyelid.’ Then he changed the subject to news he had just received from Jabalia. ‘The tanks are in front of my house,’ he declared. Most people in Jabalia Camp have relocated to schools or the UNRWA welfare centre. Hundreds are still being killed every day. ‘They feel like they’re just waiting for their turn to be shot,’ my father-in-law says, ‘as every time the Israelis enter a school or the welfare centre, they shoot some of them, and there’s no logic to it. It’s just a game they’re playing.’ The last time I got through to my dad on the phone, he sounded very down. He tried to pretend otherwise and that things were going to be ok. That pretence in itself was a great act of courage, in my mind. To plant hope amid a desert of pain and suffering is no small feat. My father-in-law reads out an appeal, on Facebook, from the Okasha family who live in the street behind the Welfare Centre, asking for help to evacuate his family as artillery from the blind tanks rained down on them. This is their second day under the bombardment and no one has come to help. 

			Last night the F16s and F35s destroyed a flat in a house on Annos Street which is one of the most important and crowded streets in Tel al-Sultan. Six people were killed. This morning, while trying to find a barbers that was still open, I walked past the place. Though the attack targeted the second-floor flat the whole building was damaged. It will all have to be rebuilt. 

			Fifty people were killed in an attack on Deir al-Balah yesterday. Scores of others were killed in different attacks in Jabalia and Maghazi. I phoned Eisha, who is staying in Deir al-Balah, to check she was OK. No one is really OK, of course. We’re not OK in Gaza. We’re alive but we are not OK. 

			I finally found somewhere to have a haircut. I had to set out very early to get to the place as they all become overwhelmed with customers by mid morning. I told the barber to leave my beard, saying I’ll shave it when the war is over. The barber laughed, ‘So you’re growing it down to your knees then?’ 

			Tuesday 12th December 

			Day 67

			Twenty people were killed last night, including six children, in an attack on the northern side of Rafah, an area called Al Zohoor. I was trying to sleep when I saw the red light cut across the sky and heard the screech of the missile flying. Then came the explosion. You could feel it in the sand. For a moment the light turned the night into dawn. The tent poles shook. My mother’s cousin Jumma told me that the bottle of shampoo that he hangs on one of the tent poles fell on his head and almost injured him. It was nearly 10pm and the strike proved to be an overture to a series of subsequent attacks which seemed further to the north, towards Khan Younis. In recent nights, Rafah has witnessed more and more attacks. From our experience with this war, this was a sign for Rafah to prepare. It was only going to get worse: Rafah would be Israel’s Enemy Number One. We’d seen in Beit Lahia and Beit Hanoun, then Gaza City, then Khan Younis. Rafah is next. No matter that there are only civilians here now. Who cares? The Israeli generals invent a new logic with every step of their assault. 

			Remembering our loved ones still in Jabalia becomes a kind of ritual for us, and a way of expressing our worries. My dad has had to move to a school near the Old Railway area, following the orders of Israeli soldiers. He tells me that only when the tanks clear out of an area, do people leave the school and try to collect and bury all the corpses in the streets. Others may go to their houses and fetch things like clothes or food. Some of our neighbours were forced to relocate to schools as far away as Rimal. They had to walk for two hours to get there. I hear from my dad that Amina, my half-sister, along with her husband and kids, made it to a school in Rimal. Again, that decision was made for her by the Israelis.

			Yousef, the brother of my friend Mohamad Diab, was among those men in the photo of the hundreds of naked Palestinians in north Gaza that spread through the media last week. He had relocated to a school near his house. The army entered the school in the middle of the night after blowing up its front gate – a standard practice for this occupation: they don’t wait to knock. The officer then ordered all men aged between fifteen and 55 to stand to one side. Then they were ordered to undress, in front of all the others, but told they could keep their underwear on. The officer and his assistants then walked up and down and picked out dozens and dozens of men for arrest. Their selection was just on what they looked like naked. Then they asked the rest of the half-naked men to walk towards Nasser Junction, near Tal Azzatar. I was relieved to hear that my dad hadn’t been subjected to this. He would not have made it. When the sun rose, the semi-naked men were told they could move to the schools near the Old Railway area. Yousef instead took the risk of going with a couple of his neighbours to Sheikh Radwan, where he could finally get dressed and clean himself up. Meanwhile, back at the school, the women and children were told to flee and, soon afterwards, the army set about destroying everything inside, including setting fire to school textbooks and stationery. This morning, another school further to the north in Beit Hanoun was destroyed by the tanks. 

			During the night, my mother-in-law complained about feeling cold. She asked for more blankets. She was covered with two and the best ones I could get. I give her and Yasser one of mine. Her complaining about the tent being cold woke me up. I told her it is just for one night; in the morning we will fortify the tent and add more nylon so that it feels warmer, and we’ll close any holes in the corners. She was right though, the tent was bitterly cold. This was at 4.30am and I couldn’t sleep after that. In the morning, I make tea and encourage her to her wrap herself around the hot cup to get warm. 

			On my way into Rafah, I meet Abd-Raouf Barbakh, a member of the Rafah camp’s Popular Committee, which is effectively administrating the new camp. He is with two other members of the committee, and is full of complaints about the way aid was being distributed. They ask if their committee can be involved in some of the decision- making. I promise I will talk to the person in charge of the Ministry of Welfare. ‘We need more blankets and tents,’ Abd-Raouf says loudly. ‘Otherwise people are going to start dying from the cold.’ 

			As I head into town I feel exhausted. The food we’re all eating is insufficient and unhealthy. My body is growing weaker and when I got up this morning, I felt pain in my back and legs. Hanna suggests that I buy some multivitamin tablets. It’s an absurd suggestion at a time like this; anything that isn’t an absolute basic is unthinkable, when people are dying all around us. ‘But this is basic,’ she snaps at me angrily, ‘It’s your health!’

			Yesterday, Moner, a social media activist and good friend of mine, published a photo of me preparing my tea on the fire in front of my tent in the new camp. I received dozens of text messages and phone calls from friends all over. I blamed him for that. Moments of sorrow or humiliation shouldn’t be shared. Often, I feel that this is all a test for us. Life is a test. But it’s not one you have to pass or fail at; you just have to endure it. 

			Wednesday 13th December 

			Day 68

			What we’ve been dreading happened. It rained all night long. Water entered hundreds of the tents. People woke up cold, wet and frightened. Some tents were even uprooted by the wind. It wasn’t that strong, but enough to shake and dislodge some of the more haphazard tents. It was a terrible night. The elements became just another weapon to inflict suffering on these poor unrooted people. Their curses and cries were as if this was a hurricane, but when your lives are this precarious, it doesn’t take a hurricane. People had to re-pitch their tents, divert rainwater from their little square of sand, replace wet bedding, if they had anything to replace it with. And they had to do all this while rain was falling and the wind was whipping at their bodies.

			Inside the hangers of the UN Stores, water flooded up from the sewers and people had to get out and stand in the rain until the sewers could be unclogged and water could run through them again. It was a huge disturbance for everyone. Those who had pitched their tents in the streets and near the houses of friends, saw them flooded and found themselves out on the streets again with no tents. Rafah may be a southern city but being close to Sinai and the Negev desert, its climate is similar. On winter nights it gets extremely cold. The sand absorbs the cold and radiates it all night long.

			I was woken by all the noise. Fortunately our tents were ok. Just a drizzle of water at the door side of my father-in-law’s tent. I tightened the canvas around the entrance so that no water could come in from that side. In Ibrahim’s tent likewise there were a few leaks from the top. He realised that one of his tent poles wasn’t planted firmly enough in the ground. It had dislodged. It was midnight and we did what we could to replant it but the rain and wind were against us. Unfortunately, it had been raining the whole day and it wasn’t showing any signs of letting up. 

			‘The morning has eyes,’ I said, which is an idiom meaning all will be clearer and easier in the morning. Let’s sleep now. In the morning, we’ll fix what couldn’t be repaired tonight. 

			So around 6am this morning, we started again. After a lot of re-tying and fixing, we felt we’d earned a cup of tea. Ibrahim prepared it on the fire and all of us sat together in my father-in-law’s tent, warming our hands on the hot cups.

			It had been a terrible night for everyone. It tells us a lot about what the coming days and weeks are going to be like. This was our first encounter with winter in our new camp. And it was just the beginning. ‘What happens when full scale storms come?’ Yasser asked. ‘The tents might fly away.’ I laughed. ‘Then we will fly our tent like Aladdin flew his carpet,’ I snorted. ‘We will visit all the countries and cities we ever dreamed of.’ He smiled and said: ‘And I can go to Ramallah and see my mum.’ I thought the fanciful metaphor was cheering him up so I added: ‘Of course, but you have to come back to Gaza afterward.’ ‘No, not until the war ends,’ he said. I thought of all those who didn’t have enough blankets and covers last night, of all those who had to pass the night without tents, who had to sleep on the uncovered ground. There were thousands of them. Thousands of people left alone to face the elements and their destiny unprotected.

			 At 7.30am, Abu Riad, one of the drivers working for the Red Crescent, phones me to ask if I want a lift to their office in Khirbet al-Adas. It is very nice of him and an opportunity I couldn’t refuse. I head out to the main street where I find him waiting. In the car, he has five other PRC employees (Palestinian Red Crescent). He drives west to the field hospital that the PRC is setting up. Beside the hospital, the PRC has erected a small camp of tents for its employees who have themselves been displaced from other areas. The five employees get out. Others who spent the night building the field hospital got in and we drive around in the city, letting them out. For me, it’s like a morning tour of the city. The place is still waking up, slowly, as so many were busy in the night with their tents. Even those who were lucky enough to spend the night in private houses faced problems with water leaks – from damaged roofs and broken windows, as most houses have blown out windows or roof damage from the attacks. No place is immune from the rain. A few shops in the souk in Shaboura are now open. A long queue is gathering outside a falafel shop we pass. The shopkeeper is feeding his fire with more wood. It is common now to see people selling wood tied together in bundles.

			Hamza, my nephew, sends me two photos of our family house in Saftawi after its destruction. Yasser explains that he posted many photos of life in that house on his Instagram account, showing the house how it should be remembered, but that he can’t get into the account anymore. He promises to restore it and download the photos when he gets home. Photos and videos mean a lot in this war. I ask some friends abroad, with whom I shared many short videos of Salim al-Nafar (who was killed last Tuesday along with his family) reading poetry at our last meeting, to send them back to me. Aid Abu Samra also had many photos of us together in his house, he shared them with me. What is left is memory and part of our struggle to stay alive is a responsibility to not forget what has happened. Emotionally we are all in limbo. Our grief has to be postponed while we’re still fighting to stay alive. Until then, we must keep all our photos and videos safe – they will nourish us when the time comes.

			Thursday 14th December 

			Day 69

			A rumour has spread through the tents that by the end of the year, the Israelis will start letting some of the displaced return to their homes in the north. ‘So the war is going to end?’ someone asks somewhat doubtfully. Some reports talk about the possible return for some – but not all – of those displaced from the north. Sawah, another journalist, says that cars will not be allowed. ‘No cars, no cars,’ a third agreed, ‘that’s fine – we can walk back. We’ll take that.’ ‘But most of us don’t have homes to walk back to,’ I scoff. ‘We’ll be walking back to rubble.’ Lucky are those who will still have a few walls still standing – they have something to start with. My brother Ibrahim objects, saying of course we will need cars, how else will we be able to carry all our blankets and clothes with us, the things we will need to survive those first few weeks in the rubble as we try to rebuild? ‘All our belongings have been burnt or crushed under rubble, or looted by Israeli soldiers,’ he says.  ‘When we go back, we need to start from scratch. We will have less than we have here. There are no shops or bakeries left in the north now.’ I get his point, but all of this is moot, based on a rumour or a bit of political gossip.

			It has now been five days since I’ve heard anything about my father. There is so little news coming from Jabalia right now. The connection there is terrible. This morning I woke up at 5am to try to call him and his wife but in vain. I tried again with various relatives and neighbours, to get hold of anyone still left in Jabalia or west Gaza City. ‘I’m worried,’  I tell Ibrahim. Part of my worry is that my father needs to take his medicine regularly, and if he is held in a school with everyone and not able to leave, he will start to panic. On top of this, when the family home was destroyed, his only remaining medication was what he had in his pocket. We can only pray that he had enough, and hasn’t run out yet. The last time we spoke, he said he was OK to all the questions we asked. But how long can this ‘OK’ last?

			Last night, the drone wouldn’t let us sleep, hovering loudly over all the tents. Our body clocks seem to be governed by the drone: if it sleeps, we sleep; if it works, we lie awake listening to it, waiting for it to finish its mission – observing us, killing as many of us as its operator demands. Like so many others, presumably, I can’t help but think about these young killers behind their screens somewhere beyond the Gaza border, watching us and enjoying their work, like they’re back at home on their PlayStations. ‘It’s going to be a hot night,’ I say to Ibrahim. ‘The drone is on the prowl.’ The night before it had been cloudy so we had been spared its hovering, and the sound of raindrops drumming out a rhythm on the roof of the tent had given us something else to listen to. But last night, it was different. It took me more than an hour to sleep. I had to convince myself it was ok, it was normal, that this is the sound of normal life now. I’m not sure if I convinced myself, but it eventually got me off to sleep.

			More Israeli missiles struck Rafah last night. Explosions and bombardments were heard many times throughout the night. In the morning, Abu Riad, the driver, told me that the Israelis had targeted the northern parts of Rafah, towards Khan Younis. The news arriving from Khan Younis is worrying. We’re no longer able to keep up with all the news around the Strip these days. Being occupied with the daily struggle – searching for bread, water, wood to light our fires, internet, etc., – leaves little room for following the news. It is not that we no longer care, but that our horizons have been narrowed to these basic needs. Only at the end of each day, when we gather in my tent, do we talk about what happened during the day. Sometimes in the mornings, when we gather around the stove and have our first tea of the day, we exchange a few thoughts on what’s going on. But other than that, everyone is too busy trying to survive. When friends sound surprised that there have been more attacks on Rafah, I tell them this is normal and what’s not normal is believing what the Israeli Army says. I never believed that Rafah would be immune from the same treatments Gaza City and Khan Younis faced.  

			Yesterday I saw the images from Jabalia Cemetery. Israeli tanks had driven over the graves, exposing and systematically disinterring bodies in huge numbers – some freshly buried, some in the ground for up to 70 years. No eternal sleep for Gazans, it seems. The extent of the devastation was almost total – you could say Jabalia doesn’t have a cemetery anymore. Just an open-air, rotting morgue. There are conflicting theories as to why the Israelis are doing this – some rumours claim they’re harvesting organs from the recently dead. This doesn’t make sense, as organ donations need to be properly refrigerated, surely? Others say it is to collect trophies. In previous CIA-led invasions and political assassinations, there have been claims that key enemies were decapitated after their execution and their heads collected for some CIA warlord’s vault back in the States (people like Colonel Gaddafi and Maurice Bishop and others). Maybe the Israelis are starting their own collection. For me, it is just about humiliation. They know how disturbing these images will be to Palestinians. They’re trying to spook us.

			Before all this, my first thought, however, is for Jabalia – my home – a place for which this cemetery is sacred. On seeing these images, I repeat what many have already said: There is no Jabalia anymore. There is no Gaza. When I saw what had become of the city, driving through the streets in the days before I headed south, I realised that Gaza, as I know it, doesn’t exist anymore, that the war has turned the clock back on it many decades, left it a ghost town, an empty labyrinth of what has been lost.

			Friday 15th December 

			Day 70

			Last night, I went to see my friend Sohail Mousa near the centre of Rafah. I walked from the office of the Ministry of Social Welfare in Tel al-Sultan to his place, accompanied by my friend Abd-Raouf Barbakh. The walk took us about an hour and the whole way we couldn’t help reflecting on what we saw. Raouf, being involved in the relief efforts, and administration of the new camp, had plenty to say.

			When we arrived, exhausted, at Sohail’s place, he was toasting coffee beans on the fire. After the beans turned half black, he crushed them, then boiled some water and poured us out cups of coffee. Homemade coffee – the height of luxury! Instead of buying low quality ground coffee, which is usually mixed with other ingredients, he is making a special effort, buying raw coffee beans to start from scratch with. Sohail, an engineer who just retired from the Municipality a month before the war, looked sad when our conversation moved to the state of Rafah right now. ‘This will take decades to reconstruct,’ he said. ‘Even the question of where to put all the rubble will be difficult. We may have to recycle it, somehow, as we have nowhere to put it.’ ‘Even clearing the rubble will take tools and equipment we don’t have,’ I added. Rafah’s infrastructure isn’t built to cater for a million – the amount currently here. It was barely able to serve Rafah’s inhabitants before the war. Most of the aid coming in is emergency aid, and it isn’t designed to meet longer term needs. ‘For example, food is not everything,’ I said. ‘Right now, people need mattresses to sleep on, but the aid isn’t bringing mattresses. Food is important, obviously, but first you need a place to stay, a mattress to sleep on, a blanket to cover you. Even if you had a million dollars in your pocket, it would mean nothing right now, as there aren’t any of these basic things to buy. Donations are not just what’s needed – we also need pressure from the international community to open the border so a range of products can enter and normal trading can begin again.’ 

			This hour and a half chat with Sohail left me feeling even more troubled than before. The challenges facing Palestinians are harder than anything we could have imagined; the moment the challenge isn’t just ‘how to survive today’, a whole world of future suffering will open up to us. I remembered my early thought, when I was in the north, that the real war starts when the military operations end. It’s true, both politically and at the level of human drama. When the guns are shut down, the pain and despair of ordinary people will come to the surface. It will be that moment of realisation: both of the loss they’ve suffered and the new conditions they have to live with. In this sense, thinking of tomorrow is more difficult than thinking of today. 

			I walked from Sohail’s place to our new camp in the west, this time alone, which took about an hour and twenty minutes. Yesterday it seems was my day of walking. There was no mobile signal all day; my attempts to call Hanna and Ibrahim all failed. Only later did I learn that there were no mobile or internet signals anywhere in the Strip that day. The walking exhausted me as I hadn’t eaten anything all day. When I arrived, I lit the fire and toasted a piece of bread and cooked canned minced meat. Even the most basic foods, when prepared on the fire, become delicious. 

			On my way to the Red Crescent office in Khirbat al-Adas, this morning, I meet one of my aunt Mariam’s sons. He was one of the many Palestinians working in Israel when the war broke out who were automatically arrested by Israeli police, tortured, and then sent to Gaza. My aunt Mariam has moved from her place in Saftawi to Nazla town, I learn. One of her sons has lost a leg. In every house, there are losses like this. My mother had two sisters, Fatima and Mariam. Mariam was born a few months before my grandfather was killed when he was defending Gaza during the 1967 war. As a little girl, she never knew her father, she didn’t even have a grave to know him by. When my grandfather was reported killed, by his comrades in the battle, no one was able to bury him. His corpse was thought to be removed and disposed of by the Israeli Army, but who knows where or how. 

			It is sunny today though not exactly warm. On the back of the truck heading to Khirbat al-Adas, two men are discussing the state of the land invasion in Khan Younis. They loudly disagree as to where exactly the Israeli tanks have reached so far. A third man interjects, shouting, ‘It doesn’t matter where they are. What matters is where we are.’ Then he becomes more sombre, pointing at the people around us on the back of the truck. ‘We are here.’ There are some fifty people stood or sat on the truck with us, our bodies swaying from side to side, or rocking up and down, as the lorry climbs the street. ‘We are here like sheep,’ he concludes, as everyone around us falls silent, as if suddenly realising this truth. 

			Still there is no talk of a ceasefire. Nothing about peace talks or efforts to end all of this. ‘Will there be a truce at Christmas?’ Abu Riad asks me, as I get off his truck this morning. ‘Maybe,’ I say. He seems buoyed by this. ‘That’s still nine days away,’ I say, ‘even if it does happen.’ He’s still buoyed. ‘Nine days isn’t so long.’ Any break, even a short temporary once, is better than nothing in this nightmare. 

			There is an attack in the Baiok Quarter of Rafah. Abu Raid asks an ambulance driver to head out there. Yesterday, around twenty people were killed in raids across Rafah. I have lost track of the number of casualties – those killed and those injured. By now, even death is normal. The figures should be horrifying the world, the world should be standing in shock. Instead it’s all just normal. And no one is saying anything. 

			Today it is the 70th day of the war. What a number!

			Saturday 16th December 

			Day 71

			This morning, I chance upon a young mother sitting in front of her tent, teaching her son the alphabet. It’s sunny. The sand, which has been wet from the rain two days ago, has started to dry. This was supposed to be his first year at school. His first day would have been just a month before the war broke out. He can’t have learned anything in that short time. For all children in Gaza, this year will have to be written off, educationally speaking. They will all skip this year. Even if the war ends in a couple of weeks, no one will be able to go back to school immediately. With a dry tree branch, the woman draws out the figures of each letter in the sand. “Alef” (A), Ba’ (B) Tha’ (Th). Then she takes her son’s tiny hand in hers and guides him in drawing out his first letter. He is happy to see his handwriting in the sand. She smiles too. I move closer to watch the scene. I remember my first day at school and the times when I had to study in Jabalia camp with no electricity. A little gust of wind picks up and blows the surface of the sand away. The letters disappear and the child becomes forlorn that his great achievement should be erased. The woman smiles and says: ‘Let’s try again.’ Once more, holding his hand in hers, she begins to write out the letters. Once more, he’s happy with himself. His smiles encourage her to move on to the next letter of the alphabet. 

			Last night, I went to see Faraj. For three days now, he has been sick. His wife said that she’d been to the only pharmacy she knew of, but they were out of medicine. As there’s been no new supplies for pharmacies, they have slowly emptied one by one. I suggested she squeeze a lemon for him to drink. I asked him if he could stand up and walk a little with me around in the camp. He nodded but then he didn’t even try. There are countless viruses and infectious diseases swirling through the camps, and schools and makeshift centres, where displaced people live in overcrowded spaces, and lack basic medicines. There isn’t a single health centre to be found anywhere in southern Gaza, to take care of these hundreds of thousands of people. Many people are falling sick and having to suffer it without treatment. Faraj had three blankets over him but still he shivered violently. His wife looked worried. We all stood around him lying on the mattress on the ground. We can do little more than hope. 

			Faraj’s wife, Mazal confided, guiltily, that she no longer thinks about the war. Her mind is too occupied with daily challenges: how to secure wood for the fire, or water to wash their clothes, where to hang the wet clothes so they have the best chance of drying, how to get flour for bread, where and when to queue for aid assistance. ‘Sometimes I even forget there’s a war still going on,’ she said. She looked around and continued, ‘I even forget our previous life. I no longer think of my old house, my old life. The hardship of the present moment drives out all other thoughts and memories.’ 

			Today another journalist was killed by the Israeli Army. An Al Jazeera cameraman, Samer Abu Daqqa was killed in Farhat School in Khan Younis. He was left bleeding for five hours, after a drone strike on the school, without being provided with any first aid. Ambulances couldn’t reach him, the reports say. Over fifty journalists have been killed by Israelis so far. I knew Abu Daqqa. We met many times. That is the irony of his death – he was killed trying to show the world the ongoing injustice of this war – now the world will no longer see it.

			We have drawn the short straw with this enemy – an enemy that knows no boundaries, respects no international laws. The Paris-based Reporters Without Borders recently published a report in which it claimed that, in many cases, journalists in this war have not been targeted intentionally. But if we’re told that Israel has precision military software that can tell exactly where al-Qassam Brigades are hiding, surely a journalist wearing a bright blue vest with ‘PRESS’ written on it is something their technology can detect? They know that bombs explode in all directions, right? Surely they know how far a missile’s destruction will reach? When does ‘turning a blind eye’ become an ‘unintentional consequence’? The only impact such reports have is to encourage Israeli soldiers to kill more journalists and cite some report written in Paris when they do so.

			It’s been two days now without phone signals strong enough to make any calls. Hanna texts me me to say the signal in the north is OK. She managed to talk to her two uncles, Mamdouh and Mansour. They’re both OK. They spent the night sheltering in a school and during the day, if the soldiers retreat far enough away, they sneak back to their house to catch some shut-eye. ‘Did they tell you anything about my father?’ I texted back. ‘They said he might be in a different school,’ she replied. 

			Yesterday I posted the last photo I took with him in Jabalia on my Facebook wall. We were together with Yasser, my son, and Ibrahim, my brother. He fixed his shirt and smiled for the camera. That was my last day in the north and I was preparing to leave as the photo was taken. We had chatted for an hour before I suggested we take a selfie. We were standing near the entrance to the little alley that leads to our house before it was destroyed. On my mobile, I have another photo of us, taken just before, while he was fixing his shirt. An action photo. I miss him. We all miss him and we pray for his safety. 

			Eight corpses were found in Shadia Abu Ghazala School in the Falouja area. According to eye witnesses, they were executed by Israeli soldiers. More corpses are found every day like this. It’s terrifying. So many mass executions are taking place and none of them are being reported. By the time anyone is allowed back to the North, and most of these victims are found, the bodies will have decayed and the evidence of the mass shootings lost forever. 

			God, please end this horror. The fact that it is going on is killing us. 

			Sunday 17th December 

			Day 72

			Gaza has been abandoned. Nobody cares. Every day we hear of scores of massacres being committed on the ground, in which civilians are killed and no one even reports them. Unfortunately, the two sets of people that should never have left Gaza City and the north were the first to flee. I am referring to journalists and the international organisations. When the journalists headed south, they left the city unwatched, unmonitored, for the most trigger-happy genocidal young Israeli soldiers to do their worst. During the early weeks, all journalists were doing their work from the main hospitals. Only a very few were reporting ‘from the field’, so to speak. When they fled south, only ‘citizen journalists’ were left to send images taken on their mobiles, and they are limited in their movement and reporting, of course. It’s important to remember the sacrifices and risks all journalists took before they left, and how much they suffered, but one wonders if the truth left with them. Even now, in Rafah, all the reporters are based in the Kuwaiti Hospital to the west of the town. I can understand the journalists wanting to be safe while they work, but not being safe instead of working. 

			The international organisations left the north even before the journalists did. I remember the day the Red Cross evacuated its office in Gaza City, in the second week of the war. We went out of the Press House, into the street, to see their convoy leaving the office on al-Shuhada Street. They evacuated not just international staff, but all their local employees as well as their families. Rumour at the time had it they were moving to a compound in Deir al-Balah, it being safer there. This was very early on, before the Israelis started demanding citizens evacuate. The rest of the UN organisations did likewise. They all left. They all escaped and abandoned the city, left it to fend for itself. Despite the Red Cross’s mandate being to guarantee the protection of the civilians in times of war, it left those civilians for war to just kill them. The UN did the same thing. Is anyone innocent, in these situations? Why, in other wars, in other parts of the world, do they stay at their posts and keep working, or keep reporting? Why do those places get protection, while Gaza barely sees them for dust? What’s the point of them, if this is what they’re going to do when push comes to shove? 

			This was the tenor of a long conversation I had with my friends in the Palestinian Red Crescent office, here in Rafah. Everyone is angry. ‘Even we tried to get food to Gaza City and the north, during the truce,’ one worker angrily explained, ‘and our remit is Rafah!’ Now the civilians in Gaza and the north are subject to massacres every day and no one knows about them as no one is left to report them. Only civilians, like my dad, are there, and hundreds of them are being taken hostage by the Israelis every day. Scores are killed every day. People are bleeding to death with treatable wounds, because help isn’t coming anymore. Who cares? No one, it seems. 

			I can’t stop thinking of my dad and two brothers, Mosa and Khaleel, still in Jabalia, and of other relatives and loved-ones left behind: Faraj’s mother, my neighbours. Most of the neighbourhood has been destroyed, no one still there recognises it, but it doesn’t matter if there’s no neighbourhood as long as there are still neighbours. Some images leak out of the north showing corpses abandoned on the streets being eaten by abandoned dogs and cats. Hundreds of corpses have gone without burial for weeks now, lying uncovered. I refer to images from Kamal Adwan Hospital, a few hundred metres from our neighbourhood. All I want is for this nightmare to end, for those we love to be safe. 

			More attacks last night. From midnight till dawn, the raids didn’t stop – mainly to the east, as far as I could tell. One attack, we learn later, was in the Jonaina neighbourhood of Rafah. This morning, I passed by the targeted area. A boy who survived it has written on a concrete pillar the names of his family members who are still under the rubble. ‘My dad, my mother, my brother Ahmad, my sister Lila’ the writing reads. I couldn’t hold back my tears. I let them flow. The news talks about the coming ‘grand battle’ of Khan Younis. That must make what’s happening now just a ‘warm up’ exercise. The hundreds that are killed every night – that’s just a warm up. The ‘grand battle’ will only start when the Israelis finish their operations in Jabalia and Shuja’ia. I am still worried about my friend Mamoun and his family, in Khan Younis. For two weeks now, I haven’t managed to talk to him. One glimmer of hope is something a young man told me recently – that there’s still access between Rafah and Khan Younis along the coastal road. Abu Riad, the Red Crescent driver confirmed this, saying he drove along it this morning. 

			While walking through Rafah this morning, I hear a man call for passengers going to Deir al-Balah. I look at Yasser. He understood this meant a chance to see my sister Eisha. I suggest we go and spend the day with Eisha and the kids – who we both miss – and spend the night with my friend, the journalist Ahmad Saed. For Yasser, this would be a great break from the monotony of our daily routine. My impulse was to jump at it, but then I paused for a moment. In the Palestinian Red Crescent office, a young man told me he’d just arrived from Deir al-Balah and that lots of others are going back and forth to the place. Some people, he said to my complete surprise, are even swimming on the beach. ‘No way,’ I said. ‘Really. Some are even wading out and fishing then selling what they catch.’ Yasser’s expression said it all. I tell him, ‘Maybe in the next few days,’ I say. ‘We have to be careful.’ The idea of eating fish and walking on the beach sounds like heaven, but we mustn’t be deceived by our own desires: need must come first. 

			The PRC is facing difficulty reaching the injured; all comms have been cut off, even locally. When they hear a raid, they send out the ambulance to go and look through the streets for the devastation, following the lights and the sound. In many cases, when the attack is in an evacuated area, they have no way of knowing where it is. Today is the third day the south has been disconnected from the rest of the Strip and the world. I haven’t been able to talk to Hanna or to anyone. Nor is our isolation being talked about in the media.

			Monday 18th December 

			Day 73

			‘Rafah will get even more crowded today,’ the driver says when he picks me up outside our camp. Seeing a big ‘why’ on my face, he continues: ‘The army have ordered the occupants of a series of blocks on the eastern side to evacuate. The Israelis are slowly moving towards the centre of the town, block by block. Most of the evacuees will arrive into the western side of the town after about 10am,’ he says. ‘Where are they going to go?’ I ask, ‘the place is full already.’ Every spare patch of pavement or side-alley now has a tent occupying it. He smiles: ‘There are still places towards the beach.’ ‘But that’s a long way to walk,’ I say. ‘When you’re fleeing death, nothing is a long way,’ he replies. 

			Behind us, five women were lamenting their situation, ‘sitting on the back of a truck like cattle’ as one of them put it. The whole thing is like a dream, the youngest of them said. ‘One minute I was having dinner with my husband and kids, chatting and laughing, and getting ready for bed, as we do every night. The next minute we have to flee because our house has been struck by a missile.’ I see the tears welling in her eyes. As she finishes, she tries to hide her face behind the hair of her little daughter sitting beside her. She asks her daughter if she misses her grandmother. The little girl smiles and says, ‘A lot.’ She whispers to her: ‘Today we’re going to see her!’ Another woman says she would be happy to return to the north, even if it meant sleeping in the rubble of her damaged house. The young woman’s daughter asks if she has any more chocolates. ‘Tomorrow,’ she says, ‘when we go back to the house – then I’ll buy more chocolates.’ 

			From eavesdropping on their conversation, I deduce she lives near Kamal Adwan Hospital, north of Jabalia camp. The army is reported to be burying wounded people alive along with the dead in that area right now. Scores of people were buried in a mass grave, while still bleeding, near the hospital. With the absence of international organisations or journalists to monitor it, these crimes continue to be unaccounted for, immune to repercussions. The area around the hospital has been all but completely destroyed. Like everywhere else in Gaza. Everyone is dead and everything is pulverised. The hospital has been turned into an Israeli military base where Gazans are detained and executed. 

			Around 100 people were killed yesterday in different raids across Jabalia, and scores of others wounded. Attacks on the Shibab family destroyed a housing complex and dozens lost their lives. The killing in Jabalia just gets worse and worse. The army acts more violently each day as hundreds of civilians there are taken hostage and then subjected to the Israelis’ orders. If you dare walk the streets, you’re likely to be picked off by snipers, by young kids in battle ware having fun, enjoying themselves behind a wall of US-funded military equipment. Men are humiliated en masse, like being ordered by guards to walk naked or to stand for hours on end in their bases. The Israelis are controlling every inch of their lives, not allowing aid and food to arrive to them, not allowing them to leave their houses, storming and executing men randomly, and without warning. You wonder what their society has done to them to make this so easy for them.

			Haytham, my friend, calls me from Jabalia. He tells me he is staying near my dad and my brother Khaleel in the camp’s UNRWA Welfare Centre. My dad is struggling without his medication. He doesn’t have his inhaler anymore. I ask Haytham if he can try and get a new one from a pharmacy. But all pharmacies are closed, he tells me. There are no healthcare centres operating in the north now. He tells me that my dad was struggling to breathe a lot last night, and that he and Khaleel spent two hours trying to help him. He needed fresh air. Haytham promised to do his best to help him. I thanked him for his kindness. 

			The last time I saw Haytham was two days before the war broke out. We were sitting in my flat at Al Saftawi, with Faraj and Mohammed, as we do every time I arrive in Gaza. Now Haytham and his family have had to move to the UNRWA Welfare Centre after their building in Tal Azztar was damaged. Haytham is walking along the main street in front of the Centre as he’s talking to me, so he can’t put me onto my father. I ask him if he can call me again this evening when he’s with him, so I can speak to him.

			This morning, I walk with my friends around our camp for two hours. We used to have morning walks like this in our actual camp: Jabalia. As we get to know more and more people in this camp, these walks become full of greetings and short exchanges. Abu Ahid, my friend and neighbour, is now using a stick to walk. ‘In war, we age quickly,’ he says, smiling. ‘You need to look after yourself, Atef.’ Tell me about it, I think, I turned fifty a few weeks before this war started. Time moves faster than you think. 

			Tuesday 19th December 

			Day 74

			‘What does it feel like living in a tent?’ a friend texted me. It doesn’t feel like anything, I reply, you just have to get on with it, and fight for every minute of your life. It doesn’t matter if it’s a tent or a palace, there’s no difference – death can reach you just as easily. In a tent you realise what’s going on is not forever. It’s all temporary. There’s no pleasure in it, no comfort, no upside – it’s just part of the suffering we all have to go through. Is this tent going to be taken by the wind, the way your family home was? Soon enough, it too will be part of the past; one day, you will look back and ask yourself, did I really live through all this? 

			You have to regard yourself as lucky to have a tent that protects you from the elements. It is your palace, your castle, in times like these. Ghassan Kanafani once wrote in his novella Umm Said, ‘One tent is not like another,’ meaning the tent of forced displacement and humiliation cannot be the same tent that shades the fedayeen, the resistance movement. Right now, we are being humiliated. But the time will come when we are in a different type of tent.

			My brother Khaleel talked to me on the phone about conditions in the UNRWA Welfare Centre in Jabalia. They don’t have enough food or bread, he explained. There’s no flour. There are no aid deliveries. They depend on what’s available in the houses of those whose homes haven’t been bombed yet. My dad, his wife, Mosa, my brother, my half-sister Amina, her husband and their two kids were all going to stay the night in Ibrahim’s father-in-law’s house which has so far not been damaged. Any house is a luxury at this stage.

			More terrifying images arrive from the north. More massacres. Every time I read about an attack in Jabailia, I call all the numbers I have in my contact list from Jabalia, trying to get some news. This can take hours sometimes. Hours of worry and tension. It is only when someone assures me it’s not near the place where my dad is staying that I can relax. Today I was sent a photo of a donkey cart: the donkey is slumped on the floor, having been shot, and the people on the cart are dead as well. The colour of blood and the detail of the bodies is too much to bear. 

			With each day, the international media interest dwindles. Gaza is gradually dropped from the news ticker. Even the number of people killed and injured becomes unimportant because its normal to hear that hundreds have been killed in Gaza today. There’s nothing new about it. The Israeli army patrols the north unchecked, taking more souls and destroying more homes – and none of it is news. I tell Yasser they shouldn’t be talking about how many houses have been destroyed, they should be talking about how many remain. 

			The Israelis announce that their operation in Beit Hanoun is complete. Another report refers to a possible return for some of those displaced from the north. ‘Some?’ people ask. ‘So not all of us, then.’ Questions fly back and forth in the tent as we sit eating popcorn that Sawah has kindly made for us. Sometimes guessing about the Israelis’ next move is our only entertainment. The sense that we might go back to our homes, or what remains of them, before New Year’s Eve is vanishing. ‘It’s going to be a long, drawn-out lottery game’ someone comments, ‘deciding who goes back and who doesn’t.’ Suddenly the conversation doesn’t live up to the popcorn anymore. ’No one knows, as always,’ I say, disappointed. ‘One day we’ll return. One day, one day, one day. It is in the pocket of the future.’ 

			It has been four weeks since I left the north. Sometimes it feels like four years, other times four seconds. I miss it. I took my life in my hands every day there, but still it was better than this. In the north, I knew every street and every alley. I never got bored. There were always things to do, people to meet. When I think of the drudgery of my life here and the suffering I’ve endured to adapt to this precariousness, I feel like I’ve been here for years. But then when I let my mind wander and indulge in memories of our 46-day struggle to survive, I feel like it was just a minute ago. 

			I forget to wash my face each morning. I don’t remember the last time I brushed my teeth. Ten days might pass without me taking a shower. I even decided to write myself a note and put it in my pocket with my ID card, saying, ‘Take a shower today’. It wasn’t a reminder to take one, it was a reminder to try harder to find somewhere I can. The other day Abu Riad, the driver, quietly prepared a bucket full of hot water in the toilets of the RC office and gave me a bottle of shampoo and told me in a strict voice: ‘Today you shower, Doctor.’ ‘But I don’t have a towel,’ I replied. ‘No matter, do it and stay wet.’ 

			Wednesday 20th December 

			Day 75

			I text Wafi, the juice seller from our street, to ask if he’s ok. After three hours, I receive a reply: ‘Things are difficult but, so far, we’re OK.’ Wafi has moved from Jabalia to the Zarka neighbourhood south of Jabalia town. The Israelis hit different parts of Jabalia Camp and Jabalia Town yesterday and last night with scores of ‘fire rings’. I tried to call several friends and relatives to ask about my dad but there doesn’t seem to be any signal in the north. This afternoon, Hanna sends me a Facebook message telling me that there are lots of attacks in Deir al-Balah and she was told by Wafaa, her niece, that they are close to the area where Eisha is staying. She suggested I call her to check on her. I tried, of course, but the phone network has been off for five hours. We’re back to the old cut-off policy. As the missiles rain down, the world gets disconnected. 

			  Yesterday, my friend Mohammed Abu Saida and three of his sons were killed by a missile from a drone. The four of them were sneaking along the street, from their house north of the camp, to a water station to fill their gallon-bottles. They had gone without water in the house for many days. Before they got to taste it again, the drone’s missile sliced them to pieces. The last time I saw Mohammed, who we used to call ‘Abu Shafik’, was three months before the war began. He had invited me round to eat desserts he’d prepared himself. We were supposed to arrange another meeting. He asked me over the phone: ‘Do you miss my sweets?’ Now I miss him and I’ll never see him again. 

			This morning, I walk for three hours in our new camp with a couple of friends. By now, I’ve become familiar with who lives in which hangar, the numbers of each hangar, even the alleys that run between the tents, and the quickest routes through the camp. After the walk, I stoke the oven, stuffing bamboo sticks and cardboard into its fiery mouth. For a moment, I felt I knew the place in my heart, like it was part of me. I felt it. Do I belong here now? The thought terrified me.

			In the bus to the town centre, a young man is happy with himself for having purchased a little bottle of Pepsi. He announces to the other passengers: ‘Since I was in elementary school, I have dreamed of this moment!’ He is exaggerating, of course. He paid five shekels for it, when its original price was more like one. He says he was ready to pay ten for it. An older passenger mutters, ‘We may as well eat each other.’ On the bus, most of the passengers look tired as they exchange views on their new life here. None of them like it. Another young man laments not having heard from his family in three weeks. ‘Are they alive?’ someone asks. ‘I don’t know,’ he replies. ‘I hope so.’ He left his family in al-Shati camp west of Gaza City. The good news, according to another passenger, is that prices are set to go down as, in the last few days, products and goods have been allowed through the Karm Abu Salim border crossing. Merchants have been allowed to import goods for the first time, mainly food. More products are in the markets and soon the prices will start to go down. He smiles and tells the ‘Pepsi’ man that his bottle will be worth two shekels tomorrow. 

			Today my colleague, Mohammad Ziyara, the PA Minister of Housing, had his name included on the Egyptian’s list, to leave through Rafah – a list overseen by the Israelis. He has now left for Cairo. When we heard the news this morning, Yasser looked at me as if to ask: when are we going to leave? I told him any day now our names will be added to the list. ‘Why wasn’t it included when his name was?’ he asked. I didn’t have an answer for him. ‘Any day now,’ I repeated. It’s true, I have been applying to leave for days now, under Hanna’s insistence. But Yasser wasn’t convinced. ‘I’m serious,’ I said, ‘if Ziyara left today, we might leave tomorrow.’ Yasser suggested I make some phone calls. I explained there’s no need. ‘They will phone us to tell us our names are on the list.’ This seemed to convince him, and sensing that he was about to leave, he planned with his new friends to make the most of the time they have left together.

			‘Tomorrow is not long to wait for,’ I said before I left for Rafah.

			Once more, we hear reports of a possible truce. It’s another popular topic on the bus. Because of the crowds thronging the streets, the journey to Rafah town centre takes us nearly an hour. An old man objects, saying, ‘After all we’ve been through we need a complete end to the war, no more truces!’ When I get to the office in Khirbat al-Adas, I’m not long sat there, writing up my day., before a staff member, from the room at the end of the corridor, bursts in and asks ‘Where was the strike?’ ‘What strike?’ I say. ‘Didn’t you hear the raid just then?’ he asks. ‘The building shook from side to side!’ I’m surprised that I didn’t hear or feel anything. I walk with him to the window and see the ambulances speeding off to the west. 

			Saja, Ibrahim’s daughter, has been asking a lot recently for a cat to look after. Her father knows he won’t be able to fulfil this wish as pets aren’t exactly something that’s on sale right now. He tells her he’ll ask a friend if there’s anywhere selling them. The ten-year-old squeals with delight. ‘I’m going to take it back home,’ she says. ‘There isn’t a home to go back to anymore,’ I tell her. She needs to know this. ‘But you can take it wherever you go.’ 

			I think of the cat Bilal used to take care of, after being left alone on the roof of his neighbours’ house. Is it still alive?

			More ‘fire rings’ have been falling on Rafah today. I ask the man in the next room which areas have been targeted. ‘When the ambulances come back,’ he says, ‘we’ll know.’ Till then I have to wait, and worry about Yasser and my brothers and family in the new camp. 

			Thursday 21st December 

			Day 76

			Last night was freezing. My hands and feet were so cold they hurt, even my stomach hurt, and I couldn’t sleep for shivering. Even before we turned in, I needed a blanket over me as we sat in my tent, talking about the war. Ibrahim, seeing me shivering, even got me a second blanket. When I laid down on the mattress, I felt the pain of the cold deep inside. I threw the blanket over all of me, even my head. I couldn’t see anything, so just listened to the sound of the wind. I heard the sound of the tent’s nylon sheets flapping back and forth in the wind. The sound of the wind was louder than the drones for once. I didn’t sleep until I heard the call to morning prayer. This was around 4:45am. I poked my head out to see if it was daylight yet. Darkness still prevailed. The only thing I could see was how much the wind shook everything. I felt for the poor little olive tree not far from our tent. It might be uprooted any minute. 

			My most memorable and painful experience of the cold was 32 years ago when I was in the Israeli Jail. I was eighteen at the time – December, 1991. I had not finished my first semester at Birzeit University and I had just been transferred from a jail in Gaza to one in the Negev Desert. I wrapped myself up in the only blanket the administration provided me. We were being kept in tents then as well, in the middle of the desert. I kept my head under the blanket then too. It was so cold and windy. When I pulled the blanket over my head, my feet became exposed. And vice versa. I tried, in vain, again and again, to cover all my body. The blanket was too short to help. I spent a few weeks in this grim battle against the cold before it started to warm up. Since then, I have always hated the winter. I think I have developed a phobia even to the idea of the cold. It paralyses me. 

			The weather in Rafah is similar to that of the Negev Desert. Rafah is called the gateway to the deserts – Sinai to the south, Negev to the east. This is just the start of winter, and it’s going to be hard one for the million people living in tents at its gateway. 

			This morning, everyone is talking about their experience with the cold last night. I rubbed my hands together and said, ‘It’s just the beginning.’ 

			Increasingly, Rafah is witnessing more and more attacks. Every night, we hear the bombardment around us. Yesterday  evening, we witnessed a helicopter firing a rocket towards the east. And then during the night, we saw the lights and heard the explosions of rockets. Nearly every corner of Rafah is targeted, daily. It’s a complete carbon copy of what happened in the north and Khan Younis: warming us up before we become the ‘field of operations’ for the land invasion. It’s a well-worn path. But it’s difficult to imagine the land invasion here, where it’s just so crowded. Where are the thousands of us meant to go next? Despite recent rumours, there’s no confirmed news about any plans to let people move back north. Now as I sit in the PRC office, writing this diary, I hear explosions at regular intervals followed, a short while later, by the sound of ambulances speeding to the targeted area. On the bus, on the way here, the driver pointed out a destroyed mosque. ‘This was the big attack, last night,’ he said. People were still trying to get victims out from under the rubble, dead or alive, as we drove past. Most of the cars parked on the roads around the mosque were crushed or damaged. In the office, the PRC manager says there’s been a new raid on the border. Border officials have been killed. ‘The situation is deteriorating rapidly,’ he says. Every day, I see new targets and new parts of the town turned to rubble. I can feel my experiences in the north catching up with me for a Round Two.

			Yasser asked me again this morning about going home. ‘We are home,’ I said impatiently, knowing that he meant Ramallah. ‘Soon,’ I added, knowing privately that this ‘soon’ might be a day away or a month or more. News has come in that Wissam has been moved to a hospital in Ismailia. ‘When we go to Cairo, we can stop by on our way,’ he says. 

			I have become very fond of the bus into town. I have to walk each afternoon to a specific street where the driver sets off from and then wait. Today I had to wait twenty minutes, yesterday I waited half an hour. It is good to sit and watch the road from the window of a bus. It convinces you briefly that everything is normal. But nothing is normal, and even on the bus I feel the cold. 

			Friday 22nd December 

			Day 77

			Around midnight, I heard an explosion, but for a moment I wasn’t sure if it was one of the explosions my dreams are filled with, or a real one. I got up and looked around. Everyone was sleeping. I went back to my mattress. I heard my mother-in-law from the next tent, complaining about the cold. I went over to her; she was covered by three blankets but she insisted they weren’t enough. I brought her one of mine and laid it on top of the three she already had. 

			At 4:30am I start my round of phone calls to check on the safety of family and relatives. At 7am I get a call back from Mamoun. He is at the Rafah border, taking his son Ibrahim, who is on his way to Egypt. This is Ibrahim’s last year at medical college in Cairo. Finally, he has been allowed to leave to finish his studies. I’m relieved to hear this and that Mamoun’s family are OK. ‘It’s extremely dangerous in Khan Younis right now,’ he says. ‘Have you no plans to move south?’ I ask. ‘Not sure,’ he replies. At noon I call him again to see if Ibrahim managed to get through. He tells me he’s still waiting. ‘Movement through the border is slow,’ he says. ‘Only a few people have been let in so far.’ 

			During the war, nineteen separate academic institutions in Gaza have been hit, being totally or partially destroyed. Great universities like Al Azhar, the Islamic University, and Al-Quds Open University have seen their premises in Gaza City and near the Gaza Wadi almost completely obliterated. Some 88,000 students have seen their education put on hold. Even if the war ended tomorrow, these wouldn’t be able to reopen for months, maybe even years. Laboratories, libraries and IT labs will all need to be rebuilt from scratch. Remote learning will not help most of the students as, even if the network could be restored, most people will have lost their laptops and computers under the rubble of their homes, and who knows when even an intermittent electricity source will be available to a fraction of homes. There are hundreds of students like Ibrahim, who were just visiting family from their studies abroad and will now lose a whole academic year. The situation is more bleak when it comes to younger students and pupils whose loss of an entire academic year will have long-term knock-on effects, impacting all their subsequent education. No one has ideas about how to get out of this tunnel. 

			Faraj updates me about more deaths in our neighbourhood. More of our friends have been killed in the last week. I become increasingly afraid to turn my phone on and go on social media, lest I see more bad news. Even at night, as we get under my blanket in the tent, I hate the moment when Faraj or Ibrahim turns to me and asks, ‘Did you hear who died today?’ Last night I told them it was too much. I didn’t want to hear it. 

			Instead, I thought of a happy image from the day: the sight of little girls and boys playing on a swing near the tents. The swing flying high, and their joyful squeals getting louder than even the drones. Their laughter mixed with fear was the perfect antidote: we love life in spite of death, it said. Other boys and girls were sitting on the ground and, though cold, drew out games on the sand. Others played hide and seek between the tents. This is how childhood should be, I thought. I spent twenty minutes watching them and the fun they made around us. Nothing, it seems, can prevent a child from being a child. 

			Last night, as the sun set, I became fascinated by the colour of the sky. Half of it – to the southwest – was completely red. It seemed like a volcano was raining fire from above. That part of the sky was cut up into strange red blocks. Can you appreciate a painting, purely aesthetically, whilst also being reminded of all the blood that’s been shed over the last few days, without betraying that loss? The sky is red and angry, but beautiful at the same time. The other half of the sky – to the northeast – was scattered with light, pale clouds through which the moon shone clearly. I took a photo of the red half of the sky with my phone, while others around me appeared more interested in a donkey which seemed to have chosen one of the tents to sit down beside for a rest. A teenage girl pointed up at the moon and told her little sister how beautiful it was. 

			On the road to Rafah, someone had written on the walls of a school: ‘If I were president, I would make the sound of your laugh the national anthem’. A simple sentiment filled with love. It reminded me of all the graffiti I used to love reading on the walls of Jabalia camp. One of my many unfulfilled projects is to publish a book of them. Just ten years ago, I took photos of hundreds of them which I then lost when my mobile was broken. I think about this expression of love all day, and the young man so enamoured with his sweetheart’s laughter, he wanted to make it the national anthem. I felt I somehow knew the sound of it when I read the words. I remembered how, during the First Intifada, the walls were the communication devices through which national parties talked to the people, and vice versa. We would know if there was going to be an escalation, or a workers’ strike, from what was written on the walls. 

			Today I feel blessed with all the images I’ve seen. 

			More news comes in of attacks in Jabalia town and Nazla. All residential blocks. Hanna tells me, over the phone, that a house owned by Saed Dibis was targeted a few hours ago. This is where my sister Asmaa is staying. I make a few phone calls. But it is Hanna who manages to reach Asmaa’s brother-in-law who tells her that Asmaa is OK, though his uncle Saed was killed along with his family. 

			Saturday 23rd December 

			Day 78

			Yesterday I lost two of my oldest and dearest friends, the brothers Mohammed and Ahmad Khila. They are both the uncles of Maher, my sister Eisha’s husband. I cannot remember my old days without them appearing in them. Since I was a toddler, they have been in my life. Their house was just a few metres away from ours, and I was forever playing with Ahmad. The only time he wasn’t in my life was when he was thrown in an Israeli jail for his involvement in the Intifada, something all Jabalia boys of our age took part in, of course. His release was one of the few miracles of the Oslo Accords and his death yesterday was just one of the many consequences of its demise. His brother Mohammed was two years older than us. He too spent many years in Israeli jails, and after Oslo became a PA officer. At one point, during the Intifada, their mother was visiting four of her children in Israeli jails. 

			Mohammed made the most of his life after he was released. He sent two of his sons to receive an education in Germany, where they still live. For him, this was an investment in peacetime. One of these sons, Khalil, messaged me on Facebook: ‘Your old friend has died,’ he said. ‘He was poor but kind.’ 

			Ahmad meanwhile was the ‘fruit of the neighbourhood’, the life and soul of the community. You couldn’t imagine the place without him. Whenever I visited, he would be the first person I’d ask after: we’d spend hours standing in front of his house, or in front of the grocery, catching up. Talking to him made me feel I’d never left the street we were both born in. 

			When we left Jabalia for the south, both of them were still refusing to move. The morning we left, Ahmad was busy helping his older brother Shawki – Eisha’s father-in-law – get into the car which would take them to the crossing near Gaza Wadi. I was waiting for the car to drive them and then come back to take me. ‘Are you not tempted to leave?’ I asked him. ‘It’s still safe here,’ came his reply. Maybe he knew this wasn’t true, even then. Ahmad – the youngest of four brothers – has always preferred to be in his family home for as long as I’ve known him. The other three brothers moved to new houses when they got married, but he stayed in the family home. When Shawki and his family left for the south, his brother Mohammed moved back to stay with him in the family home. Later, as the tanks started firing shells randomly in all directions, the situation became unbearable and they moved to their sister’s house in Nazla town. This was the last stop in their search for safety. The street – which ran from the western end of Nazla all the way to the edge of Jabalia town – though narrow, remained the last enclave of still-standing buildings in north Gaza. Over the last three nights, F16 and F35 fighter jets have put an end to that. 

			Ahmad, Mohammed and their sister Huda were all killed along with their families. So far, 30 bodies have been pulled from the rubble. Many others have still to be found. The list of my lost beloveds grows unbearably long. I couldn’t sleep last night. I was too consumed by thoughts of Ahmad and my childhood. My past is being systematically erased by this war. 

			In the morning, around 4am, I try to reach Eisha on the phone. At around 6am, Maher calls back. They both cry as we talk. Eisha tells me her son Mohammed has become terrified, having lost so many of his friends: his cousins, the children of Ahmad, Mohammed and Huda. No words can convey what they feel and no condolences can lessen their anguish. 

			Yesterday was the first time in months I’ve had food served on a table. I was invited to have dinner by Sobhi Shaqalih in the house he’s moved to in Khirbat al-Adas. Sobhi is a Palestinian Red Crescent officer and also a good friend. We used to meet in his house or in my office in Ramallah when he visited the West Bank. His house in Nuseirat was destroyed a month ago, so he’s now living in his wife’s sister’s house. Yasser and I were treated to delicious rice and meat and salad, even a dessert and coffee. There’s something very strange about something so normal as this, right now. Yasser couldn’t get over the fact we were eating around a table. I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to sit on a chair and have your own plate, knife, fork and spoon. Or what it felt like to dish out your own food onto your own plate from a pot in the middle of the table. Or what it felt like to have dessert and coffee after a meal. Thanks to Sobhi, his wife and her sister, we were transported back to our old lives just for one evening. I spent two hours with them talking and discussing the wider situation. Sobhi was worried about his parents who have moved to a relative’s house in the northern part of Nuseirat Camp. The Israeli army have ordered all inhabitants of Bureij Camp and the northern parts of Nuseirat to move to Deir al-Balah. These areas are ‘battlefields’, as the leaflet says. Sobhi’s challenge is to think of a way of getting his father and mother to Rafah. ‘The road isn’t safe,’ he said, sipping his coffee. 

			Today is my daughter Yaffa’s birthday. I didn’t meet my promise and make it back in time to celebrate it with her in Ramallah. I miss Yaffa so much. I miss her smile. I miss her hugs. Today she turns eleven. She is my youngest, and my only daughter after four boys. Her birth was a gift for us, as we always wanted a daughter. I couldn’t imagine my life without being called ‘Dad’ by a girl. I phone her before she sets out for school. Her voice sounds happy. I tell her how sorry I am, and that for her next birthday we will throw a huge party. It hurts when you feel incapable of making your child happy. When we first started talking about this birthday, my plan was that we’d all come to Gaza and have a big party with her Aunt Huda and her cousins, Wissam and Widdad. Now there is no Aunt Huda, there is no Gaza even. No such reunions are ever possible again. ‘Happy Birthday Yaffa,’ I say. ‘I saw what you wrote on Facebook,’ she replies. I wrote: I miss Yaffa. Who doesn’t miss Yaffa? Either the girl, or her namesake, the city, Jaffa, that my whole family was displaced from. But today, it’s the girl.

			Sunday 24th December 

			Day 79

			Around 2am I saw the rocket’s light and heard its explosion. It was very loud and apparently very close. The attack targeted the house of the Abu Alof family in Tel al-Sultan, just a few hundred metres from our tents. Two people were killed and others injured. Then other rockets lit up the sky and shook the ground. I couldn’t tell if they were coming closer or if this was as close as they were going to get. I went back to fighting the cold in pursuit of sleep. 

			An old Bedouin woman entered the PRC office yesterday, asking for aid. She complained that since she left her place near the border, she hasn’t received any kind of assistance. No one has offered her a hand. ‘If nothing else, give me a blanket to cover my body with at night,’ she wailed. Her Bedouin accent was unmistakable and her embroidered dress gave away her background. She explains that when she was displaced, she wasn’t able to bring anything with her. And now she has no place to sleep. She just moves from one place to another. ‘To die would be less humiliating than this.’ Abu Riad asked her to follow him. Although there was no aid kept in this office, he shared with her his four blankets. Every day I hear stories like these. A young man came in soon after, asking for Pampers for his newborn child. His wife had given birth in the first week of the war. When they moved from their house in Gaza, they couldn’t carry anything more than their firstborn. ‘I do not have anything for my baby,’ he cried. ‘Even my wife isn’t getting enough to eat so now she’s unable to produce milk.’ No one knew what to say. 

			This morning, my sister Naema phones. She has just visited my dad. He cannot walk, she tells me. His body is weak from lack of proper nutrition. They haven’t had bread for more than a week. ‘He can’t even go to the bathroom,’ she says. She sounded very low. She is staying in a school in Jabalia, where the situation isn’t much better. Everyone is starving there. Few phones have signals. We were lucky to get her call. No aid makes it anywhere near the north. Since the truce ended, no food has reached the north in any form.  

			I sit alone in my tent, thinking about the weeks I have spent in it already. Though I feel the cold acutely, it’s better than being outside. Though it gives me no privacy – anyone passing can see inside it – it gives me a sense of being alone in my own space. The pillow and blankets all give me an illusion of home, a place to call my own. It is the place I didn’t choose to come to and to which I never want to return, but it’s mine. I feel, and probably look, like my grandfather, Ibrahim, who was my age when he was forced to leave Jaffa and live in a tent on the sands of north Gaza some 75 years ago. 

			I go to visit my great aunt Noor in her tent. She is having her breakfast. The same breakfast she’s eaten for weeks. ‘Does this all remind you of your life in the tent after the Nakba,’ I ask her, ‘after you were driven out of Jaffa?’ She replies by telling me some stories from those days. For her, it’s all the same. Same loss of safety. Same absence of hope. Leaving her, I think of her life, a history sandwiched between two displacements. Her childhood in one tent. Her eighties in another. She told me: ‘Listen, I never liked my tent. No one likes their tent. Line it with the finest rugs, and best furniture, and they’ll still hate it.’ 

			Last night, we wanted to celebrate Ahmed, Noor’s third son’s birthday. It falls on the same day as Yaffa’s. We made him popcorn on the fire. We poured it onto a big tray and wished that his next birthday would be back in his house. ‘I’ll make it a barbecue,’ he said. I thought of Baba Noel, and the Christian Palestinians in Gaza. What would Father Christmas make of Gaza, looking down on it from his sleigh. No children in their houses. No houses to speak of. He will have to search for the kids under the rubble or go tent to tent looking for them. What presents can he offer them, other than the hope of a ceasefire. 

			I try to phone my friend Philippe who is staying with his family in the church in the old city, to wish him a Merry Christmas. But there is no signal in Gaza City, as always. Baba Noel will not visit Gaza this year, I think. He wouldn’t risk it. He’d be shot in the head the moment he landed his sleigh. 

			Monday 25th December 

			Day 80

			Last night, a massacre was committed by airstrikes on Maghazi Refugee Camp resulting in the death of 75 people. Another ‘ring of fire’ rained down on Bureij Camp. The total death toll over both attacks was 95. The images of children torn to pieces while lying in their beds, the videos of the survivors screaming fill up our phones. In the morning, all the dead were laid out on the ground outside the gate of a nearby hospital, where prayers were conducted for their souls. No one can explain why kids should be killed asleep in their beds. Just as no one can explain why buildings need to be brought down on top of them. Nothing can protect us from the barbarity of this genocide. Not a concrete building, not this tent. Everywhere is threatened. Anywhere might be our last resort. 

			The tanks are moving towards Bureij Camp. Many residents have fled already, moving west on foot towards Nuseirat. But Nuseirat is in no better position. It comes under fire these days as often as Bureij. The Israelis’ plan is to move all those living east of Salah al-Din Road westwards. This will mean evacuating the whole eastern half of the Strip: areas like Bureij, Maghazi, Abasan, Bani Suheila, Khuza’a and Shuka. This strategy will obviously put enormous pressure on Rafah and Deir al-Balah, two areas yet to be officially declared ‘battlefields’ by the Israelis. In most of the leaflets distributed by the army, people are being asked to move to these two areas, but without any guarantees that there won’t be attacks.  Many reports refer to the Israeli intention of controlling a ‘security zone’ alongside the eastern flank of the Strip, with another along the northern border. The intention is to reoccupy the Strip and to have continuous access to operate inside it. With every friend I meet today, the first topic is the new operations in Bureij and Maghazi. Fadi, a friend I bump into in the Rafah souk, tells me we all will be imprisoned near the beach in a very limited and narrow slither. ‘Where are you staying?’ he asks. ‘Near the UN Storage Base,’ I say. ‘Good,’ he smiles, ‘that’s well to the west. Whatever you do, go west.’ 

			My thoughts go to my father – I haven’t heard his voice for such a long time. Emad, a relative who stayed in Jabalia and can get a signal from certain areas of the camp, tells me over the phone that he saw my father this morning. ‘He is OK,’ he says. By ‘OK’ he means still alive. When I ask if he’s spoken to him directly, he says, ‘There’s no way of getting through to him. There’s no signal anywhere in the neighbourhood. I have to walk a mile or so to the west to get a signal.’ 

			On my way back to the new camp, passing al-Quds Open University, I notice everyone is looking up at the sky. I needed to know what they were looking at. A drone was hovering lower than normal, for once clearly visible. It was playing a loud automated recording, in Arabic, talking about an imminent attack. Presumably, it means the street I’m walking on. The irony of surviving all I’ve witnessed for 79 days and then being killed on the 80th suddenly hits me. I quicken my pace. 

			This war is not going to end – it’s a thought that dominates the conversation in my tent this afternoon. It’s cold and windy outside. Rumours that it was going to end before Christmas or the New Year proved to be wishful thinking, and have been replaced with new rumours: that it will end by Ramadan [in March]! ‘Are we still going to be here come Ramadan?’ Ibrahim asks incredulously. The words fall like a bomb. There is something realistic about this new theory that silences everyone. I have to offer some hope. ‘This is just speculation,’ I say. ‘It will end before then, I’m sure.’ Ibrahim is unconvinced and asks again: ‘Are we really going to be spending Ramadan here?’ 

			I mention that talks are taking place, as we speak in Cairo; they might lead to a truce or a deal. Yasser pricks up his ears at the mention of the city: ‘Cairo?’ he asks. ‘Soon,’ I say. 

			Tuesday 26th December 

			Day 81

			Maison, the manager of Jaffa Cultural Centre in Khan Younis, texts me at 6am, asking if I can call her. When I call her back, she asks if I know any children who need clothes. Maison now works in humanitarian aid, and is involved in distributing food and clothes to the displaced. Two weeks ago, she cooperated with the Ministry on a program for psychological support for the displaced. She and her team started putting on entertainment and kids’ games in the shelter schools, as well as showing films. Now she is busy with different work, receiving aid and food and distributing it to the needy. In times like these, there are priorities. People need food and clothes. They need to be helped in other ways, of course. But more basic needs come first. 

			I ask Ibrahim to go with four other families to receive the clothes from Maison. I give him the address of the drop-off point. Faraj’s wife, Mazal, was very happy to get new clothes for her three kids. On her way back, I saw her walking between the tents with her newly clothed kids. 

			Yesterday evening, I walked with Kamal Soboh, a writer friend, through the streets of Rafah. Kamal has plans to form a committee to help displaced writers in Rafah and secure them food, tents and clothes. Life is just about priorities right now. Kamal is the author of four novels and was working on a fifth, but that life is all on hold now, of course. Now he just has to help others. He feels guilty that he couldn’t host a friend last week as his house was already overcrowded. I have read Kamal’s latest novel and tried to talk to him a little about it. But we both realised we don’t have the energy for this kind of conversation. In the end, a writer is just a man or a woman who wants to take care of their kids. No one is thinking of art right now. The painters have fled their studios, leaving their brushes and their work behind – to be crushed under the rubble. Such things are distant memories right now. Who would buy new paintbrushes when they don’t have enough money to buy food and clothes for their kids? ‘We can only think of life right now,’ I say. ‘But art is part of life,’ Kamal objects. ‘It can help us better understand life, even this life.’ I’m reminded of the many texts Kamal has posted on his Facebook wall. Nor is he alone. Many writers have been processing this experience through words. Kareem Satoom, a young and memorable actor, Kamal reminds me, is currently putting together some short plays to perform in the shelter schools. ‘Art matters, even in hard times.’ 

			I arrive back at the camp with two pieces of wood for my mother-in-law – to put under her mattress, and lift it off the sand a little, so that she doesn’t feel so cold. ‘Now you have a bed!’ I declare, ‘if a little low.’ My father-in-law smiles: ‘This is no bed. This is a throne!’ I can see the love in his eyes. For more than 50 years, they’ve been married. They started their lives together in a refugee camp, and now, in their seventies, they’re continuing it. Widdad, my mother-in-law, was born in Al Majdal [now called Askalan] about fourteen miles north of Gaza in 1948 and was carried by her mother to a tent before celebrating her first birthday. If her mother were to see her baby girl now, still in a tent, 75 years later... what would she think? 

			It is sunny today, so I help her outside and sit her down on the wheelchair so she can catch some of the sun’s warmth. We make our tea and sit around her, enjoying her presence.

			Many newly displaced people are now arriving from Khan Younis. The Israelis have forced more areas in Khan Younis City and Camp to leave under the threat of the shelling. Day and night, new leaflets fall from the planes asking people to evacuate. Everything is pushed towards Rafah. Our new camp is spreading outwards towards the west. Before long, all we will be able to see will be tents – a sea of tents, near a sea of water. Yitzhak Rabin, the former Prime Minister of Israel and a General of its army, once dreamed that he would wake up one day and find the sea had swallowed Gaza. So far, both the sea and Gaza are still there. 

			We receive images on our phones of the PRC Hospital (Hilal) in Tel al-Hawa in Gaza City. The PRC centre there is one of the most beautiful buildings in Gaza. As well as the hospital, it hosts a huge cultural centre, a hotel, and an NGO. My play Something is Going On was performed there in 2004. The images we received were of the buildings bombed and on fire. 

			Wednesday 27th December 

			Day 82

			We don’t have any wood this morning, so there’s no tea to brew, or sip as we stand between the tents trying to warm ourselves in the early sun. Luckily the sky is only partly covered, and it looks like the rain is going to hold off till later. Wood – our main fuel for cooking – is fast becoming a precious commodity and has all but disappeared from the markets. As more people arrive from Khan Younis and the central region (Nuseirat, Maghazi and Bureij), the demand for wood has rocketed. And recently, all I’ve seen in markets is fresh, green wood – still wet from being cut down – which produces more smoke than heat and harms the eyes and chest. But beggars can’t be choosers, and even with its harmful smoke, it keeps us warm. 

			But today we don’t even have that. No wood means no food. The smoke from the fire in front of a nearby tent makes us jealous. Ibrahim sounds worried as he tries to work out how he’s going to secure wood in the coming days. I try to stop thinking about our one meal of the day, which I usually prepare in the evening, as who knows if we’ll get one today. Ibrahim says that he might go ‘wooding’ with Jumma if he fails to find anything in the markets. Some areas to the north of Rafah still have a few trees. 

			Despite the fact that gas has been allowed to be brought into Gaza as part of the international aid, the amount is not enough and the way it’s distributed, completely unfair. Priority is being given to the inhabitants of Rafah, not the displaced. The first time I bought wood from a market, during the war, it cost less than one shekel per kilo. When I arrived in Rafah you could buy a small bundle for 30 shekels. Now the same bundle will cost you 150. 

			Much of the aid that comes into the Strip is meant to be distributed freely, but somehow it ends up at the souk for sale. There are merchants who are specialised in this, people who control the availability and the price. 

			It’s difficult to comprehend that your entire day can collapse around you all because of the absence of a small pile of wood. Yasser says he’d prefer to stay in the camp today, so Ibrahim and I walk to Tel al-Sultan to find a lift to Rafah town centre. I didn’t want to answer any phone calls, I just wanted to walk. 

			I part ways with Ibrahim in the town centre, as he needs to walk to the Jonania district. I carry on to Khirbat al-Adas. In the PRC office there, I meet Mohammed Hawajri and Dinna Matter, two of the most prominent young artists in the Gaza Strip. For an hour and a half, we talk about our lives as displaced people. Reference to art and painting sneak into the conversation. The two of them left Bureij just yesterday, as the tanks moved towards their buildings. They left their joint studio which holds all their paintings. In his more recent work, Mohammed’s paintings depict animals in different poses, always moving, always being watched carefully by an onlooking human. Dinna, by contrast, portrays Palestinian women in traditional dress. Mohammed runs the Eltiqa Gallery in Rimal which was destroyed by the Israeli army in the first month of the war. Scores of paintings by different artists were lost. Neither of them can think about the future with any certainty.

			Last night, I went to visit my sister Samah whose tent is at the furthest tip of the Strip, where it meets the border on one side and the sea on the other. At this point, the Mediterranean bends west where it becomes Egyptian. It’s the last wave of the eastern coast of the Mediterranean, and the first wave of its southern coast. The last drop of water for Asia, and the first for Africa. Samah’s tent is just one among many hundreds. The journey from the entrance to our camp, to the roundabout where we have to turn left into hers, takes us about 45 minutes by car, because of the crowds on the roads, but on the way, when I went by foot, it barely took ten. Thousands are coming now from Khan Younis, Nuseirat and Maghazi. I’ve never seen crowds like it. Everyone is looking for a place to pitch their tent. In some ways, they’re luckier than us who came from the north as they have the chance to bring more of their stuff with them – kitchenware, blankets, even furniture – because there’s no checkpoint between where they’re coming from and Rafah. We only brought shoulder bags with us. Having said that, I don’t envy any of them right now.

			Thursday 28th December 

			Day 83

			The war never ends. This tent is our new home. This camp is our new neighbourhood. Time passes and, in a few days, it will be three months since that morning when I went swimming in the sea and everything started. What can we do, other than wait? It’s like waiting for our own death to arrive to take us away in its carriage. We wait for the unknown, for Godot who’ll never arrive, for aid, for news, for food. The war is eating our life away. Our days are disappearing, like the sun behind a curtain of dark clouds. We think we’re waiting for the war to end, but what we’re actually waiting for is our life to end. 

			Abu Riad, our driver, tells me a horror story from last night, when he thought death had finally come for him. He was driving some volunteers from Rafah to the Khan Younis HQ in the Al Amal quarter, when suddenly he realised he was in the middle of a tank attack. Shells were falling around him, in particular targeting Nasser Hospital, where an estimated 14,000 are taking refuge – in what feels like a straight replay of al-Shifa. Abu Riad saw shells explode right in front of his car, which is a medical services vehicle emblazoned with the Red Crescent insignia. The tanks were moving in from Jalaal Street towards the PRC building, firing shells in all directions. He would later learn 29 people were killed. His only choice was to reverse as fast as he could and drive to the west. His survival, he tells me, was a miracle. 

			He tells me that he has to go to Nuseirat this afternoon. He’s worried that this is going to turn into a similar trip. He has to bring PRC workers from their office there. They want to flee to Rafah like everyone else, but Abu Riad is uneasy about the prospect of driving there. I tell him I might accompany him as I’d like to visit Eisha. I miss the kids. ‘Are you sure?’ he asks, surprised. For him, it would be good to have company, it will settle his nerves. But he warns me it will not be safe. ‘Who knows,’ I shrug. ‘Are you not afraid?’ he says. ‘Of course, I’m afraid, but I also have to live.’ 

			Last night Eisha called me. We spoke for half an hour or so. Her father-in-law Shawki still cannot process the loss of his two brothers and sister, along with their families. I told her I’ll try to get a taxi and visit them in Deir al-Balah. Ibrahim objected to the idea at the time, saying it was too dangerous. I assured him many are making the journey, though he remained unconvinced. 

			As we drive towards Rafah, a car passes in the other direction. The driver evidently knows Abu Riad. ‘The country needs you, Abu Riad!’ the man shouted. ‘The country is gone, habibi!’ Abu Riad shouts back. It is his comrade from prison 30 years ago, he explains to me. 

			When I get out of the car, I tell him if he decides to go to Nuseirat, I will definitely go with him. He nods, but I’m not sure he’s going anywhere, he’s so shaken from the night before. 

			Tents are everywhere. Walking out of the camp earlier this morning, with Ibrahim, it dawned on me that there is no ‘outside’ to this camp. It has spread in all directions, reaching all the way to nearby towns. Even they are now inside this camp. 

			Last night, as I was preparing dinner with Yasser, Aseel, the daughter of my Jabalia friend Yousef Shaheen arrived, along with her mother, asking if I could help them find a tent. They survived the massacre in Mahgazi on Christmas Eve, but now, in Rafah, they have no place to sleep. Fortunately we have a small, spare tent put aside for Eisha, for when they have to move. When Eisha arrives, we can address the problem of where to put her then. 

			Aseel told me that most people can’t afford to pay a car to bring them from dangerous areas like Maghazi to Rafah. So they have a choice, stay and await death or risk walking the distance unprotected. 

			Tents have become a highly lucrative business. Many businessmen are renting patches of land and fixing tents on them, which they then rent to displaced people. Instead of renting a flat or a house, you rent a tent. It’s common to see workers busy pitching tents out of wood and nylon and getting them ready to let. And the tents are now creeping towards the sea. 

			Friday 29th December 

			Day 84

			Last night we decided to celebrate Yasser’s birthday. It’s actually today but yesterday everyone was so eager to make the boy happy, we did it then. I cooked him a big meal, to which everyone in the neighbouring tents was invited. A fire was set with a wide pot, into which I mixed tomatoes with eggs. It was a mission finding eggs in the souk, and very expensive, as most chickens are slaughtered now, for more pressing needs. The price of eggs is ridiculous: when once you could buy a box of 30 eggs for fifteen shekels, the same box is now 80. About twenty men were gathered around the pot, while the women gathered around another large plate. There were too many of us to gather in one tent. Then Ibrahim bought twelve cans of popcorn and we heated them all in one pot. A popcorn party was thrown for Yasser. It’s his sixteenth. What wishes can we make for him other than he survives this war, and it ends soon? The birthday party lasted for three hours. We laughed and joked, but eventually the fire outside the tent began to die, leaving me and Yasser alone. 

			Yesterday, we also welcomed new arrivals from the wider family. Mostafa, my second cousin, his mother and sisters arrived from Maghazi, having fled the house they were staying in when a rocket hit it, making this their second displacement. As a result, our family’s cluster of tents is suffering from a shortage of mattresses and pillows. Three of us had to sleep on the bare ground so that the newcomers, especially the women, could sleep last night – including the birthday boy, Yasser. I smiled and told him: ‘This is a perfect end to a birthday party: to sleep with our heads on the ground. Saints, in the early days of Islam, did not mind resting their heads on their shoes at the end of each day.’ He smiled and said he was not going to put his shoes under his head. ‘What about my jacket,’ I offered. This sounded like a better idea. It was a moonlit night. The moon was huge on our left side as we prepared our tent, after the party. Haytham had to make do with a thin blanket on the sand to sleep on. Yasser should have his last dream of his fifteenth year with his head cushioned by a jacket. 

			In the PRC office, Bothina Soboh, manager of an NGO providing aid in Rafah, complains that no one would help her to get toilet facilities installed for women in the ever-spreading tent city. She says more toilets are needed. Women queue for hours outside extremely dirty toilets, with no water and no sanitary towels. She asks the PRC coordinator if he can help her to bring portable toilets in through international aid routes. He is loathe to tell her: ‘We don’t decide. We just take what we get.’ ‘Even if we don’t need it!’ she replies. He shrugs: ‘We need everything right now.’ Again, what’s at stake is how things are being prioritised. But right now, everything is a priority. Bothina complains that the needs of women are being overlooked. ‘Women’s stuff,’ she says, mocking the way others might want to diminish that. But women are internalising that diminishment. These products aren’t available in the markets and women might feel shy or embarrassed to ask for them. ‘But they still need them. Life is not just about flour and rice,’ she concluded, ‘it’s about dignity.’

			Last night was another of those terrible nights. The sky lit up many times before dawn. At one point, I thought the moon was falling on us. It was huge and very red. While lying on the sand, I could feel the ground shake as the explosions rang out. All part of the birthday party, I thought to myself. It sounded like it was east of Khan Younis. The sound of gunfire could be heard as well, in between the sonic booms of the F16s. At first, I couldn’t sleep for the noise, but then I played the game of adaptation which I have developed over the last 83 days. Just think of this cacophony as completely normal, like the sound of a vacuum cleaner or a car outside in the street, bibbing its horn. Accept it as if you are so used to it you can no longer live without it. Imagine how boring life would be if everything were silent and still! Imagine how disturbing it would be to not have something bothering you in the background. Imagine that vacuum. That silence. No one can live without noise. 

			In the morning, Hanna texts me about a new attack in the the Shaboura neighbourhood of Rafah, some twenty people from the Diab family are reported dead. Hanna worries it might be my friend Mohammed Diab. I tell her that Mohammed and his family are staying on Zorob Street. ‘Yes,’ she texts, ‘but this is at the northern part of Shaboura, near Zorob Street.’ I’m impressed by how much Hanna has studied the geography of Rafah from afar, learning all the neighbourhoods and streets, so that she can follow the news and know where everything is – how far away it all is from us: her mother, her father, Yasser and me. I phone Mohammed and when the mobile rings I breathe a sigh of relief. He is OK. Some of his relatives have been displaced from Nuseirat, he tells me. But one of them escaped his fate only to find it here. 

			The smell of wood burning is the sign that it’s morning, in this world of tents, the way that a cockerel’s crowing was in my childhood. Now, one of the first things you notice most mornings is this smell of fire sneaking its way into your tent. Someone is up already, it tells you, prepare tea or hot milk for the children. This morning I could smell it from far away. It was still dark, just a few minutes after the dawn prayer. The prayers mixed with my dreams, along with the smell of the smoke and memories of playing in the alleyway as a boy. Now the smell is all over the camp. It’s time to get up. 6am. We go to sleep early and we wake up early. That’s camp life. 

			Saturday 30th December 

			Day 85

			Yesterday morning, on the 84th day of the war, I was told my name and that of Yasser, my son, were included on the list of those who can leave. It all happened very suddenly. By noon we were at the Rafah Crossing. The officer at the border gate called me forward and asked what numbers we were on the list: ‘Numbers thirteen and fourteen,’ I said. He let us in, and, with others, we travelled across the no-man’s land between the two borders in a very slow-moving coach. After just two hours in the Egyptian hall – usually it takes much longer, sometimes days – we passed through the Egyptian border. Out in the daylight on the Egyptian side, it was cloudy, but I couldn’t help looking to the northeast, back towards the Strip, towards my home, the place where I’d nearly lost my life so many times, and where, if anywhere, my soul still resides.

			Yasser was ecstatic to be leaving. ‘Aren’t you also?’ he asked. I didn’t know how to respond. I was relieved, of course. I had survived – not because of any heroic act on my part. But because of luck. Pure chance. With survival comes a duty: to tell the story. But also with it comes an inability to ultimately comprehend why you survived and others didn’t. Every day a few hundred more people leave: some dual nationalities, some injured accompanied by dependents, and some with visas to study abroad. But what of everyone else, I thought.

			In the taxi heading west, I found myself absentmindedly flicking through the last 84 days of horror and terror. Had it all been a dream, I thought for a moment. Every detail of every day was perfectly vivid. I considered all those I’d left behind, and suddenly felt ashamed for abandoning them: my father, my brothers and sisters, my in-laws, my nephews and nieces. Did I really have to leave? I asked myself. It was the same soul-searching I went through when I left the north. Did I betray those with whom I lived all this time? Should I have stayed until the war ends? I spent 46 days in the north, seeing my closest colleagues killed every day. After that I lived in a tent for over 30 days, sleeping on a mattress on the cold sand, often with only one blanket. Hanna feels I should have left Gaza in the first few days of the war, when the borders were still open. I now feel I should have stayed till the end.

			That’s the exile’s dilemma. You suffer if you stay. You suffer if you leave. 

			When I left this morning, I stood for a moment and looked at the tent that had been my home for over four weeks. I knew, strangely, I would miss it. I wasn’t going to miss the cold or the constant hunger, of course, but I was going to miss the moments I spent with so many others in their displacement. When I left I hugged everyone one by one, and exchanged wishes and promises for our next meeting, promises that we had no way of knowing if we would ever keep. I kissed my great-aunt Noor. She cried and made me promise to come visit her, when this is over, if she is still with us. 

			As we travel through North Sinai, on the outskirts of Arish, I see a bombed-out house: its roof collapsed, only a couple of its walls still standing. I shiver and for a moment think I’m still in the Strip, and that what I’m looking at is a recent attack. But then I remember – this is another war: the Egyptians’ unreported war with the Bedouins. I close my eyes and try to forget, but try to remember as well. All that I have survived and lived through must stay with me, travel with me into the future.

			The first thing we decided to do when we left the Egyptian border was take a taxi to visit Wissam. She was initially treated in Port Said, but then moved to a hospital just outside Ismailia, on the Suez Canal. 

			When we arrived, I was shocked to see Wissam all alone in her room on the second floor of the hospital. ‘Where is Widdad?’ I asked the manager of the hospital, who had very kindly received me and taken me to her room. Widdad was supposed to be with Wissam, taking care of her. ‘Unfortunately your niece suffered from a nervous breakdown,’ the manager explained. Soon after I arrive, Wissam starts to cry, saying she wants her sister back. ‘She is all I have left,’ she sobs. ‘She is my family.’ The atmosphere in the room is almost unbearable. I repeated all the reassurances I had tried to give in the early days after the attack on their house. Hanna encourages me by text, saying that Wissam listens to what I say. I try to take a jokey tone: ‘You are an artist, Wissam, and I am a writer. We have work to do.’ She raises her left hand. ‘An artist with one hand,’ she says. I laugh: ‘This is a magical hand. A hand that is more important than all the hands of the people of Planet Earth.’ 

			Wissam has been trained to use her wheelchair by herself. She is still learning, but so far she can use it, at least, to leave the room by herself and talk with other patients in the corridor. ‘When are they going to fix me up with prosthetic legs and hand?’ she asks. I don’t know the answer to this. The hospital administrator told me that they are waiting for a country to adopt her case. Wissam smiles and says: ‘You remember in al-Shifa, you promised me that I will have legs better than the old ones.’ ‘I didn’t know what I was saying,’ I whisper. 

			‘I have a present for you,’ I say, trying to change the subject. ‘Have you brought me legs?’ she jokes. ‘I think you will like it,’ I say confidently. When I was waiting at the border, I started to look through the bundle of papers, notebooks and photos I had carried from my father-in-law’s house before leaving for the south. In among them, I found a small notebook in which Huda, her mother, had written a love letter to Hatem, her father, before their marriage. Inside the notebook, there were also some of Hatem’s letters to her. 35-year-old letters. Letters of love, on which a family was built. Wissam goes crazy when I tell her about them. She has to have them! No one in the family has ever heard of these letters. Huda had hidden them away in her parent’s house. It occurs to me, these few photos and love letters will be the only thing Wissam inherits from her late parents. 

			Wissam tells me how bored she is, in the hospital all day, on her own. She needs to go and see the world outside. For nearly three months she has been kept in hospital rooms. This is the fourth hospital she has moved to since the attack. 

			There are around 45 injured Palestinians being treated in the hospital. I visit some of them, before leaving. I am particularly touched by my meeting with Omar, a five-year-old boy who was hit in his arms and face. He is full of stories of his other brothers and sister who were lost in the attack on their building. Is he lucky to have survived and been left alone in the world? I chat for about half an hour with a smiling girl, in her twenties, who lost her leg when Israelis bombed a building in al-Shati Camp that she just happened to be passing. She had a beautiful smile. She was sitting with her mother in the corridor outside Wissam’s room when I left her. ‘Are you accompanying your mother?’ I ask. ‘No,’ she replies, ‘I’m the injured one.’ Her radiant smile is brighter than anything the Israelis could ever threaten us with. 

			I go with Yasser to Port Said. It is midnight by the time we get into our hotel, and the first time I’ve seen a bed in months. I did nothing, just threw myself on the bed and slept. I felt my back rejoicing at the comfort. I heard my bones congratulating each other on their return to normal life. ‘I am normal again, now?’ I ask myself as I drift off. 

			It is true I have left, but I’m still there. All my thoughts are there, all the experiences are still taking place there in the ever-unfolding memories of the present. Even my concept of the future is based on what’s happening there and what it might have in store. I am still there even when I’m this far away, physically. 

			I think of my father, ‘Abu Atef’ as he would be called. Scores of people are reported to have died from hunger and lack of medicine in the north. The last time we received updates about my dad, he wasn’t able to move by himself. Now it’s been more than a week since we’ve heard anything about him. Is he still alive? When was the last time he ate something? I wonder. Does he have water to drink? I know the suffering he is going through. I can picture all of it. 

			I think of my sisters and brothers who I’ve left in Jabalia and Rafah. I think of the inhabitants of the tents, of the daily queuing, of the alleys and roads I used to walk every morning, between tents and into town. I think of the taste of the tea I made on the fire each morning. I think of the day I will return – if I ever do – and who will be left alive. There will be no family if I ever return, and no reunion in the only place such reunions should take place. There will be no Huda, no Hatem, no Mohammedd al-Jaja, no Mohammed or Ahmad Khila. I will have to change the pattern of my life. There will be no Bilal to spend my Saturdays with. There will be no Salim al-Nafar to talk poetry to. There will be no old city. No Saftawi. No Jabailia as I know it. Gaza, the one I knew, will not be there anymore. If there is to be anything, it will need to be rebuilt from scratch. It will need to be reborn from the flames – like the city’s emblem, the phoenix – it will need to rise up against all odds, against all possibilities.

			   

			As I fall asleep, I see the dead walk, I see the living die, I see a boy searching for his mother in the corridors of al-Shifa. I hear his words – ‘Mama, Mama’ – flying through the air along with all the debris. I see trees uprooted and their fruit squashed into dirt under tank tracks. I see the walls disassembling mid-air, in ultra-slow motion, slowing spinning and moving closer and closer to the occupants of the house, lying perfectly still in their beds, trapped in their slumber, as if for centuries like sleeping beauty. 

			I see a girl crying for her lost doll, shouting for it to come back, angry with it. I see a city being erased from the world’s memory, building by building. I see death sneaking through parks and gardens. I see it all and still, even after 84 days of it, I don’t believe any of it is happening. It must all be a nightmare, I think to myself, in the dream. It must all be a nightmare. 

			Widdad had a nervous breakdown a few days after leaving Gaza with Wissam on their arrival in Port Said. The 26-year-old accompanied her sister to take care of her during her journey and subsequent treatment. When she crossed the border, she suddenly woke up. She suddenly saw the truth: she had lost everything – her mother, her father, her brothers – and she must now spend the rest of her life taking care of her sister with no legs and one hand. She had lost her life in that way, as well. She would have to pay for the absence of her family for the rest of her life. All of these realisations crashed in on her at the same moment, and she couldn’t bear it. When you live in the middle of a war, you don’t realise the terror it has released in you until you are out of it. 

			Now she is being treated in a psychiatric facility in Port Said. This morning, I visit her in her room, in the presence of three other nurses. She has lost a lot of weight. For three weeks, she has been given medicine and subjected to psychiatric analysis sessions. She tells me she can no longer bear any of it. It is better if she dies. ‘What do I have to live for?’ she asks. ‘What is there even for Wissam to live for? How are we going to live? The only good people in the world have died [she means her parents]. Why should we live on after them? I can’t do it,’ she concludes. ‘You must carry on,’ I say, ‘because Allah kept you alive for a reason. It is His wisdom. None of us can understand it, but you must struggle to prove Him right.’ She nods her head. For two hours we talk but she never looks straight at me. Her eyes are absent, looking in all directions, at nothing, into nowhere. It is this nowhere that she currently resides. Then, suddenly, she breaks down in tears saying she just feels so sorry Wissam has to suffer all of this. ‘Wissam is stronger than you,’ I say, ‘when the opposite should be true. I mean, you need to be the stronger one now, Widdad, to support her.’ ‘I can’t,’ she pleads. ‘I’m too weak. Wissam is able to think about adapting, about getting prosthetics, but what do I have to look forward to? How am I supposed to adapt?’ 

			As I leave, the manager of the hospital tells me that she has been improving and that, in a few days, she may be let out, but someone needs to be there to look after her. I tell him that Widdad is the one accompanying her sister to take care of her! On my way out of the hospital I couldn’t hold back the tears, thinking about this beautiful, happy, vivacious young girl living with so many other older sufferers of mental health problems. I couldn’t believe that her best friend now is an Egyptian woman, called Jehan, twice her age and out of her mind.

			That is the madness of this war. I have survived it. Who knows why. Only time will tell if Widdad survives it. Or if all my brothers and sisters, my father and friends, will survive it too. What terrible news will reach me next?  

			 Now, as I sat on the balcony of my hotel in Port Said, I see everything. I see all 84 of the days I lived through. I hear the voices and the screams. I see the rubble. I look deeply into the eyes of those who were killed. Though standing on a balcony in Egypt, I am still there. I walk towards my tent. I sit down with my friends to talk about the day’s news. I nag Ibrahim for the umpteenth time to reach out to anyone who might have heard from our father. I smell the smoke of the fire, breathe in the steam of the boiling tea. I still see everything.







			Afterword

			When I told Bilal Jadallah that if I ever published these diaries as a book, I would dedicate it to him, it didn’t occur to me that he wouldn’t be around to hold the book in his hands and read it. I promised him we’d do a book signing for the Arabic edition there, in his beloved Press House. I remember that last conversation so vividly. He was sat opposite me in the back garden of the House, and seemed more worried about a cat that his neighbour had left alone on the roof of his house, than anything else. He had to go home early, he said, so that he could throw some food over to the cat from his roof. He couldn’t do it once it got dark as the drone would see him, and the sight of someone going out onto his roof to throw something would trigger them. ‘How are you going to give it water?’ I asked incredulously. He said he throws a bottle of water over with the cap barely on so when it landed, the cap would fall off and the water would spill onto the roof’s surface. ‘So what do you think of the dedication idea, and the book signing?’ I asked him, getting back to the subject. Then I realised he was deliberately avoiding it. When he turned to look at me, I could see in his face that he did not imagine himself to still be around in the future when this book came out. 

			Now Bilal is dead along with tens of thousands of other Palestinians. When I think back about what I’ve been through, I wonder how I survived at all. I could have been staying in my sister-in-law Huda’s place when it was bombed, killing her, her husband and their two boys and maiming her daughter. I could’ve made the journey south with Bilal, as we’d aways planned, and been murdered beside him. I could’ve been in a dozen other places when they were attacked. I remember at the end of the 2014 ‘war’ (which I also chronicled), when peace was declared, a journalist made a joke and asked, ‘Who won?’ My reply at the time was, ‘I won. I’ve survived, haven’t I?’ I’m not sure if my reply will be the same when this war ends. My loss is too great.

			Looking back over this diary, I find myself not wanting to remember any of it. I want to only remember what life was like before the war. I don’t want to remember the daily stresses of surviving from one meal to the next. I don’t want to remember that so many people close to me were wiped ou. I want to keep them with me, pretend they’re still here. 

			What you hold in your hands wasn’t meant to be a diary when I started it. I was writing these pieces every day because I wanted others to know what was happening, I wanted there to be a chronicle of events in case I died. I felt the presence of death many times. I could feel it looming behind me, over my shoulder, and I wrote as a way of fending it off, to defy it, if not to defeat it, and, if nothing else, to take my mind off it. As the war continues, I can only think of survival. I cannot mourn. I cannot recover. My pain has to be postponed. My sorrow delayed. Now it is not the time to think of any of this. But in this book, I can see all those I’ve loved and lost, and can keep talking to them. In this book, I can get away with the belief that they are still with me. 

			Atef Abu Saif, 20 December 2023.
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