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            Editor’s Note

         

         With permission of the author, minor grammatical and syntactical amendments have been made to this diary. Names and other identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals and maintain confidentiality. viii

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Introduction

         

         I never understood the concept of the ‘Key of Return’, that rotten copper key. It keeps being passed from one Palestinian generation to the next, from those who were forced to leave their homes in 1948 to their children and then their grandchildren. We ‘younger’ Gazans used to have a joke about it: ‘Grandma, if you ever go back to your land and your home, the house will have a multi-lock door. No need for your copper key.’

         Up until she died a couple of years ago, my friend’s grandmother, who was born, raised and started a family in Nazareth (spelled Al Nasrah in Arabic), had always wished to be buried in her homeland, to see her home one last time. It was a dream that never came true. In her final days she had a very tiny body; she was barely able to move, yet she always did her best to cook for her grandchildren, even though they were in their thirties by then. When I used to visit, she would be sitting in her chair, and she would always share stories of a place that was deeply engraved in her heart. I could see her eyes filled with joy when speaking of her own kitchen, the picnics they had and the different places she left behind.

         It took me a very long time to understand how she felt – over thirty-five years, in fact, when I myself was forced to leave my house, my street, my city and my country. After 2several unbearable, agonising months of displacement in the south of Gaza, I made it to Egypt. My body left, but my heart and soul stayed. Each night in my rented apartment, I go to the closet, check for the pencil case hidden between the clothes and sheets, open it and find the key to my home. It is a key I know has no use since the doors were all broken by the heavy bombing, but each time I look at it I can remind myself that there is hope, a hope that one day I will return to my apartment, to my street, to my loved ones, to my Gaza.

         When I was young, I was always eager to learn. The more I learned, the more I wish I hadn’t. This year taught me that the term ‘identity’ goes far beyond the classic definition of a set of qualities, beliefs, traits and appearances that characterise a person. The key to my apartment has become a part of my identity. The places I used to pass through every day in Gaza, on my way to work or to visit a friend, have become a part of who I am. The smells, the scenes, the sounds – they are all an essential part of me.

         If you passed by the intersection of Al Nasser and Wehda Streets in Gaza City, you would be tempted by the beautiful smell of baking and bread coming from the Families Bakery. It was established in 1984, forty years ago, and started as a small shop, the owner working with his children to prepare the bread and delivering it using his own car. The bakery got bigger and they added more products, like croissants, sweets and cookies.

         When on a diet, passing by the bakery was torture to me. I remember how I used to meet my friends there before 3heading on somewhere else – what better way to start any journey other than food? I remember my friend falling in love with their doughnuts, but for me it was the plain bread they made. All you needed was a sprinkle of thyme and some olive oil, and you had yourself the most delicious sandwich. The last I heard about the bakery was that the production lines and the solar energy panels were all bombed. The bakery stopped functioning.* The last post on their Facebook page was published on 6 October 2023, wishing their customers a blessed Friday.

         Next to the bakery is Abu Talal falafel shop, a small place with a big history. People would stand in long lines waiting for the hot falafel balls to come out of the oil. In my opinion, Abu Talal makes the best falafel, though there is a huge debate among Gazans about who is on top: is it Abu Talal or Al Sousi? Al Sousi falafel shop was established in 1975 in Al Rimal Street, which was developed over the years to become the ‘downtown of Gaza’, hosting some of the best shops and agencies. That small street shop remained over all those years, and you would see hundreds of people waiting to get their sandwiches before going to work or heading back to their homes after a long day.

         During the war, I heard that Al Sousi got back to work in the south, selling falafel on a small street corner, hanging 4up a torn paper sign with the name of the shop. When I went there, I could see the happiness of the dozens of people, those who had money, who were able to buy falafel. I waited for ten minutes but I did not buy any, not because I knew I might have to wait for hours, since they were using wood to generate heat to fry the falafel, but simply because it was not the same place – not the same people, aroma or even feeling. 

         I was among the lucky ones who were able to leave Gaza and come to Egypt. To this day I am not sure why my life was more precious than all the children, women and men who were stuck in the area of death. I have the blessing to leave, to survive, to live. But am I really living? Egypt is beautiful, but Gazans are traumatised, afraid, worried of the unknown. Despite the millions of Egyptians and people of other nationalities I see, I can easily detect a fellow Gazan. It is not about their appearance nor the accent, but rather the pain that has been engraved in our souls, as if our energies attract each other. That sad, distracted, grieving look is one I never get wrong: it is another Gazan, someone else who lost everything, trying to keep their head above water, trying to live, unsure whether they will be able to.

         I rarely go out. I am unable to. I cannot fathom the idea of being in a world that functions normally: employees going to their jobs, children holding their books, the sight of food everywhere. Oh God! There is food everywhere, there is enough food in this world for everyone, yet Gazans are left starving.

         When I first arrived in Egypt, I ordered lots of food, and I kept eating even when I was not hungry. Then the opposite 5happened – I stopped eating. A friend of mine who made it to Egypt with her mother, leaving behind many family members in Gaza, told me that she feels so guilty that she only eats what they eat. If her family in Gaza manages to get a can of beans, she buys a can of beans in Egypt and eats it; if they find wheat and everyone gets half a loaf, she eats half a loaf. ‘How can I enjoy the food available here while my loved ones have no food? I cook for my mother, she is sick, but I never touch the food I make. If they eat, I eat. If they don’t, then I won’t.’

         Another friend of mine once sent me a picture that she received from me years ago. It was of three plates of kunafa (a type of sweet), and each plate had a different type: Arab, Nabulsi and Istanbul kunafa. During the cold weather, I would order three plates and eat them, allowing myself the sugar rush. She told me that she dreams of going to Saqallah or Abu Al Sa’oud, two famous sweet shops in Gaza, to eat some sweets. I replied to her with a photo of the lemon slush from Kazem Ice Cream Shop. I told her that one day we will have sweets together again.

         
            *

         

         One type of gathering that I don’t miss is farewells. Most of my friends who made it to Egypt and were able to get visas one way or another decided to leave the country.

         ‘There is nothing left. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t even think of it, but I don’t want my children to face the same misery we have been through. We tried and tried, and you 6know that. You are the most positive person I have met in my life. Look at you, your energy is gone, your love for life is gone. I cannot jeopardise ruining the lives of my children. They are already scarred for life, but not any more.’ Those were the words of my friend, a mother of two beautiful children, aged ten and eight. She was able to escape Gaza with them to Egypt, but not her husband. During her stay in Egypt, her husband lost his dad and couldn’t bury him. She managed to get a visa to Australia at the beginning of the war. She waited for months before then making the tough decision to take her children and never look back.

         At the end of each gathering I would hug the departing friend, cry and say the same sentence over and over: ‘May God rue the war that parted us.’ The last farewell gathering was at another friend’s rented apartment. He has managed to go to Spain, trying to secure a better life for his wife and daughter. After everyone left, I stayed with them. We spoke about how cruel our world is, how we are unable to understand how the world is sitting there, watching us from afar, witnessing our misery, yet doing nothing. ‘My father had two dreams: to build a house and to have his six children with their families around him, to see them around while he grows old.’ She told me how he would work day and night as a teacher and private tutor to collect money to provide a good life for them. ‘Between private lessons, he would lie on a wooden chair and take medicine for the agonising pain of his back. I would be heartbroken.’ Their house is gone, and her siblings are scattered all over the world. She believes they were smarter than her, understanding the reality that 7Gaza is not for Gazans. But she wanted to stay, and she did her best to, until she came to understand, too. ‘Our house is gone, and neither my parents nor my siblings are gathered in the same place. My father’s dream is gone.’

         
            *

         

         These diaries were almost not written. When I was approached by my dear mentor and friend, Ruaridh, the one I call ‘the small light above my shoulder’, I said, ‘No, I don’t want to write. I am too tired of writing. What change would it bring? What impact would it have?’ He did not pressure me, though he made sure to remind me of the importance of writing to inspire, to share knowledge and to bridge gaps.

         There are many people I am forever grateful to for being in my life, and Ruaridh is definitely one of them. He kept encouraging me to write. The more I wrote, the more I realised that writing was therapy to me, a way to believe that I matter, to hope that my words might be of some importance to someone living thousands of miles away who hadn’t even heard of a place called Gaza.

         When possible, and when I had access to the internet and a source of power (which was rare), Ruaridh and I would always exchange emails and WhatsApp messages. On 13 October, I wrote to him: ‘At midnight all people in the North and Gaza City were asked to go to the South … it was a sleepless night full of tears and fear … We had to go separate ways from the family we were with … The new 8place we are in has no electricity or internet … and my batteries are off … Ruaridh, it is 1948 all over again …’

         He kept checking on me, guiding me, sending me positive emails, and most importantly, he heard me when I was lost and afraid. There was a period where I had many doubts writing about my own experience, which, no matter how horrible, was better than that of other Gazans, those who had no place to stay, those with daily work and no money saved, those who lost loved ones or parts of their bodies. I was ashamed to express my suffering and sadness while there are others with deeper tragedies.

         In another correspondence, I wrote to Ruaridh: ‘I think I figured out the secret of good writing: put yourself in a deadly situation, live in constant fear, never let your adrenaline go down, gather ten people around you (have at least two children crying), give yourself a few minutes to write and voilà! You got yourself a good piece … My heart was literally aching.’

         
            *

         

         I am not sure if using the term ‘survived’ is accurate. I did not survive. My body, physically, to some extent, made it out of Gaza, but that does not mean that I am OK, it does not mean that I am fine, it does not mean that I am the same person as before the war started (especially given that, at the time of writing these words, the war is still ongoing).

         Having panic attacks has become a normal experience that Gazans go through. I remember one time having a panic attack in the middle of an extremely busy road, with 9thousands of cars passing on both sides. My legs could not hold me. I simply fell on the pavement and cried hysterically for half an hour.

         The shocking part is that panic attacks can happen while you are asleep. I remember another time waking up and suddenly, immediately after opening my eyes, as if it was a continuation of a long thought process while asleep, I was thinking about what happened to us, the many challenges we were facing and what might happen in the future.

         Will we ever go back to Gaza, after losing everything?

         Are we going to stay our whole lives in Egypt, while Gaza is right next to us?

         Will we be forced to move to a third country? Do I need to start from scratch?

         All my life savings are disappearing, gradually, so what will happen when I don’t have any money left?

         I know that some of my friends died with their families, but … oh God, they actually died! I cannot see them any more. I am lying to myself, acting as if once the war ends, if it does, I will see them. They are dead. Will I ever be able to visit my parents’ graves? Are the graves still safe? Were they bombed?

         I got out of bed and was terrified. I called a friend of mine, who told me that I was having another panic attack. We talked for an hour. Well, to be specific, I talked for an hour, and she played the role of therapist and calmed me down.

         Even simple things can trigger a panic attack. When my friend travelled through two countries to spend a few days with me after almost two years of not having a vacation, she 10brought me several gifts. Upon arrival she wanted to surprise me, so she asked a friend of hers to call me and ask me to come down. When I did, I saw her with the two plants, one big and one small. We hugged and talked, yet my mind was on the plants: will I be able to take care of them? I have been struggling for over a year now to take care of myself and keep myself alive. Some days it is almost impossible to get out of bed and do normal things like eating – now I am responsible for another living thing? After the first day, I woke up and immediately went to the balcony to check on the plants. Watering them has become a big burden on me. The idea of forgetting to do so brings me stress.

         I miss the plants we used to have in my apartment. One of them was taken care of by my mother for a long time, before she passed away. We believe that any good thing, no matter how simple, is counted as a good deed for deceased people. In this case, I have always believed that as long as this plant continued to be taken care of, continued to grow, my mother would be receiving good deeds as well. The plant does not exist now.

         I got in a car with my friend, and we began heading towards a restaurant one hour away from us. She was sure I was going to like it, but I couldn’t hold back my tears and began crying, and she started crying, too. She begged me to tell her what was going on. ‘Every now and then someone I know dies. Every day another dream ends. My soul is dead. We are ruined. I am not sure I can handle this any more. I am so tired and vulnerable and weak.’ I told her that I am not alive any more; my body is functioning, but I am dead inside. I told her 11that I don’t want to go out, I don’t want to meet new people, I haven’t been eating and I don’t want to go to a restaurant. She asked the driver to stop, and we got out of the car. We sat by the Nile, on the ground, and spoke for hours.

         The Nile is beautiful, but I miss Gaza’s sea. In one of his poems, Mahmoud Darwish said:

         
            
               Gaza is not the most beautiful city.

               Its shore is not bluer than the shores of Arab cities.

               Its oranges are not the most beautiful in the Mediterranean basin.

               Gaza is not the richest city.

            

         

         Its shore is definitely not the bluest, but it is my shore. The sand of the beach has witnessed the many walks I had with my friends, the talks where we expressed our innermost thoughts, sometimes laughing and sometimes crying. There was a cafe by the sea that my friends and I would meet at from time to time. We would bring our lunch with us, play games and take lots of photos. One time, during Ramadan, we decided to have iftar (breaking the fast) in that cafe, so we ordered food and gathered about one hour before Maghreb prayer. The food came too late, however, and half of the order was missing. I remember my Christian friends quickly got in the car and promised not to return without food. We were hungry, yet no one among those who had received their meals wanted to eat before the others. After forty minutes, our friends returned with victorious smiles, raising their hands to show us the food they brought. We welcomed them as heroes! 12

         It is true that Gaza is not the most beautiful city, but it is the city where many confessed their love for the first time, where children enjoyed their childhood making and flying kites, where people started their businesses and experienced success. Gaza holds within its layers millions of stories that deserve to be told.

         The Gaza I know has mosques and churches next to each other. The church of St Porphyrius, the oldest church in Gaza, shares a wall with a mosque. You would see the big cross of the church in line with the mosque’s minaret. The Gaza I know has many Muslims who celebrate Christmas and the lighting of the tree in the YMCA. The Gaza I know has witnessed Christians who would fast all Ramadan in solidarity with their Muslim friends, breaking their fasts together. During the horrible days of the war, the church hosted both Christians and Muslims who had fled their homes looking for safety. Unfortunately, St Porphyrius was bombed, and so was the oldest mosque in Gaza, Al Omari, which was built in the fifth century.

         While walking with my friend, she told me how much she missed her Christmas tree back in her home in Gaza. I told her about my tree as well. We are both Muslims, but the tree was a cornerstone of our houses from December to February. Two days later, Google Photos shared with me an old selfie I had taken next to my tree. I sent it to my friend.

         Google Photos has become, in one way or another, a history book. One of my friends used to get annoyed by how many photos I used to take. Now that everyone in our friendship group is in a different place (some still trapped in Gaza, a few 13in Egypt and the rest in different countries), he thanks me for taking and sending all these photos, because ‘they are a reminder of the good times we had together. I never thought that we would never get the chance to have a similar gathering.’

         
            *

         

         Another form of history is created through embroidery, or tatreez in Arabic. For centuries, women have used this skill to earn money. Gazans and Palestinians have developed a signature look through it, and each city has a unique style – who thought that needles and threads could create magic! You would see Gazan women wearing their embroidered thobes (long-sleeved dresses) proudly, showing their culture, showcasing their hand-made, hand-stitched dresses. And when you see a foreigner wearing an embroidered shawl or bag, you know for sure it is a statement of their support and love for Gazans.

         In the past, embroidery would also indicate which area a woman came from and her social status: a single woman’s dress would be white with lots of shapes; a married woman’s dress would include red, orange or yellow threads; a widow would wear a black dress embroidered with green threads. The styles would change, too, in terms of the type of stitch used, the fabric and the drawings created, ranging from orange blossoms, date palms and cypresses to tents, grapevines and feathers. My favourite is the Canaanite Star motif.

         
            *

         

         14A man I know who remained in Gaza told me that if you walk its streets now, or what is left of them, you would see the corpses of unidentified people, men, women and children who died while trying to find a safe place away from the bombing. He shared videos of places where I had spent most my life, yet they were unrecognisable to me until he told me the locations. He tells me Gaza will never be the same. I think to myself, ‘Neither will we.’

         Although the war showed us the worst of the world, it also showed us real kindness. During the darkest of times, there were people who managed to help others, feed them and provide them with shelter and a shoulder to cry on when no one else could. Among them is Ahmad’s family, who took my sister and me in for a very long period. Even though they had little money and their resources were scarce, they welcomed us. They used to give us food before they themselves had eaten. Ahmad’s mother, also referred to in these diaries as the grandmother, was a real example of altruism, mercy and generosity. This family was a gift sent to us from God.

         At the beginning of the war, they were strangers whom we had met for the first time, thinking we would stay at their modest house for a couple of days. On the day we left, they were family members, people who have guaranteed a spot in our hearts for the rest of our lives. I hear the news, and I am told by those I know in the south that there is no food, no money, nothing. Yet, when we speak to Ahmad’s family, they reply to us in a cheerful tone, telling us they are OK, that they have everything they need. They even say that they are worried about us. The more the vicious monster of 15war gets its claws deeper into Gazans, the more Ahmad’s family shows love and care towards others. I pray for them to be safe and for this nightmare to end.

         The war in Gaza is nothing but bitter, but it was those who shared the experience with me who made it less insufferable. This was most true of my sister: once we arrived in Egypt, I hugged her and told her that I wouldn’t have survived if it weren’t for her. We were a team, thinking together, supporting each other, facing the unimaginable daily struggles. It was true of my friends, too, the ones who happened to be displaced to areas near me. We would work together on securing resources to survive, and we would talk and laugh and play cards to ease the agony and fear we were living through. Also, my therapist, who is not Palestinian, she kept sending me emails on an almost daily basis, sharing positive thoughts, telling me that I would make it out alive. Most of the time I would reply with one short message: ‘Still alive.’ And then my non-Gazan friends, who would check on me day and night. There were many times when death was so close, and I would ask them to do a charitable thing on my behalf if I died. All of them would tell me one thing: ‘You will live.’

         I ask myself now: why am I still writing? I am writing because, just like the key to my apartment, the photos of me and my friends in Gaza, the embroidery dresses and every shop and institute in Gaza, these diaries are a symbol and a confirmation. A symbol of love, survival and the desire to live, and a belief that no matter where we end up, regardless of all the misery and agony we have been through, we will 16never stop dreaming of going back to Gaza. It will always remain in our hearts.

         Please, keep the Gazans in your positive thoughts and prayers, and thank you for reading these diaries.

         
             

         

         8–10 December 2024

         
            * The Families Bakery has recommenced its operations at much-reduced and frequently interrupted capacity, with people receiving their bread through a small window rather than being able to enter the shop itself.
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         Saturday 7 October

         6 a.m. I wake up thinking about my tennis session. Tennis, don’t I sound fancy! This year I decided to take care of my mental and physical health. This means no stress, no negative energy and definitely more tennis.

         I check my mobile to see what else I have scheduled. A visit to the doctor and some errands. I see a message from my friend telling me it seems we won’t meet for tennis. There is a ‘situation’. As a Gazan, there is no confusion about what is meant. An escalation. Again.

         How many times do we have to go through this? Since 2000, it has been going on, non-stop, leaving more bruises on our souls and taking away big chunks of our lives. Clichéd, isn’t it? But that is the only way to describe the impact of what has been happening. Gazans are walking trauma vessels … living in constant fear for their lives and futures.

         I wash my face and try to check the news. The internet connection is bad. A thought pops into my head and I start frantically searching the flat. My sister looks confused: ‘What are you looking for?’

         ‘The apartment ownership contract,’ I say. ‘I need to find it. If our building gets bombed, I need evidence that this apartment belongs to me.’

         Having keys to the apartment is not enough; living in this apartment for years is not enough, either. When I find the contract, I relax a bit. It is amazing how accustomed we have gotten to misery. Death and bombs are the first thoughts that come to our minds when a ‘situation’ starts. 20

         I sit on my chair, look at my messages and wonder – what will we lose this time? What part of our soul, if any is left, will be broken? Which of my friends will lose their lives? Or will it be me? Will it be me?

         If I hadn’t been Palestinian, I would have wanted to be Finnish. I read once that Finland is the happiest place on Earth. I want to be happy, where all I care about is my health and my tennis session.
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         Sunday 8 October

         8 p.m. I am thirsty. I can’t find the bottle of water I thought I had in the flat.

         I receive a text from a friend: ‘The night has come. I am terrified. Will we be able to witness another morning?’ Gazans are most terrified of the night hours, when most of the bombing takes place. My sister reminds me to slightly open the windows because a nearby attack could shatter the glass. I tell my friend to stay hopeful. I am a hypocrite – asking people to be optimistic in times where nothing is certain. I keep forgetting to drink water.

         
             

         

         11 p.m. I am thirsty, I need something to drink.

         We have packed our essentials in case we need to flee. We have the two carriers to put our cats in. ‘What about the fish?’ I say to my sister. As heavy bombing goes on, not knowing where the explosions are coming from, my sister and I start thinking of creative ways to save the fish. Believe it or not, it is a family member, and it has survived a lot with us. If asked to evacuate, we wonder if we could hold the small water tank in our hands, but no, we live on one of the upper floors and we will be panicking, running down the stairs. The tank might break. After a lot of deliberation, our tired brains – with no sleep in thirty-six hours – decide we will use a plastic jar with a lid. We make small holes in the top and fill it with water. We have a plan.
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         1 a.m. Complete darkness, no electricity, where did I put the water bottle? I really need something to drink.

         I can hear the neighbours outside arguing. Apparently, one of them still has some bread and was offering it to the other, who was too embarrassed to take it and offered to pay him for it. Gazans are weird. We would offer you the last bit of food we have. Some bakeries are still working, but everyone is terrified of going into the street to buy essentials. No place is safe, no one is safe.

         
             

         

         2.30 a.m. I find the bottle of water.

         A message from a friend abroad asking if I am getting enough sleep. I tell her that the bombing keeps us awake. She says how sorry she is, and then shares an idea. I am 100 per cent sure she thinks it is helpful. ‘Why don’t you wear earpieces? You can sleep then.’

         People sympathise, but they cannot relate to what you are going through. My friend does not understand that bombing is not about the noises, it is about the possibility of sudden death. Without saying goodbye to our loved ones, before completing the projects we started, before hugging those we care about and asking for their forgiveness. She knows, but definitely doesn’t realise, the severity of the situation. I choose not to respond to the text.

         
             

         

         5 a.m. We have survived another night. Every inch of my body aches – lack of sleep is a torture. My throat is dry. I 23look at the untouched water bottle … I really need to drink.

         
             

         

         Later I’ve had to evacuate my home.

         The message came on the building’s WhatsApp group. I stood up calmly and told my sister it was our time. ‘The whole area needs to evacuate.’ No other communication was shared, we knew what to do, we have planned for this.

         I went to grab the younger cat, who is easier to catch. I put her in the carrier by the door. My sister went for the bigger one. She caught it after some effort and put it in the other carrier. She took the fish out of the tank and put it in the plastic jar with holes on top. Then we went to the door, grabbed the bags with our legal documents, passports and essentials, and left.

         I live in a multi-storey building, with four apartments on each level. I have never really interacted with any of the residents. I mostly see people by the elevator, and we exchange polite smiles before going behind our own doors.

         People were running down the stairs. A man was holding two children while his wife was dragging a small suitcase, and their teenage daughter, tears running down her eyes, was yelling: ‘I don’t want to leave … I don’t want to leave.’

         I asked my sister: ‘Did you put the fish in the jar?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Did you pick it up?’

         ‘I thought you got it.’

         I put the key back in the door, unlocked it, and my sister ran inside, got the fish and we left. We did our best to run in 24between the many people going down. A couple of women were running, yet talking.

         ‘But where will we go?’

         ‘Anywhere, we’ll think about it later.’

         We reached the street and everyone started going in different directions. People were getting angry with each other; some were crying, some were confused. We stopped in the middle of the street and started phoning friends.

         The first we called was also evacuating. The second welcomed us.

         
             

         

         Later still We reach their house, exhausted. They live on the seventh floor, and the lift isn’t working because there is no electricity.

         Our friends are a family of nine – husband, wife, six children and the grandmother. They are sleep-deprived, you can see how tired and afraid they all are. They welcome us with weak smiles. They offer us coffee and cookies stuffed with dates.

         We all sit there, coffee and sweets untouched, and face the long night ahead.

         The mother calls her brother, who lives on our street, where we had just evacuated from. He is heading to another sibling’s house for refuge. She worries that he and his family haven’t arrived there yet. She asks him to call her the minute they do.

         Sitting between her youngest children, a boy of four and a girl of six, I wonder about the sad life ahead of them, the many escalations they will witness – if they are lucky enough to survive this one. I ask her: ‘How are your children doing?’ 25

         ‘They are coping well and they don’t feel afraid when there is bombing, especially Nour.’ She says the word ‘especially’ in a way that I could tell she wasn’t being honest. She asks the children to go inside and then she tells me, in a lowered voice, that her daughter is terrified.

         The bombs start. Evacuating our block means that we are out of the extreme danger of a targeted area; it does not mean that we are safe.

         With the first airstrike the building shakes, the pressure outside is so strong that wind pushes out the curtains. Nour starts screaming, she goes to her mother and holds tight. A series of strikes follow and all of us sit holding on tight to our seats, flinching with every hit. The mother is patting Nour’s shoulder, saying: ‘Everything is going to be OK.’

         Once the bombs stop, she asks her middle daughter to take the children and prepare sandwiches for them. When they disappear, she says: ‘I am so worried about her, she is very afraid.’

         I tell her that I think expressing fear is the healthy thing. The fact that the rest of us, including the four-year-old, remained silent is unhealthy and shows our trauma. The other children are focused on their phones, checking on their friends.

         A couple of hours later, the eldest son comes and says that his uncle’s building, the one who lives near to us, was destroyed. We are in shock. The mother starts calling friends of her brother to find out if he knows or not. She starts crying, while asking them to support him and never leave him alone. She speaks about how hard he worked to buy his apartment and on renovating it. 26

         I feel extremely sorry for his loss and terrified that my building will be next. Her husband and the children are sitting around her, all quiet. Then I see Nour pat her mother’s shoulder and tell her: ‘Everything is going to be OK, Mama, everything is going to be OK.’

      

   


   
      
         
27Tuesday 10 October

         I haven’t slept in four days.

         It is not for the lack of trying; I did my best to close my eyes and just relax. Then the airstrikes hit, and I find myself jumping off whatever I am sleeping on – a mattress on the floor at our friend’s home or an uncomfortable chair at the second friend’s home we shifted to after.

         The nights are terror, and once the light of dawn comes, the adrenaline of survival kicks in and the new day starts. Watching the news, talking to loved ones, complaining about the poor internet connection and no electricity.

         ‘We were told we will get four hours of electricity a day. Almost two days have passed and nothing has happened,’ the lady we are staying with says.

         People in Gaza have used many solutions to the electricity problem over the years, including backup batteries for charging phones, LED lights and the internet router. Electricity generators for part-rental became widespread, with people paying eight times the price of normal electricity. This, of course, is only for those with the ability to pay. During the ‘escalation’, the generator owner provided electricity for a few hours, aware of the shortage of fuel and the possibility of fuel cuts.

         Every inch of my body aches, but I am irritated. I have this urge to scream, yet I am too exhausted.

         ‘Would you like to shower?’ my friend asks me.

         Oh my God! I haven’t showered in four days. Another reason I’m irritated. Usually, when you go to other people’s 28homes for refuge, taking a shower is off the table. It is enough that they are hosting you, feeding you and keeping you ‘safe’.

         The second family we are staying with is an extended one. One lot lives on the second floor, where we are, and the others on the fifth. We all gather on the second floor at night because it is easier to flee, if we have to, and – I’m never sure if this is accurate or not – it’s supposedly safer than upstairs.

         
             

         

         9 p.m. The bombing has broken the bathroom door on the second floor. So I need to shower on the fifth floor. The others are worried – taking a shower at night could be risky.

         They all looked at me while I gathered my stuff, as if I were an astronaut preparing his equipment to go to outer space (in my case it was boxers, undershirt and a shirt – I wasn’t going to change my shorts because I have only one pair with me). I had lots of advice.

         ‘Stay close to the stairs and avoid the windows.’

         ‘Do it fast, no more than five minutes.’

         ‘Keep your clothes next to you so you can grab them fast if a bombing happens.’

         I was less afraid and more excited – a shower!

         I took my shower very quickly and dried my body with the towel that smelled of coconut freshener. After finishing, I vowed that I would never, ever buy a coconut freshener so I wouldn’t remember these days.

         I go down, feeling better, and despite all the chaos around, I lay my body over a couch and sleep for a couple of hours. It is great.

      

   


   
      
         
29Wednesday 11 October

         I am grateful my mother is dead.

         Since she died, I have been through a journey of healing and self-reflection. It is weird how the loss of your loved ones opens your heart to many truths and realisations.

         Now, amid the destruction, memories of my mother keep coming. Some funny and some sad. At the house of the first family we took refuge at, the woman told us how much she loved my mother. They were our next-door neighbours for seven years, and she would spend many of her days at our house with her young children. Once, she lost count of time and stayed till 7 p.m.

         She said: ‘I will never forget how my husband knocked on your door, and he looked at me and said, “I think you need to pack your bags and go live with them.”’

         In the past twenty-five years my mother rarely left home but, somehow, she managed to establish some solid friendships.

         
             

         

         4 a.m. Awake.

         Someone says: ‘It is better that your mother did not witness these horrible days we are going through.’ I believe this. I am grateful that my mother did not have to go through another escalation, to feel the fear and to be evacuated from her home.

         My mother’s safety used to be my big worry. She was an elderly, overweight woman who could barely walk. One time, there was bombing and everyone in the building evacuated, 30but we used to live on the fourth floor, so there was no time to go down the stairs at her pace. I remember her sitting on her couch, with me covering her body with mine, telling her that she will be safe.

         Is my mother safe now? In the past, a graveyard in Gaza was bombed. Will the graveyard where my mother is buried be bombed? Will I be able to go and cover her grave with my body and tell her she will be safe?

         I miss my mother a lot.
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