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“This is dawn at Nahal Oz, a kibbutz, a collective farm, on the Israeli side of the Gaza border.… This kibbutz is manned by youngsters, straight out of the army, because it is so close to the Gaza Strip, and potentially part of the front. Just a few miles away, Israeli troops patrol the border, but the Nahal Oz area is the responsibility of those who work the land. Often, the men on the tractors carry rifles.


“At about four every afternoon, the work in the fields ends, the tractors and horses return to the barn, the men and the women return to their quarters. There is a tin shower building for men, another for women. They sing in the barn at dawn and they sing in the shower at dusk. After the evening meal, the perimeter lights are turned on, and about one-third of the men go on guard duty.”


—Edward R. Murrow, CBS News, March 13, 1956

















CHAPTER 1



“THEY’RE HERE”


6:29 A.M., OCTOBER 7, 2023


AT FIRST, THERE WAS ONLY a whistle. A short, loud shriek coming through our bedroom window, indicating the descent of a mortar from the skies above our house.


I didn’t wake up immediately. The noise, otherworldly but familiar, somehow blended into my dreams.


Miri, my wife, was quicker to realize the danger. “Amir, wake up, a mortar!” she said, elbowing me.


In an instant, I was wide awake, adrenaline pumping. We both leapt out of bed and, wearing only our underwear, frantically sprinted out of our bedroom and down the hall, toward the open doorway of our safe room.


One second, two seconds, three seconds. We reached the room and shut its heavy iron door.


No sooner were we enveloped in darkness than a large explosion rocked the building. We had made it just in time.


That first explosion was followed by a second, and a third, and then more and more. It was a barrage of mortars—a heavy, deadly rain falling all around us.


“Did you hear an alarm?” I asked Miri, whispering into the void of the blacked-out room.


“I just heard it about to fall, that’s what woke me up,” she replied. There had been no siren—nothing to warn us but the whistle.


We were beginning to catch our breath, but as we did, we felt the vibration of another explosion nearby and then another. I looked at my blue Torgoen watch and saw that it had now been five minutes since we ran to the room, and the bombardment hadn’t let up.


For the first time since we’d sprung out of bed, I looked at my phone, which I’d brought with me from the bedroom. I wanted to know what was happening—in our community, in our broader region, in our country. Clearly, something unusual was going on.


We were surprised and disoriented, but not fearful, certainly not panicked—not yet. As residents of Nahal Oz, a small community of just over four hundred people located on the Israeli border with the Gaza Strip, we had experienced situations like this before. Nahal Oz, which was founded in the early 1950s, is less than a mile from the border fence, making it officially the closest Israeli community to the Palestinian coastal enclave that runs along the Mediterranean Sea.


Nahal Oz is surrounded by green fields and natural beauty, but in recent decades, it has become one of the most bombarded places in Israel, as terror groups from Gaza have launched thousands of rockets at it. When you live here, occasional rocket or mortar fire is something you grow used to. Unlike most of Israel, which is covered by the Iron Dome missile defense system, Nahal Oz doesn’t enjoy such protection; it is so close to Gaza that the system’s automatic interception hardware doesn’t have enough time to calculate the route of an incoming mortar.


In every home in Nahal Oz, and in other Israeli communities along the Gaza border, there is a special room: an aboveground bunker built of thick concrete that is supposed to withstand a direct hit from mortars and even from certain types of stronger, heavier rockets. This room, the safe room that we ran into that morning, also has a metal plate that can cover the window and prevent shrapnel from flying in, as well as a shrapnel-proof door that serves the same purpose. This standard-issue safe room has a clear security function, but most families on the border use it for another purpose: this is where our children go to sleep at night.


Nahal Oz is so close to Gaza that when a mortar is launched toward the community, you have only seven seconds to take shelter. When you’re inside the house, that means running to the safe room and shutting the door. For families with small children, the choice is clear: if there’s a mortar attack during the night or early in the morning, it’s much better for the parents to run to the children’s room than the other way around.


So far, our two daughters seemed undisturbed by all of the drama. Galia, a blond-haired, blue-eyed three-and-a-half-year-old, was dozing peacefully, still hugging her favorite doll. Her little sister Carmel, one year and nine months old, had briefly raised her head and glanced at us with sleepy green eyes when we’d first dashed into her room but then found her pacifier and returned to her dreams.


This wasn’t the first time they had experienced this kind of situation: their parents running into their bedroom as explosions mounted in the background. We never made a big deal out of it, so neither did they. It was part of our lives and theirs—a frenzied but familiar routine in Israel’s borderlands.


As the mortars kept falling around us, we felt safe inside the room with its heavy door locked and its only window sealed with a solid metal plate. This was a simple square of iron, the exact same size as the concrete aperture, attached to the wall with hinges. We typically kept it pulled back from the window, since we wanted our girls to be able to enjoy sunlight and fresh air in their bedroom—but in times of need, it could be rolled shut to cover the window within seconds, as we had done upon entering the room this morning.


With the door closed and the plate covering the window, it was pitch-black inside the room. But we used our phones for light and now settled onto the floor to wait out the bombardment. As soon as we had done so, however, we read on our phones that Hamas, the Palestinian terror group controlling Gaza, had not just attacked our community but also fired mortars and rockets at dozens of other places across Israel. We hoped that the girls would continue to sleep peacefully in their beds for a little longer, but we knew that, for us, the night was over. We had to start packing.
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I had first visited Nahal Oz nine years earlier, in August 2014. Israel and Hamas, which had taken control of Gaza seven years earlier, were fighting a long, bloody war that summer, and I had driven down to the Gaza border area from Tel Aviv, where I lived back then, to report on the hostilities. In my work as a journalist, I had previously covered wars in Syria, Ukraine, and Iraq’s Kurdish autonomous region; it was discomfiting to witness the widespread devastation of a major conflict only an hour’s drive from my home in central Israel.


Ahead of my arrival at Nahal Oz, a friend in the news industry had given me the phone number of a man named Itay Maoz. He was a farmer in his early fifties who had stayed in Nahal Oz that summer despite the heavy bombardment, and he was willing to give me a guided tour of the place. Most of the residents had been evacuated to other parts of Israel because of the war with Hamas, so when I met Itay—a bald man with a soft smile—and he began showing me around, I found myself walking through a ghost town.


Nahal Oz has agricultural lands that literally touch the Gaza border fence and, ever since the community’s creation, taking care of those fields has been an abiding commitment for the people living here: the land is plowed all the way up to the edge, the last furrow lying just meters away from Gaza. These fields are usually a beautiful sight, but when we first went out to them that day, I saw them in a different light: they were completely destroyed after the Israeli military had turned them into a parking lot for tanks. An orchard had been crushed by the military vehicles, water irrigation systems were badly damaged, and the countryside was littered with waste ranging from shell casings to discarded food wrappers.


Itay told me he wasn’t angry at the soldiers who had destroyed the fields. They didn’t really have a choice, he explained. I was surprised to hear that he also felt no anger toward the people of Gaza, even in the midst of the fighting. “I’m obviously angry at Hamas for shooting at us, but I’m not angry at the average Palestinian living in Gaza,” he explained. “They suffer from this war just as much as we do.”


Personally, I shared Itay’s sympathy for the civilians in Gaza—but I was an outside observer. Here, by contrast, was someone on the front lines who still showed empathy and compassion for the people on the literal “other side,” even after weeks of continued bombardment of his community. I knew that Nahal Oz, like many communities along the Gaza border, had a strong left-wing, liberal political leaning and that residents of the border area are some of the strongest advocates of Israeli-Palestinian peace. Still, the calm tone in which Itay discussed his views of Gaza resonated with me and left a deep impression.


When I got back to Tel Aviv that evening, I couldn’t stop talking about my visit to Nahal Oz and how struck I was by the beauty of the place and the strength of its people. I told Miri, then my girlfriend, how much my visit to the place had affected me, and I mentioned Nahal Oz in several media appearances in the last weeks of that summer’s war.


But as the days went by, my work as a journalist led me in other directions. I forgot about Nahal Oz. And then, a terrible tragedy drew my attention back to this stretch of the Israeli-Gaza border.


In the days before Friday, August 22, 2014, families from Israeli communities near Gaza, like Nahal Oz, began returning home. They mistakenly thought, based on public messaging from the military, that the war was about to end. Rockets were still flying above, but diplomatic efforts led by Egypt seemed to be bearing fruit; people who had been away from their homes for two months could no longer resist the temptation to return.


But in the early afternoon hours of that Friday, a mortar landed inside Nahal Oz. It hit a parked car, and the debris flew into a nearby house, killing a four-year-old boy by the name of Daniel Tregerman. He had tried to reach his family’s safe room when a siren sounded, but he’d stopped to help his younger sister. She and the rest of the family survived; Daniel did not.


Daniel Tregerman’s death plunged the entire country into a state of grief. Israel lost dozens of soldiers in that war and also some civilians, but Daniel was the war’s youngest Israeli victim. This beautiful boy, whose picture was published on the front page of every major Israeli newspaper, was also one of the war’s last victims: four days after his death, a ceasefire was declared, and the war was truly over.


For Daniel’s community, however, the pain and suffering ran even deeper—and didn’t end when the fighting stopped.


Nahal Oz faced an existential crisis. Out of approximately one hundred families, more than fifteen had declared their intention to leave—most of them with young children. The main reason was Daniel’s tragic death. “How can I explain to my child why his friend from daycare won’t be able to come over to our house anymore?” one mother asked.


The founders of the community, who had come there as young Zionist idealists in the early 1950s and had since watched the place grow as they became grandparents, were afraid that their life’s project would go to waste. “This was always a place full of children,” one of them said in a television interview at the time. “We didn’t come here to build a nursing home.”


Nahal Oz is a kibbutz, a unique Israeli invention. The Hebrew word means “gathering,” and it represents relatively small communities—usually between three hundred and one thousand people—who live a communal life based on socialist ideals. The first kibbutzim were created before Israel was established as a state; in fact, those who built the kibbutzim paved the way for the country’s creation by building homes, cultivating agricultural lands, and drawing Israel’s future borders with their tractors.


Originally, all the kibbutzim were strictly socialist—meaning that the community members all worked shoulder to shoulder, received similar salaries, and enjoyed identical living conditions. In the 1980s, however, most of Israel’s 270 kibbutzim began a process of “privatization” as Israel itself shifted from its socialist origins toward a capitalist market economy. This was also true of Nahal Oz. In its early years, its members adhered to the principles of socialism. But by the time I visited it, the now-privatized kibbutz—while still a strong, unified community—was no longer a place where residents had to work in agriculture or where they couldn’t own a car.


Now, in the fall of 2014, this specific kibbutz was fighting for its life. The departure of so many young families following the tragic death of Daniel Tregerman put the long-term survival of the community in doubt.


It was under these circumstances that I received a call one day from the national chairman of the Kibbutz Movement, an umbrella organization uniting Israel’s kibbutzim. “I heard you speak about Nahal Oz during the war,” he told me. “Just so you know, they need young people right now.” Without explicitly saying so, he was suggesting that I consider moving to the community to strengthen it at its most difficult moment.


My first reaction was a firm no. My work as a journalist usually centers on Tel Aviv and Jerusalem; Miri had just begun her postuniversity career as a social worker. We were not yet married, but we had been together for several years and had plans for the future. Leaving our apartment in Tel Aviv for a kibbutz at the edge of the country sounded like a crazy idea. But over the next few days, my thoughts began to change from no to a curious maybe? And that’s when I decided to share the idea with Miri.


Like the young idealists who founded the kibbutz, Miri and I were Zionists in the most basic sense. For us, two liberal, left-leaning Israeli Jews, Zionism meant only one thing: securing Israel’s existence as a Jewish and democratic state. This had been the mainstream Zionist position for most of the twentieth century. While there have always been more nationalist and right-wing schools of Zionism, the kibbutz movement was mostly moderate in its view of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, advocating for decades in favor of a compromise that would allow Jews and Arabs to share this land, with agreed-upon borders—borders that, of course, would have to be protected.


Miri and I both come from families that survived the Holocaust. My grandmother lost both of her parents at the age of thirteen, arriving in Israel as both a refugee and an orphan. Miri’s grandparents survived the Nazi siege of Leningrad in 1941 and lived the rest of their lives, despite having successful careers, in fear of hunger. For us, the need to protect Israel’s borders wasn’t a reflection of modern politics around immigration, but simply a visceral understanding that without secure borders, the world’s one and only Jewish country would be unsafe and the dark past of our people could perhaps repeat itself.


In Israel’s early years, the country’s leaders, such as then prime minister David Ben-Gurion, believed that civilian communities like Nahal Oz, located directly along the border, were a crucial part of the young nation’s defense strategy. Military bases, the thinking went, could be easily relocated if the country’s borders were redrawn, but civilian communities—with kindergartens, schools, clinics, and homes—were a more durable presence. This made them critical for Israel, a country surrounded by hostile neighbors—some of whom would have liked nothing more than to redraw the new Jewish state right out of existence.


Miri and I shared that view, although we believed that in the long run, the only way to ensure real security for Israel was to make peace with all its neighbors—most importantly the Palestinian people, with whom our nation has been in conflict for decades and many of whom live, to this day, under an Israeli military occupation.


We both firmly believed that peace with the Palestinians would require ensuring that they had a state of their own, just like our Israel—a place where their own civilian communities, with their kindergartens, schools, clinics, and homes, could afford them a stable and enduring connection to the land that Israelis and Palestinians both cherish. Until there was a breakthrough on this front, however, communities like Nahal Oz had a vital role to play—and losing one in the aftermath of the war would mark a step backward, a step toward a less safe world for the Jewish people.


Yet a sense of patriotism wasn’t the only thing that was causing me to warm to the idea of moving to Nahal Oz. Ever since we met, Miri had told me about her desire to leave the city one day and raise a family in a small community, ideally “a kibbutz surrounded by green fields, but not too far from Tel Aviv.”


So, I asked her, how about moving to just such a kibbutz: a small community where everybody knows their neighbors, in a beautiful area only an hour away from the big city?


Miri liked the idea—but she wasn’t sure that Nahal Oz was the right place for us. “There are something like twenty kibbutzim on the Gaza border,” she told me. “Why should we move to the most dangerous one?” Still, she was intrigued enough to go see the place for herself.


On Friday, September 26—exactly a month after the end of the war—we took the one-hour drive from Tel Aviv to the border region. In the fields, tractors were already working to repair the damages caused by the tanks.


Inside the main gate of Nahal Oz, surrounded by a perimeter fence that looked sturdy but that, to our surprise, lacked any barbed wire or security cameras, we were greeted by Oshrit Sabag, an optimistic and energetic woman who was in charge of “demographic growth” at the kibbutz—basically, convincing new people to move in. She told us that several other families had also made inquiries about moving to Nahal Oz since the end of the war. “So we’re not the only crazy people in this country?” I asked her. “It’s the other way around,” she replied with a smile. “The crazy people are the ones living in Tel Aviv. Here you can find what everyone is looking for: community, peace of mind, space.”


It didn’t take us long to see exactly what she meant. During our visit, we glimpsed Nahal Oz at peace: a green haven with tall, leafy trees and abundant patches of long grass surrounding modest one-story houses. In all the gardens, flowers were blooming; the people we met were friendly and asked us where we had come from and what we were hoping to find there. By the time we left, Miri told me that she understood what had attracted me to the place.


Two months later, we moved to Nahal Oz. Our relocation happened to coincide with the Jewish holiday of Hanukkah. “A new couple has arrived in the kibbutz!” the community’s Facebook page announced on the day we unpacked our belongings in our new home: a two-bedroom trailer surrounded by muddy soil and flanked by two tall trees. “Amir, 25, and Miri, 26, moved from Tel Aviv to Nahal Oz in search of a strong community, and because they believed this was the right place to come to after the events of the summer.… Happy Hanukkah, and welcome home!”


Indeed, Nahal Oz quickly felt like home for Miri and me. We made friends with other young couples who had moved from different parts of Israel, many of them for reasons similar to ours. Within a year and a half of our decision to move, the kibbutz had overcome the demographic loss it suffered after the war, and by the summer of 2016—when we held our wedding at the kibbutz pool, surrounded by four hundred guests—it seemed like Nahal Oz had turned a corner. The community was growing, even flourishing. New children were being born, new homes were being built. By 2018, there was a waiting list for new families wanting to join the kibbutz.


The trend of young families coming to Nahal Oz continued despite the fact that, once every few months, there was another round of fighting with Hamas in Gaza and we found ourselves under mortar fire. This didn’t deter us from staying in the kibbutz, and didn’t deter other families from joining. Those rounds of fighting usually lasted a week or two, and when they started, all the families temporarily relocated to other parts of the country. Some of our friends and neighbors compared it, jadedly, to going on vacation.


Unlike Miri and I, who chose to move to Nahal Oz, our girls Galia and Carmel—born in 2020 and 2022, respectively—simply knew it as their home, the place where they formed all of their first memories. They learned to walk there, as we walked with them to their daycare every morning, and then to run, when they hurried to buy popsicles at the kibbutz grocery store in the afternoon. They loved feeding the cows and getting kisses from the giant, gentle animals. We took them to see a field of white cotton right before it was picked and a field of purple cabbages when the vegetables first emerge from the ground. We were happy to raise them in Nahal Oz, despite the dangers of living on the border.


In the evening hours of October 6, 2023, we went with the girls to an important event: a dress rehearsal for the kibbutz’s seventieth anniversary celebration, which was to take place the following night on the big lawn outside the pool. Galia and her kindergarten friends would dance on the main stage, in front of the entire community and hundreds of guests. A sense of excitement was in the air. We were proud to participate in this important milestone, marking seven decades since the founding of what had become, over the past few years, our community. We watched Galia dance on the stage and imagined her doing it the next evening before a warm, supportive crowd. It was wonderful.
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The next morning, as we sheltered in the safe room, mortars falling around us, we assumed that this time would be like all the others. We had a procedure for these situations, and we were following it calmly as the explosions rumbled on and on. Whenever a round of violence breaks out, we quickly pack two small suitcases—clothes, diapers, toothbrushes, a few other personal items—and at the first moment of quiet, we bundle the kids into our car and leave the kibbutz, knowing that within ten days or so, a ceasefire will be announced and we’ll be able to return home and get on with our lives.


While Miri chose clothes for the girls, I glanced at our neighborhood’s text-messaging group. After spending several years in the kibbutz’s “caravan neighborhood,” in December 2022 we and most of our friends had moved to a new neighborhood at the northeastern edge of the community. Surrounded by trees and overlooking the fields, this neighborhood was made up of twelve large homes with high ceilings, thick windows, and wide porches. The construction was brand new and top quality. We loved living there and were very close with our neighbors in the eleven surrounding homes. Now, I sent a quick message to ask if everyone was OK.


“Did Israel assassinate some senior mehabel in Gaza overnight?” one of my neighbors asked, using the Hebrew word for terrorist. What else, she reasoned, could have caused this seemingly endless barrage of mortars and rockets—a stronger bombardment than any we’d experienced since moving to the kibbutz. Another neighbor joked that this was Hamas’s response to the rehearsal the night before, which went on for many hours and probably irritated people in Gaza with all its noise.


“Well, I guess Galia won’t be dancing tonight after all,” I whispered to Miri, and we both laughed quietly so as not to wake the girls. “At least she got to enjoy the rehearsal.”


At 6:45 A.M., one of the neighbors asked if anyone else had a problem with their electricity. As if on cue, we lost power, too. Everyone started writing that they were in the same situation. For the next few minutes, we exchanged messages about who had heard the incoming rocket alarm and who hadn’t. “We didn’t hear an alarm,” I wrote at 6:58. “Miri just heard the whistle and we ran.”


The text group remained quiet for a few minutes. Then Miri and I heard a chilling sound that made us exchange a frightened look: automatic gunfire.


At first, we heard it in the distance, from the fields. Still, it was unusual. In past rounds of fighting, our only concern had been to evade the mortars; we had never experienced a cross-border infiltration by Hamas. But that was exactly what this noise suggested. Moreover, while the mortars were continuing to fall around us, their pace was slowing now, which made me wonder: Is the bombardment ending because the people responsible for it are now entering our community?


I didn’t have much time to indulge these questions. The gunfire was growing closer, sounding as if it was on the ring road surrounding the kibbutz—well within the perimeter fence of Nahal Oz. And then it was inside our neighborhood, right near the window of our house. We also heard shouting in Arabic and immediately understood what was going on.


Our worst nightmare was playing out: Israel’s defensive line—the network of fences, cameras, and other security apparatuses that we had always believed would protect us from the army of terror on the other side of the border—had been breached. Hamas was coming for us.


At 7:10, one of our neighbors sent a message to the group: “Hamas has invaded the kibbutz.” Another neighbor wrote: “There’s gunfire in the neighborhood, they’re here.” A third replied: “Where’s the army? How come nobody is coming?”


Inside our safe room, with the metal plate protecting the window, it was as dark as night and dead silent. Then, somewhere in the darkness, I heard our daughters stirring in their beds.















CHAPTER 2



PIONEERS


1953–1957


THE FIRST THING THEY SAW when they got off the bus was the yellowish, dusty soil. There were very few trees back then—no orchards, no gardens. There was also no border fence, but to their west, they could clearly see an Egyptian military post marking the international armistice line and, on a hill behind it, the first homes of Gaza City, at the time under the control of Egypt. They couldn’t see the Mediterranean Sea, but when the wind blew from the west, it carried a salty scent, reminding them how close they were to the beaches of Gaza.


It was early October 1953, and a group of about sixty Israeli soldiers—nineteen-year-old men and women from different parts of the country—were standing on the site of what would become Nahal Oz. They were not the first arrivals, however: already there was a tiny military base, really just a handful of sheds scattered across a small plot of land. The base had been established in 1951 to protect the border and the Israeli communities that lay farther back from it, and now these teenagers had arrived on a strategic mission of their own: to turn that base into a civilian community, a new kibbutz.


The order had come straight from Moshe Dayan, Israel’s most influential military general at the time. Dayan and David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first prime minister, shared the view that Israel’s borders, and specifically the border with the Gaza Strip, needed more than military installations in order to be well and truly fortified. There had to be civilian life on the border—especially agriculture—before the region would be completely safe. A permanent population to detect and deter attacks and to convince the Arab world that the young, recently founded State of Israel was there to stay.


The military unit to which these young men and women belonged was called Nahal, an acronym representing the Hebrew words for “fighting pioneer youth.” The sixty of them now climbing off the bus had joined the military at the age of eighteen, conscripted like most Jewish citizens, and they had received basic combat training. But then, instead of being sent to an army or air force base, they received their real mission: to start a new kibbutz. The chosen name, Nahal Oz, was a combination of the unit’s name and the Hebrew word for strength. In Dayan’s view, this new community would be the front line of the front line: a place so close to the border that the very fact of its presence would help protect all the communities behind it.


One of the soldiers piling off the bus was a nineteen-year-old named Yechiel Chlenov who had come from Tel Aviv. He was born before the State of Israel’s founding, in what was then British Mandatory Palestine, to a family that was considered Zionist royalty: he’d been named after a grandfather who was an early leader of the Zionist movement, a grandfather whose name also graced streets all over the country. But that august legacy was rarely discussed at home. Yechiel was expected to find his own way to contribute to the newly established State of Israel, not to rest on the laurels of previous generations. This is what had brought him to Nahal Oz.


Yechiel had enlisted in the Nahal unit as part of a “seed group” of teenagers designated to go and live in the Negev, the vast desert area encompassing most of southern Israel. The soldiers knew from the start that their mission was to create a new kibbutz. They were excited about it and didn’t give much thought to the dangers of life on the border. “We were young, had no kids, we just didn’t think about the security risks,” Yechiel recalled decades later.


When these unusual reinforcements arrived in the fall of 1953, the soldiers who had previously manned the small military post left for other missions and the nineteen-year-olds took over. The physical conditions were rough: they turned several sheds into their living quarters, sleeping four to a room. A larger shed was turned into the communal dining room, and two other sheds served as a clinic and a social club—which contained books, newspapers, and board games. “We barely had any time to enjoy it,” Yechiel said. “We were too busy.”


The toilets were located in a separate shed, as were the communal showers: one for the men, one for the women. When the winter rains arrived, the dusty soil turned to mud. The soldiers worked every day from dawn to dusk and at night had guard duty, which everyone had to perform, seven people at a time: four would sit in guard towers on the edges of the kibbutz, two others patrolled, and one provided support to the others. In Yechiel’s words, “There was one shift that only the girls received, which was to fry potatoes in the kitchen during the night and deliver them to those on guard duty. When you got those fries in the middle of the night, still warm, it was the best thing in the world.”


Their daily meals weren’t as enjoyable. In the morning, it was bread bought from a bakery in the closest town, Netivot, located fifteen to twenty minutes away; vegetables from their own community garden, which they had planted in the northeastern corner of the kibbutz; and one kind of cheese. On certain days there was also half an egg per person—a ratio that the residents of Nahal Oz had to endure until they had installed their own chicken coop and could indulge in scrambled eggs. Lunch was mostly carbs—potatoes, rice—with the occasional protein of meat or fish. In the evening, there was a repeat of the morning meal, with the addition of tahini, a spread made of crushed sesame seeds and lemon. Dessert was mostly fruits or sometimes a cake baked in the kibbutz’s small kitchen.


A few weeks after they took over, the teenagers held a ceremony to mark the founding of the new kibbutz. Dignitaries from the government and high-ranking military officers came, as did the soldiers’ parents, who could see for the first time what their children had signed up for. Rachel Levi, one of the founders, remarked decades later that their parents “were shocked” by the living conditions. They wanted to give their children better food and clothes—but this was forbidden in a kibbutz, where everyone had to be equal. Instead, the parents grouped together and thought of ways they could collectively improve the situation.


One of the parents’ first decisions was to give “the kids,” as they called their frontier soldiers, some cultural life. The shed serving as a social club was soon upgraded with the arrival of a black piano, purchased collectively by the parents. Bringing it in was a challenge: there was no paved road to the kibbutz at the time, only a gravel path that met the closest road two miles to the east. The piano was driven to that point on a small truck and then transported the rest of the way on a tractor. In the evenings, after dinner and a quick shower, those who weren’t on guard duty would gather around the instrument to play and sing together.


The teenagers were living the Zionist dream, but it came with a price. Only a month after their arrival, Nahal Oz lost its first member when Ya’akov “Tommy” Tuchman was shot to death by Egyptian soldiers while patrolling the border.


At the time, the demarcation line between Israel and Gaza was nothing more than a ditch dug along the armistice line that Israel and Egypt had agreed on in 1949 at the end of Israel’s War of Independence.


During that war, which had broken out after the British decided to end their thirty-years-long colonial adventure in Palestine, the Israeli military fought simultaneously against the Palestinians—the native Arab population that lived in British Mandatory Palestine on the eve of the war—and the armies of several adjoining Arab states, including the Egyptian military. The result was an Israeli victory, which led to the establishment of temporary borders between Israel and neighboring Arab countries, including the border between Israel and Egyptian-controlled Gaza.


Any healthy person could easily hop over this border, and indeed, hundreds of Palestinians from Gaza tried to cross it on a daily basis, some of them in an attempt to reach homes or lands they had lost in the war, others in an attempt to carry out attacks against Israel. The responsibility to patrol “their” stretch of the border, directly outside the kibbutz, fell on the young members of Nahal Oz. Tommy, just twenty years old, had died while doing just this. The Egyptian soldiers who shot him managed to flee the scene before any responders arrived from the Israeli side.


Exchanges of fire like this weren’t a rare occurrence along the border, which was still just a nonbinding armistice line regularly crisscrossed by bullets and raiding parties. But for the young people of Nahal Oz, the personal loss was shocking—and brought home just how dangerous the mission was that they had chosen for themselves. Still, despite pleas from some of their parents, all of the surviving members of the kibbutz stayed. “We had responsibility—not just toward the state, but toward each other,” Yechiel recalled. “You couldn’t just get up and leave your friends behind.”
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Ali Montar Hill is situated to the east of Salah al-Din Street—the most important north-to-south road inside the Gaza Strip. From the top of this hill, Nahal Oz is laid out in front of you like a detailed map. In the early 1950s, an Egyptian military base on this hill collected intelligence on a daily basis about the events on the other side of the border. The Egyptian soldiers documented the first sheds being placed in the fields to create the temporary Israeli military base; they witnessed the arrival of the young group of soldiers who turned it into a kibbutz; they saw the construction of new homes and the paving of a new road connecting the community to the rest of Israel. They watched and reported.


The Gaza Strip, which includes Gaza City and several smaller cities, towns, and villages nearby, was a place of pain and misery at the time, home to approximately three hundred thousand people, spread out from Gaza City in the north to Rafah in the south. It was an arbitrarily created region, the result of historical negotiations between two empires—and the capricious treatment extended to its inhabitants.


In 1906, the British and Ottoman Empires had decided to draw a straight line from Rafah to Taba, a city some 130 miles southeast, on the other side of the Sinai Peninsula. The two great powers agreed that this line would mark the border between what was then British-controlled Egypt and Ottoman Palestine. The Ottomans turned Gaza City, one of the largest cities on the Palestinian coast, into the de facto capital of a new region, eponymously called “Gaza.” Decades later, this region would become the basis for the “Strip” that is nestled today between Israel and Egypt.


A decade after the British-Ottoman border agreement, the two empires collided in World War I, and the British military conquered Ottoman Palestine and added it to its trove of colonial territories. Its new possessions included Gaza City and the region around it. But although the Crown now controlled both sides of the former British-Ottoman border, the city of Rafah, approximately eighteen miles south of Gaza, remained a border town, separating the British territory of Palestine from Egypt.


The area around Gaza City was one of the last in British-controlled Palestine to experience the establishment of new Zionist communities during the three decades of British rule. One such community, a small kibbutz called Be’erot Yitzhak (“The wells of Isaac”) was founded in 1943, on almost exactly the same parcel of land that later became Nahal Oz. This area, immediately to the east of Gaza City, was not home to any Palestinian communities at the time, although Bedouin tribes living farther east would often pass through there on their way to Gaza. Maps documenting the Palestinian presence in the area in the 1940s show a small Palestinian village located about four miles to the south of present-day Nahal Oz, and another one about two and half miles to the east of it, near where the Israeli communities of Be’eri and Shokeda, respectively, now stand.


In 1947, with the British finally heading for the exits after decades of fighting between Jews and Palestinians over the land that had hitherto been encompassed by British Mandatory Palestine, the UN offered a plan to divide it into two separate countries, one for the Jews and one for the Palestinians. The plan, had it been implemented, would have left the entire area around Gaza as part of the future Palestinian state, with the scattered Jewish kibbutzim in this area given the option of living as a minority population in a new state of Palestine or relocating to the new Jewish state, Israel, whose allotted territory lay to the north.


But while David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Zionist movement at the time, accepted the plan, the Palestinian and wider Arab leadership rejected it for a variety of reasons. Some Arab leaders opposed the idea of a Jewish state in Palestine outright, while others had reservations about the specific borders of the partition plan, which left Israel with 55 percent of the land, despite the fact that, at the time, Jews comprised less than half of the population of British Mandatory Palestine. While Zionist leaders viewed the plan’s allotment of land to Israel as a vital step toward securing a safe haven for the Jewish survivors of the Holocaust, which had ended only three years earlier, Palestinian leaders decried the plan as favoring the needs of potential Jewish immigrants over those of the area’s native Palestinian population.


By the end of 1947, a full-blown war had broken out between the Zionists and the Palestinians; when Ben-Gurion announced in 1948 the official formation of the State of Israel, the armies of neighboring Arab countries joined the war, including those of Egypt, which was still technically occupied by Britain but which had gained a degree of autonomy in the early 1920s. Things looked desperate for the Zionist project. But despite Israel’s small population—the new country was home to only six hundred thousand people at the time—the fighting ended in a decisive Israeli victory.


The war changed Gaza completely. As Israeli forces advanced south along the coastline and then into the Negev desert, they conquered Palestinian cities, towns, and villages that were home to hundreds of thousands of people. Many of these Palestinians fled to the Gaza region—some expelled by force, others leaving out of fear for their lives as the Israeli military advanced toward their communities. By the end of the war, in January 1949, the population of the Gaza region had more than tripled; home to fewer than one hundred thousand people on the eve of the war, the area contained approximately three hundred thousand by the end of the fighting. The majority of the people living there were now refugees. Among them were the residents of the two small villages located to the south and to the east of Nahal Oz.


In early January 1949, Israeli and Egyptian officers met to negotiate a new border between the two countries, reflecting the results of the war on the ground. This wasn’t going to be a mutually accepted border leading to the announcement of a peace agreement but rather a temporary line of separation that would put an official end to the war—and which would be based on the locations of both countries’ militaries on the last day of the fighting.


One thing was clear even before they began their discussions: Gaza City and its immediate surroundings—land that barely any Israeli soldier had set foot on during the war—would become part of a new, Egyptian-controlled “strip” along the Mediterranean. The northern edge of this strip included the villages of Beit Lahia and Beit Hanoun. To the south, it ran all the way to Rafah and the old British-Ottoman border. The sea served as a natural border in the west.


After two months of negotiations between Israel and Egypt, an eastern border was also agreed upon, giving the new “Gaza Strip” its final territorial dimensions: approximately twenty-four miles from north to south and seven miles from the sea to its easternmost point. Inside the Gaza Strip, an Egyptian military governor was given absolute authority, while the newly created UN agency for Palestinian refugees (United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the Near East) was tasked with running schools, clinics, and welfare services for the new residents. The task it faced was monumental: the unemployment rate in the new Strip was spiraling out of control.


Gaza City, the de facto capital of this new territory, became one of the most densely populated cities in the Middle East following the war. It was also one of the region’s oldest, continuously inhabited cities, with the first signs of human life in the area dating back at least five thousand years. In the Hebrew Bible, it is mostly mentioned as an important city under the control of the Philistines, an ancient people whose presence in the region caused the Greeks to come up with the name “Palestine.” The legendary Israeli ruler King David fought the Philistines in Gaza and eventually took the city. Later, it also fell to the Egyptians and the Persians. The most famous Christian saint affiliated with the city is Hilarion, who was born there in A.D. 291 and whose remains are still buried to the south of the city. By the Middle Ages, however, Gaza had become an overwhelmingly Arab-Muslim city, which it remains today.


Following the 1948 war, Gaza became something different: a city of refugees. Most of them came from areas that were only a short drive away from the new Gaza Strip, some even within walking distance. As French historian Jean-Pierre Filiu writes, “Their grave difficulty of overcoming the trauma of dispossession was exacerbated by the artificial nature of the lines of demarcation when the former dwellings and family lands of the refugees were so close at hand.” Every day, hundreds of Palestinian refugees would try to cross the border into what was now Israel, looking to return to their old homes or cultivate what used to be their lands. Others tried to steal cows, sheep, and donkeys from the Israeli farmers now living there. They were turned away by Israeli soldiers, often with violence.


Among those attempting to cross the new border were also the fedayeen, armed men carrying guns, hand grenades, and other weapons and whose intentions weren’t as noble: they came in looking to kill Israeli soldiers or citizens in the frontier communities. They were motivated partly by an ideological opposition to Israel—a country whose very existence they viewed as being predicated on the banishment of the Palestinian people from the new nation’s land—and partly by a wish for revenge over the loss that their cause had suffered in the 1948 war. Some of them hoped to push back the new Israeli communities and, by doing so, open up an opportunity to win back some of the lands that had been lost with Israel’s creation.


The newly created Israel-Gaza border, in short, knew very few days of peace. And yet in the coming years, new Israeli communities sprang up along it, and thousands of people moved to what today is often called the Gaza Envelope—the region of Israel that is within firing range of Gaza. As they did, the Israeli military also built up its presence along the border—and also began crossing it more often. Dayan tasked a young Israeli paratrooper by the name of Ariel Sharon with creating a special unit that could strike inside Gaza in order to deter Palestinian militants from attacking Israel. As Filiu describes the new reality, “a cycle of incursions and reprisals now got underway across the armistice line,” costing hundreds of lives on both sides.
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Tami Halevi arrived at Nahal Oz in the summer of 1955 along with sixteen other nineteen-year-old female soldiers. A bus dropped them off at the closest junction, and then a tractor towing a cart came to pick them up. The girls were dressed in their finest clothes, but the cart was covered in dust and mud. When they reached their new home, they were given ten minutes to put their few personal belongings in their rooms before gathering in the kibbutz dining hall. A modest dinner awaited them: bread, cheese, and salad. Then, each new arrival was assigned a work task for the next morning—and that was it. “Quite a welcome,” Tami later recalled.


Tami had grown up in Nahariya, a seaside town in northern Israel that at the time was home to many wealthy Jews who had emigrated from Germany. Her mother was one of the first practicing female doctors in British Mandatory Palestine, and Tami grew up just down the street from two of the richest families in the region, owners of large factories there. Still, her parents raised Tami to be tough: Nahariya was bombarded and besieged by Arab forces during the 1948 war, and as a teenager, she was recruited to salvage supplies that were dropped into the sea by Israeli planes.


She arrived at Nahal Oz as part of a second “seed group” that had been organized to populate the new kibbutz. The first group, that of Yechiel and his friends, were twenty-one-year-old veterans by then, and they looked to Tami like the most confident, knowledgeable people in the world. Like the first group from 1953, hers was also a mixture of young men and women, all of them soldiers on a mission to strengthen the new frontier kibbutz. But compared to their predecessors, they felt painfully green.


A lot had changed at Nahal Oz since its founding: several homes had been built, new agricultural equipment had been purchased, and a small dairy farm was under construction. “We arrived at an existing kibbutz,” she noted—unlike the previous group, which had to start everything from scratch. On the night of their arrival, a baby was born in Nahal Oz—the third since 1953.


Getting married was a priority for many of the kibbutz members. They were young, fit, and tanned from long hours of work in the sun; perhaps more significantly, they were completely isolated from the rest of the world. There was one telephone in the entire community, used for urgent communications with the military, and no regular bus services. Mail usually arrived once a week. It didn’t take long for couples to start forming under these conditions.


In the fields of Nahal Oz lay the remains of Be’erot Yitzhak, the earlier kibbutz that had been formed in 1943 but that was later destroyed by the Egyptian military during the 1948 war. The surviving residents of that community had decided to rebuild it in central Israel, leaving only a water tower and a few half-standing homes as memorials to their ambitions. Young couples from Nahal Oz turned these ruins into a sort of lover’s lane; Yechiel remembered one time when a few of the men went to conduct a shooting training exercise next to the deserted buildings, only to realize they had interrupted a new couple who’d been making out there.


For those living in kibbutzim like Nahal Oz, one incentive for getting married, even at the early age of twenty-one, was housing: married couples received their own rooms, and would be the first to move into “real” homes when those were constructed. But there were new challenges when newborns became part of the community: a daycare and kindergarten had to be built, and more important, so did a “children’s home” where the little ones went to sleep every night. Up until the 1970s, children in most kibbutzim did not sleep in the same room as their parents but rather in a joint space with their peers, under the supervision of an adult caretaker.


Roi Rutberg and Amira Glickson were one of the first couples in Nahal Oz to get married and have a baby—a son. Roi was the community’s security chief, responsible for all communications with the military. In case of an emergency in or around the kibbutz, he was the first responder. He had a horse on which he patrolled the fields each morning. Amira later described him as a “Greek idol,” strong and tanned, often walking around without a shirt and with a comb tucked in the back pocket of his jeans.


The Egyptians overlooking the kibbutz from Ali Montar Hill knew Roi Rutberg by name. They followed his daily routines and often saw him driving away Palestinians who tried to cross the border into the fields. Roi often went about this alone, just one man on his horse. To his neighbors and friends in Nahal Oz, he was a living hero. To the Egyptian soldiers on the other side, he was a symbol—and, soon, a target.
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April 29, 1956, was supposed to be a day of celebration at Nahal Oz. Four weddings were planned that day, part of a local tradition that began two years earlier whereby single weddings were dispensed with in favor of one big joyous event. Hundreds of guests were expected to arrive by bus from all over Israel. One of the couples sent an invitation to Moshe Dayan and was delighted to receive a letter from his office stating that the general—the man who had first conceived of Kibbutz Nahal Oz—would be honored to attend.


Preparations got underway in the early morning hours. Kibbutz members rehearsed a group dance while the couples tried on their wedding outfits. But soon, word began to spread that something terrible had happened. Tami Halevi recalled hearing whispers: “something about Roi’s horse coming back without him.” Within minutes, all of the festivities were canceled.


Over the next few hours, the details slowly emerged: Roi had gone out that morning to patrol the fields after learning that a group of Palestinians had crossed the border. The intruders were all civilians, but armed men were waiting for him on the other side of the ditch. They shot him to death and then dashed across the border and abducted his body, mutilating it along the way back to Gaza. The kibbutz called the military, which in turn contacted UN peacekeepers. By the early afternoon, the disfigured body had been returned. Instead of four weddings, Nahal Oz now had to plan a funeral.


The buses with the guests were all turned back at the kibbutz entrance and only the immediate relatives of the four couples were allowed to enter, shocked to learn of what had happened.


Dayan, however, did not cancel his visit. Decades later, Tami Halevi remembered the general’s solemn arrival. “He gathered us together and said, ‘There will be no party today, but don’t cancel the religious ceremony. These couples need to get married.’” And so, while the entire community was grieving Roi’s death, the four couples got dressed and drove with their families to a nearby town, where a rabbi quickly officiated their marriages. Dayan said farewell, but promised to return the next day for the funeral.


When Tommy Tuchman had died three years earlier, his parents asked to bury him close to them, in central Israel. But it was different with Roi. His family decided that he would be buried in the fields that he had died protecting. That meant an area near the kibbutz had to be designated as a cemetery. The community chose a small hill overlooking Gaza.


Dayan arrived for the funeral, as did hundreds of people from all over Israel. As Roi was laid to rest, the general read a speech he had written overnight. Its title, “The Gates of Gaza,” was taken from the biblical story of Samson, the Israelite warrior who was strong enough to lift the heavy gates of the ancient Philistine city of Gaza and carry them on his shoulders after the Philistines living there, foresworn enemies of ancient Israel, had tried to trap him inside the city.


“Early yesterday morning, Roi was murdered,” Dayan began. “The quiet of the spring morning dazzled him, and he did not see those waiting in ambush at the edge of the furrow.”


Then came the most controversial part of the eulogy: “Let us not cast the blame on the murderers,” Dayan told the crowd. “Why should we question their burning hatred for us? For eight years, they have been sitting in the refugee camps in Gaza, and before their eyes, we have been transforming the lands and the villages, where they and their fathers dwelt, into our estate.”


Dayan’s words represented a rare recognition by an Israeli leader of the Palestinian Nakba, or “catastrophe”—the mass displacement of civilians during the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, when approximately seven hundred thousand Palestinians had become refugees. Dayan spoke openly about their loss and trauma and the bitter frustration with which they viewed from their refugee camps the creation of new communities like Nahal Oz.


This recognition of Palestinian suffering, however, did not turn the speech into an appeal for peace. Quite the opposite: Dayan offered a pessimistic view of the future awaiting Nahal Oz:




It is not among the Arabs in Gaza, but in our own midst that we must seek Roi’s blood. How did we shut our eyes and refuse to look squarely at our fate and see, in all its brutality, the destiny of our generation? Have we forgotten that this group of young people dwelling at Nahal Oz is bearing the heavy gates of Gaza on its shoulders?


Beyond the furrow of the border, a sea of hatred and desire for revenge is swelling, awaiting the day when serenity will dull our path.… This is the fate of our generation. This is our life’s choice: to be prepared and armed, strong and determined, lest the sword be stricken from our fist and our lives cut down.


The young Roi who left Tel Aviv to build his home at the gates of Gaza, to be a wall for us, was blinded by the light in his heart and he did not see the flash of the sword. The yearning for peace deafened his ears and he did not hear the voice of murder waiting in ambush. The gates of Gaza weighed too heavily on his shoulders, and overcame him.





The moment Dayan finished speaking, his speech passed into legend. It was printed by several newspapers the following day, and the general was asked to read it aloud on national radio. Pundits praised it as historic and powerful, while teachers in schools across the country encouraged their students to read it. The broadcast version, however, omitted the first, explosive paragraph recognizing the Nakba and the tragedy of the Palestinian refugees. It has been rumored that Ben-Gurion himself asked Dayan to cut those sentences from the radio version.


In Nahal Oz, not everyone liked the speech. Some of the young kibbutzniks found it too dark. They wanted to believe that one day, maybe in the distant future, there would be peace between their community and the communities in Gaza.


Tami’s boyfriend, Tzvika, a close friend of Roi’s, replaced him as the kibbutz security coordinator. The couple got married several months later. This time, Dayan was not invited.
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In October of that year, Israel started another war with Egypt, invading its southern neighbor’s territory in coordination with France and the United Kingdom but against the wishes of the United States. The Brits and the French wanted to win control over the Suez Canal, one of the most important shipping corridors in the world, and wrest it away from Egypt. Israel, meanwhile, wanted to enlarge its territory and put an end to the cross-border attacks from Gaza, both by Egyptian soldiers and Palestinian militants.


The Suez War was short and decisive: by mid-November 1956, the Gaza Strip and Sinai Peninsula were both under Israeli occupation. Ben-Gurion declared in the Israeli parliament the formation of “the Third Kingdom of Israel.” The UN, meanwhile, was accusing Israel of killing hundreds of civilians in different parts of the Strip and of committing a “massacre” in the southern city of Rafah.
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David Ben-Gurion, first prime minister of the State of Israel (seated at the right-hand corner on a chair), is seen here conversing with the young residents of Nahal Oz; General Moshe Dayan (with an eyepatch on his left eye) is located in the middle of the image, seated among the members of the kibbutz—including Yechiel Chlenov, seated in the center of the group, with blond hair and glasses.








For the growing community of Nahal Oz, the war came as a surprise—and, at least for some, as an opportunity. “A few men from the kibbutz went to Gaza and brought back things they took from homes there,” Tami Halevi recalled. “Most of us didn’t go. The situation was dangerous; it was still a war zone.” The looting made headlines in the Israeli and international media, drawing strong criticism against the kibbutzniks who participated in it. It also created an internal crisis for the community: at least two of the founding members left the kibbutz in protest and never returned.


In March 1957, Ben-Gurion and Dayan arrived together at Nahal Oz. They wanted to update the young kibbutzniks holding the frontier of their upcoming decision to accede to US demands and hand Gaza back to Egypt. It was an incredible scene: the prime minister himself arriving at a remote kibbutz, in which the oldest resident was only twenty-four years old, to share his geostrategic rationale for withdrawing from Gaza. He later also wrote a four-page letter to the community, in which he explained how much Israel needed US support, and also took credit for securing an important diplomatic achievement related to freedom of navigation in international waters for Israel-bound vessels, as part of his compromise with President Eisenhower. Most of the community, despite some reservations, accepted his explanation.


Ben-Gurion also used the occasion to scold the Nahal Oz community for the looting from Gaza. “He told us that he loved us, but if we didn’t give back everything we took from Gaza, he would order the Israeli military to surround us and lay siege to the kibbutz,” Yechiel Chlenov recalled. They told him that everything had already been returned a few days after the war, which wasn’t exactly true: a rare drilling machine remained in the kibbutz, after the the majority of the residents insisted on keeping it.


Ben-Gurion claimed that he wasn’t worried about the security repercussions of the withdrawal from the Gaza Strip. The Egyptian government, he said, had learned its lesson after the war and was likely to use brutal violence to clamp down on the Palestinian militants in Gaza whose attacks on Israel were one of the reasons the country had joined the offensive against Egypt. History proved him right: the next decade, from 1957 to 1967, was the quietest ever along the Israel-Gaza border, with no casualties in Nahal Oz.















CHAPTER 3



“THE MILITARY IS AWARE”


OCTOBER 7, 2023


WE DIDN’T REALIZE JUST HOW serious our predicament was until we heard shots being fired into our house. Everything that had happened up to that point—that heavy barrage of mortars, the panicked messages from our neighbors, even the sound of approaching gunfire—was unusual and alarming, but it hadn’t caused us to fear for our lives. That changed in an instant when we heard the first bullets smashing through our living room window.


Miri and I were familiar with the sound of gunfire. Like the vast majority of Israel’s Jewish citizens, we had both served in the military, something we were required by law to do at age eighteen. We had no combat experience—I served in a technological intelligence unit, and Miri taught immigrant soldiers about Jewish culture as part of the education corps—but we were required to do basic training, which included shooting an M16 assault rifle. During our years in Nahal Oz, there were, from time to time, military exercises in the region that included live fire. But we didn’t own firearms and it had been years since we had discharged one ourselves. We certainly had never heard a bullet cracking through a window and hitting a wall inside a sealed house—let alone our house. But that’s exactly what we were now hearing.


The sound was intense, almost deafening. There was one bullet, and then another. Two seconds of silence—and then three other bullets followed. We heard glass shattering, but we had no way of knowing how much of it had broken, and exactly which window of our house had been hit. From the safe room, unable to see anything, we couldn’t even tell if the noise was an indication that the terrorists were now inside the house or if they were still outside, shooting in.


The shouting was also much closer now: no longer coming from a remote part of the neighborhood, but rather from a very short distance away. One of the terrorists, probably a midlevel Hamas field commander, was standing right outside our window and shouting orders to the others. I had learned some Arabic during my military service almost two decades earlier, and I had retained enough to understand: he was instructing them to search for ways to get into one of the houses—presumably ours. As he did, explosions continued reverberating through our neighborhood, signaling that Hamas was keeping up its mortar attacks, albeit at a slower pace than during the opening barrage, despite the fact that its fighters were now inside the kibbutz. It was strange of our attackers to subject themselves to this sort of friendly fire, but we had no time to ponder the decision; the bottom line of it all was that we, and our two daughters, were now in grave danger not from the mortars but rather from the men on the ground.


Our home in the new neighborhood of the kibbutz, like all the others there, was built out of relatively strong materials. The walls were all a mixture of cement and plaster; the windows were thick and designed to block shrapnel in case a rocket fell near them; the interior blinds were the electric kind and, in our case, had been completely rolled down before we had gone to bed the night before. The home’s two doors—one at the front, the other at the back—were both locked. Still, we had no illusions about our situation: if these armed terrorists tried hard enough, they’d probably find a way to get in.


The real question was whether they’d be able to break into the safe room. Like others on the kibbutz, ours had a door handle that was, theoretically, lockable. But these rooms were built with one kind of threat in mind: rockets and mortars. The idea behind the safe rooms is that if the entire family gets into the room, shuts the door, and closes the metal plate covering the window, they will be safe from shrapnel even if the home suffers a direct hit. The door and metal plate are supposed to block even the smallest pieces of shrapnel.


But a ground invasion by Hamas terrorists? The metal plate on the window was probably strong enough to block their bullets, but would the safe room door stand up to that kind of assault? We had no way of knowing.


Miri and I were separately but simultaneously gripped by a cold realization: we were in mortal and immediate danger. Without knowing whether the terrorists were inside the house or right outside of it, we clearly understood that any noise we made would increase their determination to break into the safe room and find us. We also realized that if they were right outside the window, as it sounded, then the terrorists had already seen the baby stroller standing on our front porch—yet they were continuing their assault on our home, regardless. In other words, we had to assume that nothing would stop them from murdering all four of us if they had the opportunity. The only other option—that they’d try to kidnap us and drag us back with them into Gaza—was just as terrifying.


And so, our first and most urgent mission was to calm the girls. They were both awake now, as we could hear from the rustling of their bedsheets. Carmel was the first one to sit up in the dark and ask, with a sleepy smile that I could hear in her little voice, if she could go out and play. Galia yawned and said that today was Saturday and her daycare was closed. The gunshots had clearly woken them up, but they didn’t ask about the loud noises at first. They couldn’t see our faces in the dark or tell how worried we were.


Miri and I exchanged two quick sentences in English, to avoid having the children understand us. We both agreed that we had to stay as composed and calm as we could, no matter what happened. We couldn’t afford one of our daughters, not to mention both, starting to cry. But could we really expect two young children, one just a toddler, to remain silent after waking up to such a situation?


Saturday morning was usually their favorite time of the week. Galia, our firstborn, liked to sleep late, while her younger sister Carmel would get up around 7:00 A.M. and ask me to take her for a walk around the kibbutz. Galia would use that opportunity to run to our bed and cuddle with Miri for another hour. How could we tell them that this morning there would be none of that and also no breakfast, no bathroom, and no television? How do you present such a situation to a pair of just-awoken, highly energetic toddlers without making them cry?


Miri started with a very simple explanation. “Girls, I’m really sorry,” she said in a soft, quiet voice. “There are loud noises outside, and it’s too dangerous to leave the room. So we have to stay here and be very, very quiet.” She repeated the last part twice. “But if you want, you can continue sleeping a little longer,” she added. To our astonishment, that’s what they initially chose to do.


Galia always enjoyed sleeping late, so that was less of a surprise. Her younger sister was the one I was really worried about. We had dubbed her “the Energizer Bunny” because of her seemingly inexhaustible energy. The idea of keeping her calm, let alone silent, seemed ludicrous.


But Miri’s words, and especially the tone of her voice, had a soothing effect on both of our daughters. The darkness in the room probably also helped. And so, while the gunfire and the shouting continued, our little girls put their heads on their pillows and closed their eyes again.
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When we had moved to Nahal Oz in late 2014, the scariest word in the world for us was “tunnel.” In the early 2000s, Hamas had begun an ambitious project of digging passageways deep underground in different parts of the Gaza Strip and using them to carry out attacks against Israel. At first, in the years when Israel still controlled the territory, these attacks were aimed at Israeli military positions inside the Gaza Strip. Usually, the method involved filling one end of a tunnel with explosives and then blowing them up from the other end. The Israel Defense Forces (IDF), our nation’s military, struggled to find a solution to this devastating tactic, and Israeli soldiers in Gaza constantly worried about an explosion erupting directly beneath their feet.


Later, in 2006, a cross-border tunnel was used to abduct an Israeli soldier from a position near the border and take him into Gaza. That tactic was used by Hamas on a massive scale during the 2014 war, as more than thirty tunnels were dug into Israeli territory. Most were detected by Israeli intelligence, but several were used for attacks on Israeli military bases, costing the lives of more than ten IDF soldiers.
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