
  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  

  



  An account of Life in Palestine

  with Descriptions of People,

  Places, and Incidents.


  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher except in the case of brief quotations and embodied in critical articles and reviews.


  For more information please address:

  www.gcpress.com


  GCPress books are printed on acid free paper.


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


  Granby, Ben, 1975-

  Welcome to the Bethlehem Star Hotel : an account of life in Palestine with descriptions of people, places, and incidents / by Ben Granby. --1st ed.

  p. cm.

  ISBN 1-891053-51-5 (alk. paper)

  1. Palestinian Arabs--Gaza Strip--Social conditions. 2. Palestinian Arabs--West bank--Social conditions. 3. Gaza Strip--Description and travel. 4. West Bank--Description and travel. 5. Granby, Ben, 1975---Travel--Gaza Strip. 6. Granby, Ben, 1975---Travel --West Bank. 7. Journalists--Travel-Gaza Strip. 8. Journalists --Travel--West Bank. 9. Al-Aqsa Intifada, 2000---Personal narratives, American. I. Title.

  DS113.7.G73 2005

  956.9405’4--dc22


  2004021006


  Garrett County Press first edition 2005


  Text design by Ashley Dituri and Hac H. Le,

  iCONiKLaSTique Design Klinik, LLC

  www.iDKdesign.com


  Cover design by Karen Ocker Design


  [image: image]


  

  



  An account of Life in Palestine

  with Descriptions of People,

  Places, and Incidents.


  

  



  [image: image]


  [image: image]


  [image: ]


  Gaza breaks on you. The flat but lush lands of Israel’s Mediterranean coast come to an abrupt halt upon sight of the sign, “Gaza – Erez Crossing.” To the right run the roads to the northern Gaza Jewish settlements. To the left the road continues southeast to Beersheba. But in front is the gate of the world’s largest prison.


  This was not my first trip to Gaza, so I was somewhat at ease with the security procedures for entry. The day was February 23, 2002, a good eight months since my last visit. But this time I was entering to stay. After passing the primary entry gate I walked over to the passport and security control office. Several teenage Israeli conscripts lounged on the benches, smoking with their Galil rifles laid next to them. They paid me little heed as I struggled to drag my two duffel bags and backpack inside to the passport check. I wasn’t of any significance; many foreign aid workers transit through the gates every day. My bags weren’t even checked for what I was bringing in.


  I passed by the vehicle check area and walked through to the most dangerous point of the Gaza crossing: a 300-yard no-mans-land with the Israeli fortification on one side and the makeshift Palestinian checkpoint on the other. I was a little shaken as I walked up to the Israeli guard post. At my feet was one of the telltale “Sarajevo Roses” – a shell hit that peels pavement in the shape of a flower. A glass booth next to the rose had a bullet hole square through the window. Gunbattles had become more frequent at Erez.


  Sometimes it’s difficult to justify certain things one does, but you know that years later you’ll be happy you did. I was to live in Gaza City to do volunteer work at the Al-Mezan Center for Human Rights. Beyond their website, I knew little of what I was getting myself into. I just wanted to be in Palestine.
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  My life in the United States was by no means sorted out. I had graduated college a few years before, but was still working jobs that didn’t require a high school diploma. My motivation levels had plummeted to a point where creative exploits and furthering my education seemed like immense challenges.


  Friends asked why I couldn’t just do human rights work in the slums of America, or other such volunteer work. My parents protested, fearing for my safety. For me, though, I needed to leave the U.S. I needed total immersion. I wanted to be completely alone, in an unfamiliar world, where political and basic survival concerns dwarfed everything else. Indeed, I had found that there was no better way to rouse myself from my lethargic malaise than to stick myself in the midst of other people’s problems.


  So I walked through the emptiness of the Erez lot separating the two warring sides. When I passed the Israeli bunker a chill ran down my body. I shivered. It was the same kind of shiver a person feels when walking under a loaded construction crane. All of Palestine gave me the shivers. But I recently finished several books by war correspondents such as Peter Arnett and Anthony Lloyd, and I knew full well that nothing I would see would be on that level. So on I went as a 26 year old, fresh from Wisconsin to go live in Gaza.


  I felt safer once I reached the Palestinian side, understanding that they were less wary of random people walking around the area. Taxis gathered in a disorderly pile awaiting the end of the workday at the Erez plant –-the last place where Gazans have the privilege of working for the Israelis now that almost all work in Israel proper was cutoff. I had to take a “special” non-shared taxi to Jabalia to find my contact for my new job. As we drove, the greenery along the sides of the road gave way to sand, gravel and piles of garbage. While cars were plentiful, so too were donkey pulled and hand pushed carts full of vegetables or spare parts.


  As we sped into the heart of the Gaza Strip, the taxi passed a billboard that had been recently installed. It read in boldfaced English, “It is better to suffer the pains of peace than the agonies of war.”


  The taxi turned into Jabalia Refugee Camp, perhaps the most densely populated place on earth with over 100,000 people living in less than two square miles with almost no buildings standing over two-stories tall. I found my contact, José, at the office in the heart of the Camp adjacent to a dusty market and people selling garbage against the wall of an abandoned police station. The station had been blasted from Israeli rockets months before. Policemen, who once occupied the station, now sunned themselves on the porches of nearby shops.


  [image: image]


  José turned out to be a young, amicable Spaniard who had studied in London and found his passion in learning Arabic. After a month in Cairo, he moved to Gaza to work and live. He had been there for over a year when I met him. He made his living as a freelance journalist – one of the few who knew the local language fluently. After introductions, he took me to Gaza City to find an apartment and to show me some of the basics I would need. To my relief, there was an internet caféonly two blocks away from where I would be staying. The Iyad Computer Center eventually became a second home as I relied on it heavily for communication and entertainment.


  Gaza City, with a population of about 350,000, has remarkable contrasts in wealth. Some of the poorest people in the Middle East live there, yet it’s also home to a few of the wealthiest. José made a point to show me a women’s fashion store, aptly called, Fashion City Center, nicely designed with contemporary dresses modeled in the windows. “This is quite the anomaly here,” he laughed. “It’s so out of place it’s funny.”


  No one was in the store when we passed. It was perhaps a relic of the brief period before the Al-Aqsa Intifada broke out where Gaza was to be a magnet for tourism and business. The Al-Aqsa, or Second Intifada had taken a far more violent turn since my visit the previous July. Invasions of towns and airstrikes had become common place. Other signs of Gaza’s brush with modernity dot ed the coast, which was ringed by unfinished high-rise apartment blocks and empty restaurants.


  In some areas, shanties built of tin and other scrap materials sat only a block from glistening new hotels. The large glass windows of the Commodore Hotel reflected the image of a crumbling and abandoned building across the street. Around the Remal area, by the coast, most of the streets remained unpaved, sand covered the walkways. I had stayed in that area the year before, bemoaning how difficult it was to trudge through piles of sand in the Mediterranean sun, taking five minutes to traverse each block.


  My apartment was in the Hassan El Shawa buidling. It seemed a little removed, sitting in one of the nicer areas of Gaza City, near one of the city’s main squares about a half-mile up from the coast. Two blocks down, the streets became sandy stretches and the planted palms all but disappeared. Heavily armed Palestinian police camped just outside my building and patrolled the surrounding blocks. José explained that they now slept on the streets and in garages due to the continual bombing of Palestinian police facilities.


  My apartment consisted of a small efficiency with a propane-stove kitchenette. It came replete with an emergency neon battery light for Israeli-imposed blackouts, which were frequent. Hot water was an issue. Often I had to spend a good hour heating six pots of water in order to have a warm bath.


  Boredom became an immediate concern. The British and the Americans pulled out from their council facilities when the Intifada began, but the plucky French Council stuck around. Had I chosen, I could have taken a course in French or perhaps watched “Blanc” with Arabic subtitles. Other than that, absolutely no entertainment facilities existed. Gaza City’s one cinema had long been shut down. A couple arcade halls, coffee shops or internet cafes provided the only amusement. Within the first few nights I found myself watching Kojack dubbed in Polish on the satellite TV. The Polish dubbings proved quite amusing as a husky Polish man spoke in an absolute monotone for each character, regardless of gender, over the original English.


  By 9pm the streets would begin to empty and the only people on the side streets were small bands of Palestinian police, sitting on lawn chairs and puffing on cigarettes with their AK-47s at the ready. I’d offer a “Masa’a al-Khair (good evening)” and step into my apartment. As many foreigners lived near me, it didn’t alarm the police too much.


  On my second day, José picked me up at my apartment. Waiting in a car below were my new bosses. I stepped into the car and was introduced to Mahmoud and Issam. Mahmoud headed Al-Mezan’s communications section. Issam, a cheery, sophisticated man with a taste for brandy, was the overall director of the organization. I was to work in the communications section with Mahumud, editing press releases written in English.


  They drove me to the Al-Mezan offices in Gaza City. They had only recently opened this office and were still getting settled. Mahmoud became my guide through the organization, taking the responsibility of introducing me to office staff. As I was shown around, I was struck by Al-Mezan’s highly progressive employment approach – they made a point of hiring several young women just as Gaza’s society was turning more religious and conservative.


  Mahmoud showed me to the desk I would be taking, sharing an office with him. On the walls hung posters denoting Al-Mezan’s work in education and politics, which they had focused on before the conflict broke out. Now the organization spent most of its energies in documenting Israeli attacks, whereas their original mission was the democratization of Palestinian society.


  Mahmoud had immediate work to do, so he set me in front of a few English copies of the 4th Geneva Convention. “You will need to understand these clauses,” he explained, “because the Israelis violate them all the time.”
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  On Thursday, February 28, I set out for the southern Gaza town of Rafah with Mahmoud. The day before, Issam had simply told me that I should spend the weekend in Rafah to see the extremes of life in the Gaza Strip.


  In 2001, I spent one afternoon in Rafah and so I had a small idea of what I was in store for. Rafah has fared especially poorly in the Al-Aqsa Intifada, but its suffering has been endured slowly and meticulously. Unlike spectacular invasions and incursions that soon became the norm in the West Bank, the border towns in the northern and southern tips of the Gaza Strip endure small Israeli assaults and sporadic home and farm demolitions. Most of these occur as the Israelis expand their “security zones” around roads built for settlers and military positions. Such expansions almost always come at the expense of farmers and refugees who lose their property and are given no warning or compensation in these assaults.


  The route to Rafah crosses two roads used exclusively by Israeli settlers, which for a Palestinian entails long waits at military checkpoints. On this day we were lucky to only spend about 30 to 45 minutes waiting in the sun. Once a few Eged busses full of Israeli settlers passed, we were free to cross in our taxi. Mahmoud noted that sometimes people are forced to wait up to five hours. Two months later the average waiting time at Abu Holi Checkpoint would soar to eight or more hours. At will, the Israeli soldiers can halt cars and leave them waiting with no explanation, even if it’s just because they would rather read a paper than let people pass. As we sat in the taxi, an ambulance approached with lights and sirens blaring, but it clearly wasn’t going anywhere in the single-car lane. On the next day I heard about a similar situation where a woman’s newborn baby died in an ambulance as it was held up at a checkpoint in the West Bank. Obstructing ambulances is a violation of the Geneva Convention that Israel commits daily. Mahmoud made sure to point out that at the checkpoints cars aren’t actually searched and identification is rarely taken. The checkpoints seem to function more as delay stations rather than for any actual security purpose.


  We cruised into Rafah about an hour later. About 140,000 Palestinians live in the city and adjacent refugee camps. The camps, which house half the population, are crowded and dense, covering only about .75 square miles. Mahmoud pointed out the divisions at various street corners where a refugee camp ended and regular residences began, but it really all looked the same to me. Refugee camps are mostly defined by their ultra-thin alleyways where numerous single-story breeze block apartments, along with a few tin shacks, are tightly packed together. Mahmoud and his wife are from refugee families themselves. While cutting through the narrow walkways I was told to watch for the rats, which grow large enough to kill and eat stray cats.
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  Once we arrived at Mahmoud’s modest house, I was bombarded by his two young children, Sarraf and Hiua. However young, they were incredibly bright, full of energy and fun to play with. Balloons and bouncing balls that Mahmoud had purchased for the kids kept them entertained for hours. They had trouble understanding why I didn’t speak any Arabic, and kept feeding me an endless supply of potato chips. They asked me irreverent questions, such as “does your wife speak Arabic?” and “is my pocket nice?”


  We feasted on a large meal of baked chicken smothered in Middle Eastern herbs, Turkish salad (tomato and parsley), rice, french fries (which have become a Mideast staple) and a delicious Molokhia soup made from an Egyptian plant used Pharonic times. It resembled spinach, but was greener and sweeter. Mixed with onions and parsely in the soup, I found it surprisingly good, even though many other foreigners have found it revolting.


  That night Mahmoud took me on a short tour of the town. He explained how gunfire was commonplace at night, given the proximity to the Israeli security zone. Indeed, shots rang out here and there, followed by the low burst of an Israeli tank. Daily life in Rafah shocked me. I stood watching Mahmoud talk to a neighbor whose tiny children ran about completely oblivious to the sporadic machinegun fire and tracers streaking above. He explained that by now only the airplane rocket attacks are really scary, but that there was half a mile of houses between us and the border so we were in no danger at all. I didn’t take much solace in the fact that several other families lived in extreme danger, blocking us from attack. In the homes closer to the gunfire, people simply moved to rooms in the back of their homes until it became completely untenable.
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  “This is the end of the world,” Darwish Abu Sharkh said to me. We wandered near the front line just before Rafahs “no-mans land”. Abu Sharkh was the director of the Al-Amal School for Rehabilitation of the Disabled that at one point was far from daily gunfire. Now that the Israelis had bulldozed almost everything between, the school sat just on the edge, overlooking the misery of newly displaced refugees below. “The people who live here settled in this place as refugees. Now that the Israelis force them out again, they have nowhere to go. This is the end for them.”


  His partner across the table from us then joked, “Which came first, the border or the refugee?”


  Abu Sharkh rose from his chair and led me onto the porch. Along the upper walls were streaks of bullet markings. He squinted his deep-set eyes as he noted how the bullets and tracers often fly by at night. “Its kind of a romance for me, now that I see it so much.” He laughed at his own irony. One of his deaf students a few months back was shot in the head and killed as he walked down the street because he couldn’t hear Israeli commands.


  Rafah can be rather dirty. It has a run-down feeling, with patchworks of half-complete kahki colored dwellings, and virtually no green space Property is hard to come by in Rafah, so many homes house extended families that simply build upwards as they expand. Newly paved roads are almost instantly covered in an inch of sand, which, blending with the drab color of almost every concrete building, gives a rather monochromatic tone to it all. But there are enough colored and tacky Arabic signs to compensate for that.


  Political graffiti is everywhere, from brandishing various militant factions to illuminating residences of martyrs. I’m sure much is completely non-political, but plenty of striking murals adorned the streets as well. Unfortunately, I didn’t have my camera on hand to capture a juvenile painting of an Israeli bus blowing up, with little skull shapes flying out. Anger was ripe in Rafah, but it wasn’t always noticeable on the surface. One boy who was spray-painting an announcement honoring the 30th anniversary of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) paused to ask me if he could buy my glasses.


  On Friday I set out to tour the areas leveled by Israeli bulldozers in the past year with another Rafah resident who works at al-Mezan as a field worker, Muhammad Abdullah. Of the 500 or so homes that had been demolished by the Israeli army since the start of the new Intifada, almost two-thirds had been in this tiny refugee area. I had visited here the year before, but now buildings I had walked past in July 2001 stood only as heaps of rubble. In the largest demolition on January 11, 2002, the Israelis leveled over 60 residential buildings. Given the tendency for the poor to live with extended families, each demolished home forced ten or fifteen people to live on the street.


  Muhammad led me towards the no-mans land, navigating through narrow sand-choked streets and throngs of children playing games. The tightly packed alley provided ample shade, until we turned a corner and were struck by the bright desert sun illuminating acres of rubble and broken home furnishings. The homes at my flanks stood as if trembling due to their bullet and shell-scarred facades. Directly in front of me stood a dwelling whose second story had collapsed, but tucked away under broken support beams, I could make out an elderly couple going about their daily routine in a single remaining room.


  While the refugee sections such as Tal as-Sultan camp and Brazil Camp have taken the brunt of destruction, the Israelis didn’t discriminate and leveled several nicer homes belonging to wealthier families in the Salah ad-Din neighborhood as well. I accepted the invitation to meet one such family, whose patriarch, Mohammad Gishta had lost his villa a few months before.


  When we went inside, his wife at first kept repeating how amazed she was that there was an American in her home. She never imagined that such an occurrence would happen. I felt compelled to tell her that yes, my presence denoted the start of a new relationship between Palestinians and Americans. But I didn’t want to lie. She then generously offered me homemade cookies and coffee.


  Muhammad Gishta spoke decent English and proceeded with the familiar questions of “Why does America allow this?” to which I never had an answer other than to go off about money in politics and wealthy lobbies. Explaining the corrupt American system of politics and lobbyists did little to placate people who had lost their homes and livelihoods.


  Touring the ruins in the camps proved quite difficult as swarms of children who had nothing else to do descended upon any foreigner walking past. “Money! Money!” children, not over the age of three or four, called out as I walked by. The slightly older children proved to be obnoxious, poking and prodding me as I proceeded past them. Some wanted to show me things, some wanted to see my video camera and one just wanted to have my pen. In fact I think that is when I had the first items ever stolen from me abroad; as when I returned I found that two disposable pens were missing from the pocket of my bag. Muhammad, repeatedly yelled at the kids to leave us alone. The children only seemed encouraged by this. Others I later talked to speculated that by living in a constant state of war, the children had grown obstinate to any discipline.


  It was a risky tour as looming behind the rubble was a large Israeli outpost - what Muhammad cal ed a “terminal”. Its tarpaulin-covered windows masked an array of weaponry, but even more menacing was the 150 ft. metal tower next to it. The tower hosted several automated cameras, which enabled the Israelis to see for miles over the sea of rubble they had created. Each time I leaned around a corner for a photograph, Muhammad warned me to be careful. Being exposed to the “terminal” meant that the Israelis could assume I was a sniper. That’s how most civilians die in the area.


  A group of very young girls followed us for a while, begging “soura! soura! (picture! picture!)”. Having gone through that enough on my last trip I ignored them until one approached with a bullet. It was a full .50 caliber round that hadn’t impacted. Indeed, it made for a lovely photo in the smiling girl’s hands. The group of them then led us into the home of Noira Umm Jamil who lived on the edge of the demolition. Inside there was no Palestinian militia position, no snipers’ nest, just a modest Palestinian home occupied by a young but nervous and frail woman with her children. Her face was filled with fear — fear for her own life, but more importantly, fear for the lives of her children. While most Palestinians smile at their guests, Noira Umm Jamil was in such a state that she could hardly glance at me for more than a moment. The side of her home facing the Israeli position had been thoroughly raked by gunfire, hit over the course of numerous nights. I stepped out onto the rickety porch followed by the girls. As I made what I felt to be a daring effort to photograph the Israeli gun position, a shot rang out and I jumped. This provoked great laughter from the young girls. My face red with embarrassment, I returned to Noira Umm Jamil inside the home. The girls followed and described to the adults my startled reaction on the porch. Smiling, Muhammad pointed out that the single shot had been fired from some distance, probably from someone shooting from one of the other “terminals” along the border. I realized that to jump at the sound was foolish. Given that I was 200m from the Israeli position, had it been a shot aimed at me, it would have struck before I could have heard it.
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  A week prior to my visit, on February 21, Israeli tanks invaded the area around the Brazil camp and killed six people, four of whom were shot dead while running to the aid of a fifth. All were unarmed. I walked to the area where the attack had occurred. Along one street, the faces of buildings on both my left and right bore a spattering of bullet holes, denoting where the Israeli tanks had traversed their .30 caliber machine guns. Even the mosque at the end of the road had not been spared by the Israeli soldiers.


  I spent that night with Muhammad attending a gathering for his friend who recently had a baby. On our way there we were overtaken by a small march of militants from the Palestinian Resistance Committees – one of many factions that are prevalent in Rafah, where the Palestinian Authority has little actual control. I asked Muhammad if the Palestinian Authority’s lack of influence in the area meant that Rafah was without civil structures, such as courts and police. He indicated that due to the Israeli conflict, all differences among the people of Rafah had been put aside so such things were unnecessary.


  The PRC initiated the march in response to that day’s news of Israeli incursions into refugee camps around Nablus in the West Bank. It marked a turning point in the Intifada. Never before had the Israelis dared to venure into the densely populated camps – areas where the Israeli tanks had trouble navigating. It proved to be the first attack in Sharon’s new strategy of unfettered pursuit of militants. The PRC march was small, but still featured the Middle East penchant for firing automatic weapons in the air – be it in celebration or in anger. Rafah seemed too tired to be angry anymore.


  Muhammad’s party consisted of six men playing cards, drinking coffee and tea late into the night. Oddly enough, the new father, instead of participating, played host all night. He served coffee, peeled oranges, sliced apples and fetched candy bars as his friends played a peculiar version of “Hearts”.


  I had great difficulty sleeping that night. The feeling of sleeplessness was made worse each time I instinctually glanced at my wrist watch and thought about how exhausted I would feel at work the next morning. Muhammad recommended leaving for work at least two hours early, in order to provide sufficient time for the transit to Gaza City, which was made erratic by the checkpoint delays.
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  A few days after the visit with Muhammad’s friends, we received news that three civilians had been killed in Rafah and Israeli soldiers had bulldozed four more homes. Among the dead were two civilians who were fleeing their home while bulldozers knocked in its walls. Another civilian, a father, was shot as he attempted to lead his children away from the danger created by the Israeli attack.
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  Back in Gaza City I began to settle into a routine. Apart from struggling to wake up early to begin my trek to the Al-Mezan office, the majority of my time outside of work was spent at internet cafes. Beyond being my only real conduit for news and information in English, I had to rely on them for entertainment and contact. In September 2001, I spent a month traveling on my own in Serbia and the former Yugoslavian states. Although the language barrier often kept me isolated, I had bars and clubs to keep me entertained and distracted. Above that, there were attractions, whereas in Gaza there was little to tour or visit beyond refugee slums and bombed out regions.


  I spent considerable time at night reading and taking long baths. It was difficult to reconcile that while I was living in the Middle East, I found myself spending much of my time locked in my efficiency apartment. Some nights I would scan the Israeli television stations, hoping for a campy American movie that wasn’t overdubbed. I even found myself watching horrible US sitcoms like “Dharma and Greg” just for something mindless in English.


  When I grew tired of the vapid American style programs, I could always turn on Palestinian TV to see lovely montages of violent demonstrations overlaid by pounding and emotional Arabic music.


  On Monday, March 4th fears arose in Gaza City that conditions might be changing. Through my contact José, I had been introduced to two other Americans working at different NGO’s in the area. Darryl and Nathan both had strong academic backgrounds and both had picked up Arabic in a relatively short time. They also had been in the Gaza Strip for much longer than me.


  That night we assembled at a café near the shore with a large group of young Palestinian journalists. Talk arose about retaliations for 21 Israelis who had been killed over the weekend. “The UN people got wind that it was coming tonight. Of course they are almost always wrong,” announced Darryl. Our discussion turned to past attacks from the coast, including a story from a Palestinian about Israeli commandos using “silent bullets” to gun down four Palestinian guards the month before.


  Soon enough, the Palestinians began receiving calls on their phones, asking what was happening. The people on the other end said that they saw on the news that Arafat’s compound had been hit. I prodded José, a freelance journalist, to head down that way. “Naw, we would have heard something from here,” José noted. We sat about a mile from Arafat’s seaside compound. “They must mean in Ramallah or something.” But the Palestinians were insistent that shells were fired. “Maybe they were ‘silent bombs,’” Nathan joked.


  Nathan called a friend who lived in the reported area and the person confirmed that a sea-launched missile had just passed by his house. My first night under attack, and I hadn’t noticed a thing. I felt an overwhelming sense of nervousness and excitement. Everyone else had gone through it all several times by now. I wanted to run down the coast to see if I could find anything, but instead joined the others at Nathan’s apartment to chat some more.


  Nothing more occurred that night. Darryl, however, gave me an ominous warning. It turned out that he had previously occupied the same apartment I now had. He said that although it’s right between two prime targets, – Arafat’s Ansar compound and the “Police City” block (a collection of security and training buildings) – it is safe because when explosions blow out the kitchen window at night, the bed is around the corner and I would not be hurt.


  On Tuesday morning I called Al-Mezan’s administrative assistant, Ghada, over to my desk to ask about including more up-to-date information in a press release we were putting out. I asked if last night’s shelling of Arafat’s compound in Gaza should be included. She asked what I knew about it and at the exact moment that I began telling her about Nathan’s friend who had a missile fly by his window a loud boom thundered and the window between her and I flew open from the blast. It was frighteningly poignant timing. Ghada put her hand to her chest, gasped and turned back to me. Initially we continued to talk – albeit about windows being blown in – but we didn’t at first take much alarm to the situation. I think it was just an unwillingness to contemplate it – and the timing was too bizarre. It felt as if some cosmic narration had decided to supplement my story with a sound effect.


  After a minute or so I began to get curious and started looking out windows. Others in the office all had phones to their ears asking various people “Where? Where?”


  It turned out that a large explosion occurred not more than half a kilometer away. Speculation arose because the explosion occurred in such an odd location – miles from the usual targets of Arafat’s palace and the abandoned police HQ. Since the location was on the street, everyone figured it must have been a targeted assassination strike.


  Really, I thought I wouldn’t be too bothered by such an occurrence. Although it was incredibly close, I didn’t see or feel anything other than the hinged window swinging inward. Yet I found that I was indeed very anxious. While I knew I was safe, what was ominous was the sense of having no control over what had occurred and what might occur at any moment. I was, however, far too curious. I asked around the office about going to see the situation. At first others dissuaded me due to the possibility of another at ack at the same location, but soon staf members accompanied me down to the street.


  On approaching the location we passed UNWRA’s Beach Elementary School. Children poured out, the girls slowly walking away while the boys ran towards the bombsite. Schools are quick to close after such events. While they do evacuate the children from the school grounds, once outside, the children are completely on their own.


  The trickling stream of people walking away from the sight seemed unimpressive. I had anticipated seeing shocked and crying people, but only found at most a hurried casualness. The police had set up a makeshift perimeter with long, splintered planks of wood held by volunteers. Children attempting to enter the closed off area were continually being shoved back. After observing the scene for some time, word came in that there were still undetonated explosives present and the perimeter was expanded. Shortly thereafter, I gave up my post and returned to work.


  Later that afternoon I returned to the site of that morning’s explosion. A building under construction had absorbed the brunt of the damage. A hand pained “Fateh-land” inscription (Al-Fatah being the PLO’s armed wing) was still visible on an exterior wall left standing. The bomb had gone off in a small garage, and leveled those structures. Fifteen people were wounded by the blast, which was reported as an accidental detonation by a bomb maker.


  In a way I was rather relieved. I had finally had an experience where I could witness what Palestinians endured. I missed glimpsing the moment of suffering, but in some ways that may have been a good thing. After work, I took a cab downtown to Midan Filistine, an area Jose calls the “Gaza Times Square,” namely because of one or two neon signs. I sat, read and then took a service taxi up the road to go to an internet café. Just as I stepped out of the cab a group of Israeli jets did a low fly-by over the city.


  In the pale night sky, I was able to make out the red lights of the F16 engines. Then a loud explosion startled me from the opposite direction. The sound came from the Northeast. People poured out of stores, gazing into the partially cloudy sky trying to catch a glimpse of the aircraft. I took the tense opportunity to sit in AlJundi Park and jot down some notes. As a Westerner with a video camera, I immediately attracted jabbering teenagers. Despite assurances that I knew no Arabic, they proceeded to talk about the planes and bombings. One briefly used my camera to film his friend sticking out his tongue. Then the F16 returned.


  I stood resting along the park’s low wall, camera in hand looking vainly at the sky. Then from the north came a roaring sound of an engine and compressed air. Within two seconds it went from silence to the deafening scream of a rocket. One hand stumbled to turn on the camera as I stared ahead, mouth agape. BAM! The explosion was almost an anticlimax to the brief terror of the rocket engine. Black smoke and pulverized concrete rose in the air from a building in front of us. A missile had slammed into the Police City complex, less than 500 meters ahead.
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  I ran across the street but stopped on the corner. Soon enough another group of teenagers ran past and, noticing my camera, urged me to follow. I was scared and wisely so. In early February, when a bomb struck another security building in Gaza, journalists rushed to the scene, only to be hit by a second bomb fifteen minutes later. But these kids pressed on – one pausing to duck and yell “Boom!” I stumbled backwards, and they all had a nice laugh at my expense.


  Then the jet came back, and I turned north, just one block from the impact site. I paced for awhile wondering just what I should do. The teenagers had moved on without me. There was no actual need for me to go ahead, but curiosity proved to be a powerful force.


  I opted to move on toward the compound. I really cannot say why. Ahead of me a young man next to a booth waved me down. He was the night security guard at the School of the Visually Impaired, which had a convenient location in the backyard of the bombed police building. At first he explained, in broken English, that he couldn’t show me around because another bomb may come. I began taking some photos of the damage to the facility. The school was laid out with ‘L’ shaped two-story buildings surrounding a courtyard. Most every window was blown out. Broken window frames jutted away from the blast. Small chunks of concrete were sprayed across the courtyard. The guard found a flashlight and we moved on to inspect the area closer to the site.


  We found a small molten piece of metal that he identified as part of the missile. “Do not touch. It is uranium,” he explained, likely referring to the fear of depleted-uranium rounds being used in Hellfire antitank missiles. “Its ok to touch in 24 hours.” I doubted his explanation, but obliged and passed over the potential souvenir. Across the courtyard, between the two school buildings was an alley leading to a playground in the back. A large fragmented portion of a metal tube lay among the rubble, which the guard said was more of the missile. He said that at home he had a chunk of a missile that read “Made in the USA.”


  “I’m sorry,” was the only thing I could say.


  The playground was destroyed. A set of gymnastics rings had been frayed, with the chains barely hanging on, resembling a rather contorted Calder1 piece. The see-saw was blown in half, and the jungle-gym had its metal bars compressed by the blast. Oddly, a single small slide stood among piles of broken cinder blocks, untouched. From the back wall of the school, we could peer in through holes blown out by flying concrete splinters. They had devastated the classrooms inside.


  I decided to move on, rounding the perimeter of the compound. A passing Palestinian man told me that he had called several journalists, but none had opted to come. He urged me to circle the place and see the civilian cars along the streets. On the North side of the block there indeed was one car with its front window and roof blown in by the blast. The air pressure had compressed it, as no large rubble was around. An elderly couple hobbled up to invite me inside. Their damage was meager: shattered living room windows and part of a broken porch roof. It wasn’t much, but they kept exclaiming how thankful they were just to have someone there to see it. I felt sorry for them; they clearly imagined that I could let the world know of their small suffering.


  At the middle of the block stood one of the entrances to the complex, and about 20 policemen were standing around nervously. Just then three successive explosions rumbled out to the East. It was the coastal compound of Ansar being shelled by Israeli warships. I stood among the policemen waiting pensively for a time. After a short while, I accompanied the police officers and a group of elderly men to a nearby coffee shop. One man had lived in New York and spoke some English, but not enough to really converse on a meaningful level. As I sat down, radio calls came from the man to my right. He explained as he sat in civilian dress, that he was with the Palestinian “Special Power Forces.”


  “Power Forces?” I asked, thinking something was lost in translation.


  “Special Power Forces,” he replied, nodding with a confident grin. Perhaps they have hope yet.


  Next I was ushered along to join a group of policemen who were escorting an Arabic cameraman in to see the compound. This again piqued my nervousness, but I determined to view the immediate aftermath, despite the fact that it was completely dark.


  The Police City compound was a place of total devastation. At least in Beirut, my only point of comparison prior to this, there was no more rubble or personal affects in the destroyed buildings. But this was a landscape of devastation that went on for almost a square kilometer. Here, among the various complexes, I could get a feel for the wide variety of Israeli weaponry. One building had merely been punctured several times, with gaping room-sized holes that turned the façade into swiss cheese. The building ahead of it was a cascade of rubble that fell from one demolished floor to the next. Adjacent to that was a pancaked building, where three stories had collapsed, crushing everything beneath. A few buildings had enormous craters just below them and bomb hits allowed the structure to fall into the holes. Papers, chairs and wooden splinters abounded among the rubble. It was impossible not to trip and stumble in the darkness. I could not see far. I was meandering aimlessly.


  One of the officers accompanying me was jabbering in Arabic. Between stepping over heaps of broken concrete I would look up and smile, pretending that I agreed with words I could not comprehend. Amongst the rubble the officer discovered some scattered papers. He picked them out, slapped them with the back of his hand and went off ranting about something. Judging by his tone and hand gestures, I presumed that he was asking why the Israelis would bother to bomb a facility that did nothing but house papers.


  When I departed and headed over to my original destination, an internet café, I finally began to notice just how much I was shaking. As I sat at the computer, I periodically had to stop and say to myself, “Holy fucking shit.” I found that I kept quietly imitating with my mouth the sound of the missile, like a child playing a war game. The scream of the missile resonated in my head the whole night. I wrote at that time that I felt like I wasn’t inside my body. And that was just a lone missile. I doubted that I would do well in a full-scale war zone.


  One was injured, another killed in that attack. Others were injured at Ansar. It was still nothing compared to what was going on elsewhere – but I finally felt like I was now in this conflict.


  
    Footnote


    1. Alexander Calder (1898-1976) a bril iant abstract sculpture artist who helped invent the genre of moving or mobile sculptures.
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