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Prologue

The Outpost

“Ha’m’faked!”

No response.

“Ha’m’faked! Ha’m’faked!” (“Commander! Commander!”)

The watch sergeant roughly shakes the company commander’s shoulder. Haganah captain Zev Barak, born Wolfgang Berkowitz, rolls over and half opens heavy eyes. “What now?”

“Sir, they’re coming again.”

Barak sits up and glances at his watch. L’Azazel! Asleep a mere ten minutes, how can he have dreamed such a long crazy dream, himself and his Moroccan wife Nakhama in the Vienna of his boyhood, rowing on a lake, riding a Ferris wheel, eating pastry in a Ringstrasse café? Around him on the ground the militiamen sprawl asleep. Beyond the sandbags and the earthworks rifle-toting lookouts pace the hilltop, peering down at the narrow moonlit highway from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, which here goes snaking through the mountain pass.

Wearily, Zev Barak gets to his feet in a cold night wind. Unshaven, grimy, in a shabby uniform with no insignia of rank, the captain at twenty-four looks barely older than his troops. He follows the sergeant to an outcropping of rock amid scrubby trees, where the sentry, a scrawny boy in a Palmakh wool cap, points down at the road. Barak edges out on the rocks and looks through binoculars at the moving shadows. “All right,” he says, sick at heart, to the sergeant. “Go ahead and wake the men.”

Within minutes they stand in a semicircle around him, some thirty tousle-headed youths, many of them bearded, yawning and rubbing their eyes. “It’s a pretty big gang this time, maybe a hundred or so,” he says in a matter-of-fact voice, though he feels that in this fight against odds, after months of close calls, he may really be about to die. He has been hearing that anxious inner voice more than once lately. Here he is still alive, just very worn out and scared, and he must keep up the spirits of these weary hard-pressed youngsters. “But we have plenty of ammunition, and we’ve beaten them off before. This hill is the key to Kastel, so let’s hold our ground, no matter what! Understood? Then prepare for action.”

In minutes, Barak’s troops, armed and helmeted, surround him once more. No more yawns now; grim youthful faces under variegated headgear, from World War I tin hats to British and German steel casques, and also some ragged wool caps.

“Soldiers, you’re a fine unit. You’ve proven yourselves. Fight the way you did before, and you’ll repulse them again. Remember, the Russians had a motto, ‘If you have to go, take ten Germans with you.’ So if any of us have to go, let’s each take twenty of them with us! We’ve got the high ground, and we’re fighting for our lives, our homes, and the future of the Jewish people.”

The captain’s bristly round face, pallid in the moonlight, takes on an angry glare.

“Now, I’m forced to say one more thing. When we lost this position yesterday and had to retreat down the hill, a couple of fakers claimed that mere grazes, just bloody scratches, were real wounds. They even let able-bodied boys carry them down.” Captain Barak’s voice rises and hardens. “So now I’m warning you, if any man falls down crying he’s been hit, I’ll look at his wound right away, and if I find he’s shamming I’ll shoot him. Do you hear me?” A silence. “I said I’ll shoot him!”

By the appalled boyish glances as they disperse to their battle stations, Barak surmises that they believe him. In the North African desert, when he was serving with the British army in the volunteer Jewish Brigade, a hard-nosed lieutenant from Glasgow once made that threat. It ended the shamming, and the lieutenant did not have to shoot anybody. In his foreboding mood Barak feels quite capable of shooting a faker. For months he has been carrying casualties away from skirmishes, and he himself may all too soon be dead or wounded, and need to be carried off. Dim in the moonlight, the sentry on the rock outcrop signals, Not coming up yet. This is a grim part, waiting for the blow; too much time to think of the disagreeable possibilities.

But since the United Nations vote that recommended partitioning Palestine, and the brief rejoicing that ensued in the Yishuv – the network of Jewish settlements – there have been few agreeable possibilities. Division into a Jewish State and an Arab State; a bitter drastic shrinking of the Zionist dream, but all right, Barak has figured, let it be so, and let the bloodshed at least cease! The Jews have accepted the resolution, but the Arabs have scorned it, and for five months now hostilities have sputtered between the local Arabs and the Haganah, the Jewish armed underground.

Yet worse is soon to come. For in three weeks – on May 15, 1948, a long-fixed official date – the British Mandate will end, the British government and army will pull out of Palestine in toto, and a showdown is bound to explode. Five neighboring Arab countries are pledged to march their armies into Palestine on that selfsame day, to wipe out the Zionist entity in a week or two. The British Balfour Declaration, which encouraged Zionism, the Arabs have always considered a monstrous illegality, and this is their chance to reverse it. Can the scattered Yishuv really hold out for long, Barak wonders, against all those mechanized armed forces?

But the Haganah captain has long since learned to live one day at a time, and one fight at a time. The Arabs have closed the highway below. The Jews in the Holy City are besieged. The hilltop outpost he defends has been taken, lost, and retaken by the Haganah in a desperate effort to reopen the road. Since Roman times, this mountain pass has been the chief access from the seacoast to Jerusalem, Barak’s hometown. From the fortress of Latrun, where the gorge begins, he has been traversing the ten-mile ascent to Kastel and Jerusalem all his life; but now, once relief convoys enter the defile at Latrun, they are being decimated or destroyed. So the Haganah has launched an operation to lift the siege, with a code name Barak thinks all too apt: NACHSHON, after the prince of Judah who first leaped into the Red Sea, when Moses commanded the waters to part. The Jews badly need another miracle like that to give them hope, but—

Sudden signal from the sentry: Here they come! Barak shouts his final orders, and his heart races and pounds as his troops go on the alert, bracing for the assault. The Arabs ascend in a swarm, blasting machine guns at the sandbags and hurling grenades that throw up flames and showers of earth. Some attackers fall and roll back down the slope. The rest keep climbing. Standing on a high point slightly back of the breastworks, Barak commands the fight, holding some of his best fighters in reserve. Once the action starts he is calm. When the first Arabs overrun the barriers, he sends small squads forward, calling out, “Chaim, go and back up Roni … Arthur, look sharp, they’re coming around Avi’s position, hit them hard … Moshe, plug that hole in the center, quick!” It becomes a head-to-head melee of crisscrossing blazing fusillades, frantic shouts in Hebrew and Arabic, screams of the wounded. Barak’s battle anger swells as he sees his own boys fall, yelling in agony. No faking this time, of that he is sure! A brief confused deafening gunfight by moonlight, the flashing of knives, and all at once the enemy is running back down the hill. “After them!” Barak shouts, plunging through his troops down the slope, firing as he goes, and he feels a searing crunching pain in his left arm.



PART ONE


Independence



1

Don Kishote

That smashed elbow was still in a crooked cast after a month of repeated surgery, when Zev Barak emerged from a dingy reddish building on the Tel Aviv waterfront, into blinding noontime sunlight and a blistering hot breeze. By then the war with five invading Arab armies had been raging for ten days, and on top of everything else that was going wrong, hamsin, the heat wave from the desert! Bad, bad news for that ragtag new Seventh Brigade, patched up of immigrants and motley Haganah units, on the move toward the Latrun fortress since before dawn. Less than two weeks into this war for survival, the despatches from the other fronts were worrisome enough, but that silence at Latrun was truly ominous; the worst-conceived operation yet, that attack was, and entirely the Old Man’s doing. “Latrun will be taken AT ALL COST!”

Now what to do in this brief breath of burning air? Try again to call Nakhama? But the telephone system was in chaos, like the mail and the electric power. No doubt the British had planned it this way. No silver-platter transfer of essential services; if the Jews wanted a state so much, let them sweat for it.

He strode down a side street to Ben Yehuda Boulevard, wrinkling his nose at the stink of the trash and garbage tumbled everywhere. Anxious-faced civilians were hurrying about their business, though the Egyptians were now twenty miles south of Tel Aviv, units of Transjordan’s Arab Legion were in the city’s eastern outskirts at Lydda and Ramle, and the Syrians were driving down on the northern settlements. No matter what, life went on! Inside the war room of the Red House the battle picture was even more grim than these civilians knew, for near Netanya, halfway up the coast to Haifa, the Iraqis had rolled within ten miles of the sea, threatening to cut the entire Yishuv in two; while Jewish-held parts of Jerusalem were shuddering day and night under the Arab Legion’s artillery barrages, and the city’s hundred thousand Jews were drinking rationed water, and were close to running out of food.

How long could it go on this way? In the scrawny Hebrew newspapers stories of victories and heroism abounded, some true enough; but there were plenty of rotten stories, too – cowardice, desertion, profiteering – that could never be told about this frightening time. Zev Barak tried to see things as they were, a habit of thought learned on the battlefield; and he feared that this tenuous new “Jewish State” might not last out the month of May in which it had been declared. Still, since Ben Gurion had bulled ahead into history and run up the flag, there was nothing to do now except hang on and fight. En brera! (No choice!)

The cast was a nuisance that now and then drove him mad with itching, but the elbow was healing and he could shoot a gun. For better or worse, the fateful battle to open the Jerusalem road was already on at Latrun. That was where he should be right now, with his battalion. But the Old Man had assigned him as liaison officer between the old Red House war room and the new unfinished army HQ in Ramat Gan. In plain fact he was now just a jobnik, running secret orders and messages in a jeep for the Prime Minister, safe duty away from any front. Being the son of Ben Gurion’s boyhood friend had its plusses and minuses!

When Ben Gurion had summoned him from the hospital on May 15, the very day the Arab armies invaded, he had not been told why he was being sent for. The Old Man wanted him in his Ramat Gan office, and that was that, so he awkwardly got out of bed and into uniform and went there. When he arrived Ben Gurion simply waved him to a chair, ignoring the heavy cast on his arm, and went on talking to his chief operations officer, Colonel Yadin.

“I tell you it’s an order, Yigal! You will form a new brigade, and with it you will reopen the road to Jerusalem once for all! And to begin with, you will take Latrun.”

The last British troops, except for a small rear guard, were departing from Haifa. The day before, Ben Gurion had solemnly declared that the little patchwork Yishuv was now a state called “Israel.” Yesterday an aging pugnacious Zionist politician under the Mandate, today David Ben Gurion was already the Jewish Churchill, giving ringing orders to his army chief. Trouble was, the army itself was just the same old militia, nine diminished and utterly worn down brigades, deployed on five fronts or shuttling between them to face the advancing Arab army invasions. Unlike Ben Gurion, the armed forces had not been transformed overnight; nor in fact did he himself look much changed, in his faded open-collar khaki shirt.

“Form a new brigade? Take Latrun?” The chief operations officer peered at Ben Gurion, gave Barak a side-glance, and wiped his bald brow. By training an archaeologist, Colonel Yigal Yadin at twenty-nine was a seasoned underground planner and fighter. “That fortress? With what? With whom?”

“It will be done! B’khal m’khir [at all cost], I say! Or will we let Jerusalem starve and surrender?”

“Ben Gurion, the recruit camp is empty. And where do we get more armored cars, field guns—”

“Empty? Why empty?” The paunchy old man looked to Barak and jutted out his chin in the way that Barak knew meant trouble, heavy eyebrows a-bristle, wings of white hair floating out from his tanned pate. “Wolfgang, weren’t you in charge of training the refugees in the internment camps on Cyprus?”

“Sir, I did lead the training in some camps, but—”

“Good, I thought so. And aren’t those same Jews now pouring into Haifa by the boatloads? Hah, Yigal? What will they do in the middle of a war – pick oranges? Form a brigade with them.”

“With those immigrants? Their drilling in Cyprus was nothing, Ben Gurion, they marched around with broomsticks—”

“What broomsticks? Nonsense.” The Old Man turned on Barak. “See here, Wolfgang, when you came back from Cyprus you gave me very good reports on them. Did they drill with broomsticks? Is that true?”

“Well, wooden guns, sir,” said Barak. “That’s all the British allowed. We managed clandestine drill with small arms, but—”

Colonel Yadin broke in. “Ben Gurion, they’ve never shot a rifle, those refugees! They’ve had no combat training, not even target practice, and—”

“So give them training for a week or so, Yigal. Issue them rifles and show them how to shoot! They’ll surprise you. They’ve got something to fight for now, their own country.”

“You’re telling me,” Yadin persisted, “to march a new brigade of immigrant recruits against the Latrun fortifications? I won’t do it.”

“Who’s telling you to do that? Am I crazy? Of course not. Find an army battalion here, a company there, a few reserve platoons, mix some experienced soldiers in with them, and you’ll see, they’ll take Latrun.”

Colonel Yadin hesitated, pulling at his mustache and glancing at Barak, who kept a blank face. Then he got up and walked out.

The Prime Minister’s scowl relaxed, and he gestured to a chair. “Sit down, Wolfgang. No, it’s Zev now, isn’t it? Zev Barak. That’s very nice.” Politician’s memory, thought Barak, always surprising. “You know, I talked to your father last night. The connection to that motel in Long Island was terrible, but I mentioned that you were better. Zev, he says the UN is all agog over the instant recognition of Israel by President Truman, and they expect the Russians to follow suit tomorrow. It’s a new time! A new world! So, what happened to your arm?”

Barak baldly told him, and the Prime Minister sighed. “Yes, and now we’ve lost Kastel and that whole string of strongpoints. En brera, all our boys are needed at the fronts. But never mind, we’ll recapture those outposts after we take Latrun, and we’ll reopen that road once for all. So what will you do now?”

“Return to my company.”

“With that arm?”

“Sir, I can use a rifle, I’ve practiced.” Barak wiggled his free fingers. “I’m due for battalion command.”

Making a skeptical face, Ben Gurion pushed toward him a stack of mimeographs on his desk. “Have a look at these. You had experience with the British army. I want your opinion. And I’ll tell you what, Zev. For now you’ll report to the Red House once the doctors let you go, and you’ll help out in the old war room. They’re going crazy there.”

“Prime Minister” – the title sounded strange to Barak on his own lips – “I have my orders back to my battalion, and my medical clearance will come any day.”

The telephone rang. With a shrewd glance and a nod of dismissal Ben Gurion picked it up. “That’ll be all right. I have something important in mind for you.”

Going out, Barak riffled through the mimeographs, army manuals drafted by one Colonel Stone. This would be Ben Gurion’s American military adviser, Barak guessed, a West Point graduate, and according to army rumor, a Jew from Brooklyn who couldn’t speak Hebrew and knew bopkess (goat shit) about fighting Arabs.

That had been the start of it, and ten days later Barak still had no inkling of what the “something important” might be.

At the street counter of a tiny eating place off Ben Yehuda Boulevard, Barak’s father-in-law, an aproned portly Moroccan Jew with bristling jowls and a huge beaked nose, was sweatily dishing out food to the breakfast crowd, mainly soldiers on brief leave. “Wolfgang!” He hailed Barak with a wave of a fork. “Miriam, coffee for Wolfgang!” Nakhama’s mother, a kerchief on her head, took a simmering pot from the smoky grill, and with a tired smile poured coffee. She was a small shapeless drudging woman, but her mouth and her smile were like Nakhama’s, lovely and heartwarming. He sat down at the little table under his wedding picture, displayed here for four years and getting too sooty to make out: himself in snappy British uniform, grinning with a bridegroom’s pride, Nakhama in the plain dress of their hasty wedding, looking stunned.

He had been twenty then, Nakhama seventeen; they had known each other only a week or so, he was about to ship out to North Italy, and their blood was on fire. So Wolfgang Berkowitz, son of eminent Zionist socialists, had plunged on passionate impulse and married the daughter of Moroccan immigrants who ran a Ben Yehuda eating place. Four years and one child into the rushed match he had no regrets whatever, despite his parents’ lingering displeasure; but he wished his in-laws would drop the European “Wolfgang,” which they considered high-class. He had been Zev Barak for a while now, conforming to Ben Gurion’s preference for Hebraized names.

“Have you heard from Nakhama?” He raised his voice over the street noise and the chatter of customers. His wife and son had left Jerusalem in a crawling steel-shielded bus, in the last convoy to get out; and he had ensconced them in his parents’ home in the fancy section of Herzliyya.

His mother-in-law gave him an odd, guarded look. “You haven’t talked to her?”

“You know what the phones are like. I keep trying, but—”

“Can’t you find time to drive to Herzliyya? Twenty minutes?”

“Why, is something the matter?”

“Well, she’s all right.”

“And Noah? What about him?”

“He was sent home from the kindergarten for fighting.” Another peculiar side-glance. “You’d better go and see Nakhama, Wolfgang.”

A jeep pulled up at the curb and a yellow-haired girl in army fatigues leaped out, waving at him over soldiers clustered at the counter, and calling, “Zev! Zev!” This was Yael Luria, a Red House runner. More trouble.

“Now what the devil? Look,” he said to his mother-in-law, “if you talk to Nakhama tell her I was here and I’ve been trying to phone. My elbow’s better, I’m going day and night, and I’ll come to Herzliyya when I can.”

The response was a shrug over frying eggs and meat, and a muttered, “B’seder [Okay], Wolfgang,” as he went out.

“Yigal wants you to go to Latrun,” Yael Luria said, meaning Colonel Yadin. The underground custom of using first names for senior officers had not changed.

“What’s happening out there?”

“That’s just what Ben Gurion wants to know. He told Yigal to send you. At once.”

“I don’t have my gun, and I told my driver to get some sleep.”

“I’ll drive you, and I brought your gun.”

“Let’s go, then.”

He jumped into the jeep after the runner, whose lithe figure and long tossing hair were causing grins and nudges among the watching soldiers. Now here was a fetching creature of pedigree, he thought, whom his parents would have rejoiced to see him marry; Yael Luria of the Nahalal moshav, related to the Dayans. Perfect! Barak was keeping his distance from Yael, a charged-up eighteen-year-old whose firm jaw signalled her nature. He thought she might well get into trouble one of these days with a married officer, if not with him; but no doubt she could handle trouble. At any rate, she was a fast good driver, and she was handy with that Mauser in her lap. His own Czech pistol had been empty, but she had loaded it, and locked the tricky safety catch.

As the jeep sped out on the Jerusalem road, through orange-laden groves and empty shuttered Arab streets, the battle problem of the war starkly confronted Zev Barak: a strategic nightmare, this Israel, a lumpy strip of coastline with one forlorn finger of land stretching eastward up into the mountains to Jerusalem, some forty miles from the sea. In the distance beyond green farmlands, smoke was billowing up into the hazy sky. The far-off heavy thumps could only be the Arab Legion’s British guns. The Haganah had no such artillery.

How were those immigrant recruits reacting to the thunder of cannon? And to the heat, the heat? In the open jeep, the air was rushing past as though blown from a furnace. Even for the experienced fighters out there, slogging under a cruel white sun through the fields and the flies must be like North Africa at its worst; so what was it like for those bewildered refugees, on a battlefield for the first time in their lives, carrying heavy bayoneted rifles of half a dozen different makes? Only yesterday there had been a big sudden flap about water bottles, not nearly enough to go around. Raw recruits were out there with glass jars of water tied to their belts, going up against a strong fortification atop a steep hill!

They were paying for two generations of Zionist shortsightedness, Barak bitterly reflected, in leaving the hills and ridges in Arab hands. War meant communications, roads! Command of high ground over the roads! The Arabs had settled in the hills because of the malaria down on the lowlands, which the Zionist pioneers had drained and made healthy and fruitful. Well and good, but the founding fathers had failed to think ahead. However harebrained this attack plan might be, Ben Gurion was right about one thing: if Jerusalem was to be part of the Jewish State – and how could it be otherwise? – Latrun had to fall.

Twenty miles along the highway the police fort and monastery of Latrun were in plain view, with clouds of artillery smoke puffing up and rolling over the brown walls. Outside the trees of the Hulda kibbutz, rows of dilapidated Tel Aviv busses stood empty, military transport for the Seventh Brigade. Jewish warmaking! Yael drove off the highway into the standing wheat, bumping and swerving toward the tent of the field headquarters, where they came on Sam Pasternak, a stocky captain in a sweated-through undershirt, shouting into a telephone, surrounded by arguing soldiers who poured perspiration, all in a swarm of loud-buzzing black flies.

“Zev, thank God!” Pasternak exclaimed, handing the phone to a fat female soldier whose hair hung down in sweat-soaked strings. “Keep trying, Dina.” He gave Barak a quick dank hug. They had been high school classmates in Tel Aviv, and had served together in a Gadna paramilitary youth unit. “Tel Aviv doesn’t answer, Zev, Jerusalem doesn’t answer, and Latrun is throwing down a shit rain of fire! It’s a total failure of intelligence! The whole Arab Legion must be up there! When did they sneak in? Why weren’t we told?”

Barak was staggered. He himself had routed to the Seventh Brigade, highest urgency, the intelligence that the Legion was back in Latrun in force. What kind of breakdown was this? He feigned a calm tone. “What’s happening?”

“Utter and complete balagan!fn1 That’s what’s happening! Shlomo’s doing his best, but we’re in heavy, heavy trouble.”

He gestured toward the brigade commander, a lean trim figure in khaki a hundred yards away on a high knoll, intently watching the battle through binoculars and issuing orders on a walkie-talkie. Barak had served with Shlomo Shamir in the British army; an able colonel who had accepted this command at Ben Gurion’s urging, and had agreed to the attack plan, which he considered premature, with considerable reluctance. Pasternak was his deputy.

“Where’s the armor, Sam?” By armor Barak meant a few trucks and vans shielded with “sandwiches,” wooden panels between steel sheets.

“Pinned down at the intersection. They can’t advance. Half the vehicles are knocked out, and they’ve got a lot of wounded and some dead.”

A bearded soldier in a torn bloody undershirt came running up, babbling wildly about water. Another officer led him away.

“What about that infantry battalion?” Barak persisted. “Those Cyprus immigrants?”

“Zev, we don’t know! They marched off singing in Yiddish, but we’ve been trying for half an hour now to raise them. Field communications are rotten, rotten!”

The flies were horrendous here. They were at Barak’s eyes, and each time he opened his mouth they were on his tongue, in his throat. “Listen, Sam, Yigal Yadin sent me to get a battle report at first hand.”

Pasternak jabbed a thumb toward Colonel Shamir. “There’s your man. Ask him.”

Not far from the colonel’s knoll was a “Napoleonchik,” a small old French artillery piece, standing silent with its crew sitting or lying around it, swatting at the flies. Barak stopped to ask the gun captain why he wasn’t fighting.

“No shells. They ordered me to start firing at dawn, so I did. I woke up the Arabs, and finished. It was insane.”

Barak borrowed his binoculars and saw red tracer bullets streaking down from Latrun. The answering fire from the field was scattered and feeble. Dimly through the dust he could see vehicles in flames, and men stumbling through the high wheat toward the rising ground. He hastened on to Colonel Shamir, who was peering through binoculars as his walkie-talkie squawked static. Shamir greeted him eagerly. “Zev! Any good news? Any reenforcements? I’ve been trying and trying to get through to Yigal for help! Doesn’t he realize what shape I’m in here?”

Reluctantly Barak told him that communications were not functioning, and that he had come for a report. The colonel gave Barak a curt workmanlike reading of the entire battlefield. The fight was not going well at all, he summed up, and the most obscure element was the status of the immigrant recruits; they were somewhere out there in the smoke and dust, but answering no signals. “Tell Yigal Yadin, for God’s sake, what I’ve just told you, Zev. I await orders and I’ll fight on while I can, but things are looking very bad.”

Back at the operations tent Zev Barak found Pasternak and the others staring at a lanky bespectacled dust-covered boy of sixteen or so, wearing a rusty British tin hat and mounted bareback on a muddy white mule. The animal was swishing its tail, shaking its ears, and stamping its hooves in a loud buzzing of flies, and the boy was flailing at the flies with a broom handle.

“Who is this idiot?” Barak asked Pasternak.

“Don Kishote, I guess,” said Pasternak. (He was pronouncing Quixote the Hebrew way, Key-shoat.) “He just now wandered in. Reenforcement!”

Gloomy as things were, Barak smiled. In a way the boy did indeed look a bit like the crazy old knight. “What do you want here, Don Kishote?” he snapped.

The Hebrew answer came in a decided Polish accent. “My father sent me from Haifa to find out how my brother was. They told me at the training camp that he went to Hulda. I didn’t know there was a battle.”

Pasternak said, “So, are you volunteering?”

“Why not? I’m eighteen. Give me a gun.”

Amid all the heat, loudspeaker static, and swarming flies, this comic relief was making the soldiers laugh. “And you came here from Haifa on a mule?” asked Barak, trying to sound stern.

“I got the mule on the road” – a gesture over his shoulder – “back there.”

Colonel Shamir’s voice, loud and clear on the receiver: “Sam! Sam! Shlomo here.”

Pasternak seized the mike. “Sam here.”

“Sam, I’ve got that infantry commander at last. He says those recruits off the boats speak only Yiddish, his translator has fallen with heat stroke, and they don’t understand Hebrew orders. Shells are starting to drop among them, and they’re just milling round and round, and yelling, or advancing any old way, firing their rifles. It’s a total balagan!”

A soldier with a bloodily bandaged head spoke up. “Sam, it was just like that when we jumped off. They just kept bawling at each other, ‘Voss, voss, voss? Voss shreit err vi a meshugener? Voss tute men yetzt?’” (“What, what, what? Why is the officer screaming like a maniac? What do we do now?”)

“I speak Yiddish,” the boy on the mule said.

“Sam, come here.” Barak put his arm through Pasternak’s elbow and drew him away from the others. In a low voice he said, “Shlomo should call off this attack.”

“Call it off?” Haggard and pouring sweat, Sam Pasternak rubbed his chin with a pudgy hand. “Then how does he face Ben Gurion?”

“Listen, the brigade’s giving a good account of itself, so is Shlomo, but things have gone very wrong here, and—”

“God knows that’s true! I can’t begin to tell you, Zev. Half the ammunition never arrived, also—”

“Sam, this isn’t your day. Call it off. Save the brigade to fight again.”

A pause. Pasternak said, “Come with me.”

“Okay, I will.”

Shamir listened with a somber mien to the two young officers, sadly nodding. “Shall I try again to get through to Yadin, or Ben Gurion?”

Barak looked to Pasternak, who said at once, “Sir, you’re the man in the field. Just do it.”

“Very well.” Shamir spoke with abrupt decision. “First things first, Sam. Get those immigrants out of there.”

“Right. Let’s go, Zev.”

They hurried back to the tent, where Pasternak got on the field telephone and ordered the infantry commander to break off the attack, swing south to a hill outside the field of fire, regroup, and fall back on Hulda. He repeated the order several times, his voice rising in exasperation, as Barak stood beside him with binoculars and told him that the recruits were still advancing.

“It’s the same damned thing,” Pasternak exclaimed to Barak. “The commander doesn’t know Yiddish, and they don’t know anything else. He can’t make them understand, no matter what—”

Barak suddenly shouted, “Hey! Don Kishote! Come back here! Where the devil are you going?”

But rider and mule were already beyond earshot, on the trot toward the dust clouds of the battlefield, the broom handle flogging the beast along. “That kid is stark mad,” exclaimed Pasternak.

Barak thought he must be. The chances of a mule surviving on a battlefield were zero, even assuming he could goad the beast into the zone of fire. What was the matter with this freakish Don Kishote?

Nothing was really the matter with Don Kishote, whose name was Joseph Blumenthal. The smoke, the sound of guns, the sight of battle attracted him, and he wanted to help out with his Yiddish, and perhaps find his brother. He passed soldiers lying moaning and bloody on crushed wheat stalks, and others gasping and wailing for water, and he rode on unperturbed. The strange mingled smells of gun smoke and ripening wheat were exciting, and to him the anguished men bleeding on the ground were almost like figures in a war movie. Of real war he knew little. He had seen warplanes overhead in Europe, he had suffered privation and brutality in refugee camps, but he had been through no bombardments. His father had moved the family from Poland to Rumania, then to Hungary and Italy, in flight from the ever-advancing Germans. Now here he was at a real battle. Wow!

Bizarre things can happen on battlefields, maddened areas of noise, confusion, and odd turns of luck, as well as sanguinary harm and death. This stripling on his mule (that is, a mule he had recently stolen) actually got through the high wheat to the rabble of Yiddish-shouting rifle-waving recruits and their battalion commander, who was bellowing into a bullhorn on a rise of ground, and gesturing toward a hill behind him. Bullets whizzed and whined in the air, shells were throwing up dirt with earsplitting explosions, some of the recruits were firing impotently at the fortress, and all was frantic disorder. Many men lay here and there on broken wheat stalks in clouds of flies, some bleeding, some trying to get up, most of them crying, “Vasser! Vasser! In Gott’s nommen, VASSER!”

“What? You speak Yiddish?” The officer was too beset to be amazed at this bespectacled apparition on a mule. “Good, good, tell these lunatics to stop advancing and get up that hill! Double time! Spread the word!”

But the youngster’s remarkable luck ran out as he rode around bawling this simple order in Yiddish. A deafening shell-burst showered him and his mount with earth and splintered wheat stalks, the mule threw him off and ran, and he landed on a groaning soldier. Rolling off, he became streaked with the other’s blood, which welled from a wound on his leg.

“Pick me up, I want to get out of here,” said the soldier in crisp Hebrew, such as Don Kishote had admired in the Haganah instructors on Cyprus. “If I lean on you, I think I can walk.”

Much shorter than the youngster and very broad-shouldered, the soldier limped along holding on to him for about a hundred yards, through the clamoring jostling recruits. “Wait, I’d better stop the blood if I can.” He tried to tighten a handkerchief around his leg, and toppled over. “Maybe you can do it,” he groaned.

“I think I can.” The youngster tied a crude tourniquet. “How’s that?”

“Better. Let’s keep going. What are you, one of these Cyprus guys?”

“Right, I’m a Cyprus guy.”

“You’re pretty young for that. What’s your name?”

“Joseph.”

“Here you’re Yossi, then.” They stumbled along for a while. “It’s the heat, I guess,” the soldier said in a weakening voice. “I feel terrible, Yossi.” His legs were giving way.

“Then let’s try this.” Don Kishote bent down and lifted him on his back. “Can you hang on?”

“Hey, I’m too heavy for you,” muttered the soldier, wrapping hard-muscled arms and legs around him. The youngster carried him through the trampled field dotted with fallen, groaning, pleading men toward the stretcher bearers, continuously shaking his head to get rid of the flies, sometimes so blinded by them and by perspiration that he almost fell, laboring and gasping more from the heat and flies than from the burden. The soldier on his back hoarsely called, “Stretcher here!” A bearer came on the run. Kishote, or Yossi, took one end of the stretcher, and so they brought the soldier to the field hospital, an open space near Shamir’s headquarters where wounded lay on the ground in bloody moaning rows.

Zev Barak was leaving the scene in the jeep. “Look, Yael, there’s that fool kid who was on the mule. Stop and pick him up.”

She braked alongside Don Kishote and exclaimed, staring at the stretcher he was putting down, “L’Azazel, that’s my brother!” She jumped down and leaned over him. “Benny! Benny, how are you?”

The soldier said in faint annoyed tones, “Yael? What the devil are you doing out here?”

Barak came to the stretcher. “So, Benny, you caught it.” Yael’s brother had once been in a youth unit he had led. “How bad is it?”

“There’s shrapnel in my leg, Zev, but mostly the heat’s got me. I gave all my water to those recruits. They were fainting and crying all around me. Elohim, what a balagan.”

“Let’s put him in the jeep, Kishote. Yael, you sit with Benny and hold him up.”

“Me? Then who drives?”

“I do. Kishote, let’s go.” Together they lifted Benny Luria and placed him in back, with his sister beside him. Barak awkwardly took the wheel, and drove one-handed across the field. “Can you handle a pistol?” he asked the immigrant.

“On Cyprus I practiced.”

“Give him yours,” Barak said over his shoulder to Yael. “And what happened to your helmet, Kishote? It was very becoming.”

“The strap broke and I lost it.”

“Wherever did you get it?”

“A nice old lady in Hulda made me take it. I stopped there for water. She said it was her husband’s, long ago, and I was crazy to go to the battlefield, but if I was going, to wear it.”

“This kid carried me off the field,” Benny said faintly. “His name’s Yossi. He’s b’seder.” Barak was giving them a rough ride through the standing wheat. “Easy, Zev,” Benny moaned.

“We’ll be on the road in a minute.” Barak glanced at Kishote. “You carried him?”

“Till we found a stretcher. I fell on him when the mule threw me off. I’m all covered with his blood.”

“Don’t complain, it’s not your blood,” Benny said, his voice fading away.

“Keep quiet,” said Yael.

As they raced back toward Tel Aviv, Barak questioned Don Kishote about his family and its journeyings. He had one brother, he said, out there somewhere on the Latrun battleground. His mother had died of pneumonia in a refugee camp in Italy. His father had been a dentist in Poland, and was hoping to do dentistry here, but he couldn’t speak Hebrew and would have to learn.

“Where’d you get your Hebrew, Yossi?” Yael spoke up from the back.

“My mother was a religious Zionist. Papa was more of a socialist. Mama sent us to Hebrew-speaking religious schools.”

“Are you really religious?” inquired Yael.

“A lot more than my brother Leopold. Leo says God died in Poland.”

After a silence Yael said, “I think Benny’s passed out.”

The jeep rocked and jolted, and Benny hoarsely exclaimed, “I haven’t passed out, Yael, you idiot, I just closed my eyes. The leg hurts.”

“Nothing to do, anyhow,” said Barak, speeding up, “but get him to the hospital.” He glanced back at them, and Benny gestured at him to go on, go on!

Seen side by side, Yael and Benny Luria might almost be twins, Barak thought; same strong jaw and squarish countenance, though Yael’s softer face was girlishly seductive. In fact they were but a year apart, and in force of character not too different, except that she was all wiles and whims, and Benny was straight, no tricks, very earnest. Once at the youth unit’s campfire, when the talk turned to what the boys wanted to become, Benny Luria had said, “Chief of Staff of the Jewish army.” The others had laughed, but not Benny.

They deposited him at an army hospital, and Yael drove Barak to the new Ramat Gan headquarters. He inquired as he got out, “So, Kishote, do you want to go back to Haifa now?”

“My father isn’t expecting me back. I told him I’d try to get into Leopold’s unit.”

With a wink at Yael, Barak said, “And you’re eighteen.”

“Going on eighteen.”

“Take him to the recruiting office,” Barak said to Yael, “and get him a uniform. That is, if they can fit him,” he added, looking the long bony figure up and down.

“Then what?” asked Yael.

“Then bring him to the Red House. We can use another runner.”

Yael said sarcastically as they drove on, “Eighteen! How old are you, Yossi?”

“How old are you?” returned Kishote, pushing his glasses up on his nose with a forefinger, and giving her an impudent adolescent glad eye. Yael shrugged and let it pass. A Polish dentist’s son, maybe sixteen, not worth even a brush-off. If Zev Barak wanted this kid as a runner, fine! He had helped her brother under fire. He was b’seder.
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“Colonel Stone”

The air in Colonel Yadin’s little office was grayish with pipe smoke. He broke into Barak’s report when he had hardly begun. “Zev, what are you saying? We knew the Arab Legion had reenforced Latrun. Why didn’t Shlomo?”

“That I have to track down! He says he never got our signal. Yigal, the balagan was unbelievable. A frontal attack in broad daylight in a hamsin—”

“Broad daylight? Mah pitom? They were supposed to jump off in the dark, and storm the fortress at dawn. That was the whole concept!”

“Everything went wrong. I don’t know where to begin. Raw recruits trying to advance uphill into the sun, I tell you, across open fields, against heavy artillery—”

“What about those recruits? Did they run away?”

“They went marching right into the fire.”

“They did?” A wan smile made the chief operations officer fleetingly look his twenty-nine years, instead of a harried forty or more.

“I saw it myself. They didn’t know any better. They’d have tried to climb the heights if Shlomo hadn’t called off the attack. That was the right thing to do. The only thing.”

“I concur!” Yadin vigorously nodded, relighting his pipe with flaring puffs. “So! Ben Gurion was right about those immigrants, at least.”

“They were splendid. We failed them, Yigal. There’ll be far more casualties from thirst and sunstroke than from enemy action. It was a disgrace. We’re not an army yet. Communications were disastrous …”

As Barak went on, Colonel Yadin smoked in grim sad silence, sinking lower in his chair. “I argued against this operation, as you well know,” he remarked at last. “It was unrealistic, suicidal, and I said so, but Ben Gurion ordered Latrun taken, at all cost. Well, we’re paying the cost, and we haven’t got Latrun.” He glanced at his watch. “You’ll have to repeat all that at the staff conference. Tell it straight, and make it short. You’ve met Mickey Marcus?”

“Would that be ‘Colonel Stone’?”

“That’s him.”

“Not yet.”

“You will now. Come along.”

“Why the code name?”

“The British might make trouble with the Americans about a West Pointer advising our Prime Minister.”

In the long low war room, much larger than the one in the old Red House, dishevelled officers sat or stood about the conference table, and large fans whirled the humid air. A muscular balding man in khaki shorts and a short-sleeved shirt was lecturing in English, rapping with a pointer at a large military map on the wall and pausing as a young officer translated. Ben Gurion, coughing and looking feverish, slumped at the head of the table. Seeing Barak, he called, “One moment, Mickey.” The speaker paused. “Nu, Zev, let’s hear what’s happening at Latrun, and talk English for Colonel Stone.”

At Barak’s report of the fiasco, the Prime Minister’s lips tightened in the old stubborn scowl. Marcus leaned against the map with thick brown arms folded, his aspect calm and intent. The staff officers who understood English took in the story with glum faces. The others doodled or yawned.

“Very well, we will attack again. At once!” Thus Ben Gurion, slamming a heavy fist down on the table. “And this time we will take Latrun.” Silence. Gray tobacco smoke rolling in layers, circulated by the whirring fans. “Mickey, go on with your analysis.”

Marcus took up the pointer, and again faced the array of hard-bitten Israeli veterans about half his age. In those weary faces Barak saw a cynical challenge: What the hell do you know about our situation, you fat old American civilian? Marcus had acquired a heavy desert tan, and some credit in the army, by taking part in Negev raids against the Egyptian lines; his doctrine manuals, however, had been received with snickering. He had come from America to share the Yishuv’s dangers, and that was in his favor, but these men all knew that after graduating from West Point he had gone to law school, and thereafter had served only briefly as a reserve officer in World War II.

“Yes, sir. Tactically, then, Israel is a beachhead like the Normandy landing,” Marcus resumed, “and the Arabs have blundered as the Germans did against Eisenhower. Once the British pulled out, the enemy had you at an overwhelming disadvantage – half-disarmed by the Mandate, attacked from all sides, your supplies interdicted except by sea. That was the key to the war. The enemy should have cut you in half by now at Netanya. The Iraqis had less than ten miles to go when they halted, God knows why. Then they could have rolled up your two ports, Haifa and Jaffa, and strangled you.”

Restlessness was mounting around the table: drumming fingers, shifts in the chairs, skeptical glances among the officers.

“It should have been over in a week, as most foreign military experts were predicting. You’ve proved them wrong. By pulling off a classic perimeter defense on interior lines, you’ve survived. You’ve had hard going, but you’ve held your ports. Supplies are coming in. Your beachhead is confirmed.”

Such big-power military talk obviously captivated Ben Gurion, who was listening with bright hectic eyes. But to these officers, Barak realized, particularly the Palmakhniks, who had been battling Arab marauders for years in night fighting amid rocks and sand dunes, it could only be a lot of hot air. Also, calling Israel a beachhead implied that Zionism was an invasion of Arab soil, not a return to the Promised Land. A total American Jew, this guy, however well-meaning.

There was a bright side even to today’s setback at Latrun, Marcus went on. The attack had drawn away much strength of King Abdullah’s Arab Legion from the siege of Jerusalem, and perhaps prevented the Legion from helping the Iraqis drive to the sea. Battles that looked like defeats could bring ultimate victory. “In the next battle for Latrun,” his voice cheerily rose, “you’ll take it, and you’ll lift the siege of Jerusalem!” With this he laid aside the pointer and sat down.

Ben Gurion harshly coughed, blew his nose, wiped his eyes. “Exactly so. Thank you, Mickey.” He switched to rapid Hebrew. “Gentlemen, an imposed cease-fire is in the air at the UN. When it comes, Jerusalem must not be cut off. The road to Jerusalem must be open, and our convoys must be moving freely. Otherwise the UN will award Jerusalem to King Abdullah of Transjordan by right of conquest. That whole preposterous scheme for ‘internationalizing’ Jerusalem will be dropped, forgotten.” He paused and glared around the room. “Absolutely inevitable, and that is King Abdullah’s whole war aim. He knows, as I know, that without Jerusalem the Jewish State will have no heart, and won’t live.”

No comment from the somber faces around the table. After a pause, Zev Barak summoned up nerve and raised a hand. “Prime Minister, has Shmulik reported to you about the bypass road?”

“You mean, about the three soldiers who sneaked through the woods past Latrun? Yes, he has. What about them?”

“Sir, they got from Jerusalem all the way to Hulda via a route in the wilds, hidden from Latrun by a high ridge.”

“Yes, yes, but what kind of route?” Ben Gurion snorted. “A cowpath? A footpath?”

“They went by jeep, Prime Minister.”

“So what? So would the Arabs stand by and let us grade and pave a new Jerusalem road bypassing Latrun? Maybe lend us some bulldozers and steamrollers? Hah? Don’t talk out of turn, Wolfgang, and don’t talk nonsense.”

Marcus asked what this abrasive exchange was about. As Barak translated, Ben Gurion drooped in his seat, said he was feeling very ill, and turned the chair over to Colonel Yadin. “When the meeting adjourns,” he added to Barak, a shade more cordially, “come and see me, Wolfgang. I’m going home.”

“Yes, Prime Minister.”

“But first, I have an announcement. Colonel Stone will be especially interested.” Ben Gurion sat up and coughed hard, looking around sternly at the staff. “The Jerusalem front, gentlemen, needs an urgent consolidation of all forces. No more discussion. No more arguments. A new united command, a new commander. The Provisional Government has decided that this will be Colonel Stone, and he will have the new rank of aluf.” He turned to Marcus, faintly smiling. “That is Hebrew for a duke or a general, Mickey. You’ll be the first general of a Jewish army since Bar Kochba! You will of course receive a written appointment.”

Marcus responded with brisk dignity. “Prime Minister, I accept. I shall serve to the best of my ability.” Clearly he had been primed for this all along. “Gentlemen, at 2000 hours we will meet again here, to confer on my plan for the next Latrun attack.”

Ben Gurion rose, whereupon all got to their feet, and he went out with Marcus, leaving the general staff looking at each other thunderstruck.

When the staff meeting ended, Barak came out and told his waiting driver, “We go to Tel Aviv, Ben Gurion’s apartment.”

“Yes, sir.”

Tel Aviv was having a sunny steamy afternoon. War or no war, people sat under café awnings in the torrid heat, drinking tea, eating ice cream, and arguing. Sweaty shoppers bustled in and out of stores, and vendors sold cigarettes and newspapers to customers lined up in the glaring sun. How would Tel Aviv handle the news when it came out, Barak wondered, that the first general of a Jewish army since Roman times was an American lawyer?

He was still digesting the surprise. The style was pure Ben Gurion; sudden sharp blow of an axe at a tangled political knot. In Jerusalem, even under the deluge of Arab shelling, the armed commands of several Zionist parties were squandering lives and ammunition at cross-purposes. The two major commands were the army itself, formerly the Haganah, based on Ben Gurion’s labor socialists, and its old antagonist, the Irgun force of the Revisionists; besides these there were the elite Palmakh striking force of the radical kibbutzim, and the nationalist splinter, Lehi. If this complete outsider Marcus could merge the squabblers into one fighting force, marvellous! Barak had his doubts, but he could understand why the Old Man was doing it. None of these factions would accept an overall commander from among themselves, and appointing “Colonel Stone” at least finessed all the rifts.

Ben Gurion had gotten into bed and was thumbing through despatches, resting on large pillows. His wife, in a faded housedress, was feeling his flushed forehead. Colonel Marcus sat in a rocking chair by the bed, looking through papers and scrawling in a pocket notebook. Spread higgledy-piggledy on the coverlet were maps, file folders, and mimeographed reports.

“You have to eat something,” Paula Ben Gurion was insisting. Her dark hair was pulled back in a severe bun, she was short and squat like her husband, and her rugged face was as determined as his.

“All right. Let it be eggs. Zev, what news from Deganya, and what about those French heavy guns? Have they been unloaded?” The Old Man was very hoarse.

“How do you want your eggs?” inquired Paula.

“It doesn’t matter. Fried. Those guns must go straight to the Seventh Brigade.”

“Fried won’t be good for you. I’ll boil you some eggs.” Paula went out.

Barak handed the Prime Minister a sheaf of the late despatches. He read and initialled them, making terse comments, and had Barak translate some for the American. Marcus shook his head as he listened. “Right away, the logistics need reorganizing, Prime Minister. Also the fronts must be stabilized. The way things are going—”

“Fronts? What fronts? The whole country is the front,” said Ben Gurion peevishly.

Paula Ben Gurion looked into the room. “We’re out of eggs.”

“It doesn’t matter,” said Ben Gurion. “I’ll just have tea with jam. Zev, I want to see that manifest on the Messerschmitts—”

“You need some food. Zevi, be a good boy, run over to Greenboim’s store and get me four eggs.”

“Paula, we’re having a top staff meeting,” Ben Gurion said irritably.

“How long will it take him? Two minutes?”

Barak stood up. “No problem,” he said. “I’ll go for the eggs.” She tended to treat him familiarly, and indeed as a child he had sometimes called her Aunt Paula.

“Stay where you are!” Ben Gurion thrust out his jaw at Barak, then turned on his wife. “Give me anything. A bowl of soup, all right?”

“Never mind, Zevi. I’ll get the eggs,” said Paula, departing.

“Show him your plan,” Ben Gurion said to Marcus.

The American passed to Barak an operational map of the Latrun area. Fresh red and green arrows sketched a second attack, mainly a variant of the first, with a new Palmakh diversion from the southeast. Marcus described his plan, and said he would order all newly arrived armaments moved to Shamir’s brigade at the Latrun position.

“Well, Zev?” Ben Gurion prodded the silent Barak.

“Shoot,” said Marcus, “if you have any criticisms.”

Barak pencilled circles around two hilltop villages. “First of all, the Arabs must have moved back in there. Laskov’s armor took heavy fire from that flank this morning. I’d say recapture those villages before the next attack goes.”

Marcus slowly nodded. “Sound thought.”

Paula reappeared. “Greenboim is out of eggs, too.”

“We’re discussing an important matter,” snapped Ben Gurion. “For God’s sake, forget the eggs.”

“He may have some later. You said soup? There’s that nice canned American soup Yitzhak brought back.”

“Good. I’ll have that.”

“It’s peppery, though. It’ll bother your throat. I’ll make you some soup.” She put her hand to his bright pink face. “You’re cooler already.”

Scrawling notes on the battle map, Marcus gave Barak an appraising glance. “Now, Zev, this bypass idea you brought up. Anything to it?”

“If you capture Latrun, Mickey,” Ben Gurion interjected, “why a bypass road? I don’t want the troops hearing about a bypass road. They have to attack.”

“It’s very rough terrain, sir,” said Barak. He summed up different reports he had heard. Some called the bypass notion preposterous, others favored trying it.

“Soup,” said Paula Ben Gurion, entering with a tray.

“Thank you, Paula.”

“Taste it. Hot enough?”

“Burns my tongue,” said Ben Gurion, taking a spoonful of the greenish soup.

“Good. I made it in a hurry. I thought it might be cold.” She went out.

“It’s cold,” Ben Gurion said.

Marcus persisted. “Come on, Zev, what’s your opinion? Is it a pipe dream or not?”

“It’s a bobbeh-myseh, Mickey,” Ben Gurion snapped at Marcus. “Know what that means?”

Marcus smiled at the Yiddish byword. “Sure, a grandma story, but why?”

“Never mind! You just concentrate on Latrun.” He picked up a despatch from the coverlet. “These French armored personnel carriers, Mickey, due to arrive tomorrow – Shamir’s brigade should get them straight from the boat.”

“Can you handle that?” Marcus asked Barak.

“If those are my orders.” Barak knew that, in the wild confusion at Haifa port, the chances of the vehicles arriving at all, let alone being unloaded in time for the attack, were very slim. He saw no point in saying so. Ben Gurion was fretful enough.

“French matériel. That’s good,” said Marcus. “Don’t rely too much on Czechoslovakia. Stalin can shut off that faucet overnight.”

“Yes, a Zionist Stalin isn’t,” said the Prime Minister. “He lets the Czechs sell to us, so as to kick the British out of the Middle East. We know that. That’s why his bloc votes our way in the UN, too. Meantime we pay good dollars to the Czechs, and they also sell to the Arabs, you realize. Communists don’t know from embargoes.”

Marcus pointed at a yellow cable form on the bed. “Now, what about this new British cease-fire move at the UN? Is that on the level?”

The Prime Minister waved both hands in dismissal. “A bluff, a bluff. By now, an old trick.” He fell into Talmudic singsong with thumb gestures. “The UN calls a cease-fire. We obey it. The Arabs ignore it and grab some territory. The war starts up again, we regain the lost territory.” He shook his head at Marcus. “But no more! When they stop fighting, we stop. Not before, and they’re not ready to stop.”

The Prime Minister lay back on the pillows listening politely to Marcus’s next comment, but his face and bald pate kept getting redder. If a cease-fire wasn’t imminent, Marcus argued, the attack on Latrun should be delayed. The new Seventh Brigade still needed some hard drill. The heavy guns and personnel carriers could go to other fronts meantime to gain ground. For when a real ceasefire took effect, those lines might become Israel’s permanent boundaries.

“Mickey, do me a favor, keep one thing in mind.” Ben Gurion raised his voice, and a stubby forefinger. “Your responsibility is Jerusalem. Jerusalem! And that means one thing. Latrun! Latrun! No delay, Jerusalem is starving! Cease-fire lines are not your problem, not now!”

Paula Ben Gurion came striding in. “Now what? Why the screaming? Do you have to burst a blood vessel? Greenboim just sent up some eggs, after all. Do you want them boiled or fried?”

“Boiled,” said the Prime Minister, in a drop of tone to complete calm.

“You’re red as a beet. Behave yourself.” She felt his forehead, nodded, and turned to Marcus and Barak. “Maybe you can let him get some sleep? He was awake all night, sweating and tossing.”

Marcus stood up as she left. “She takes good care of you, Prime Minister. Like my gal does.”

Ben Gurion gestured at Barak. “What about Zev?”

“Ah, yes. Zev, since I’m to take command of the whole Jerusalem front, I’m bound to need an English-speaking aide. Interested?”

Nonplussed, Barak did not respond.

“You got some objection, Zev?” inquired the Prime Minister. “This is what I’ve had in mind for you. Extremely important.”

Paula appeared in the doorway. “Suppose I scramble them with onions? We have nice green onions.”

“Now you’re talking,” said Ben Gurion, with a trace of appetite.

“Is there a bar around here?” Marcus inquired, shading his eyes from the low sun as they came outside.

“A bar?” Barak glanced around at the bleak concrete apartment houses, their balconies draped with washing. “I’m not sure.”

“I could use a drink.”

“We can pick up a bottle of cognac at Greenboim’s.”

“Good enough.”

In Greenboim’s makolet, a small general store piled with pots, pans, fresh vegetables, canned goods, magazines, bread loaves, laundry soap, toilet articles, hats, underwear, sieves, washboards, Bibles, and folding chairs, an apparent infinity of such items receded toward the shadowy rear, but no liquor. Up front sat Greenboim by an open counter, where cheesecloth covered defunct fish and chickens, and flies covered the cheesecloth.

“Cognac? The best,” said Greenboim, a potbellied bearded man in a bloody apron, and he produced a very dusty bottle of Palestine brandy out of a bin full of potatoes sprouting eyes.

“Outstanding,” said Marcus, as Barak paid. “Now, where do we drink it?”

“Mrs. Fefferman’s bakery next door has a table and chairs.”

“Fine.”

At a rickety table by the display of pastries, the gray-haired Mrs. Fefferman provided water glasses for the brandy, and slices of crumb cake. Marcus poured his glass half full and drank it straight down. Barak had seen such quaffing in the British army, but it jarred him. He cautiously sipped the raw brandy and ate cake. Marcus poured more for himself and murmured, glancing at the yawning proprietor, “Can we talk?”

“Mrs. Fefferman doesn’t know English.”

“Okay. Will my plan for Latrun work?” Barak only blinked at the American. “If you have doubts, Zev, state them. I don’t want to issue a bum operation order, first time out.”

“Well, it’s a night attack, sir. That’s good. Giving the brigade more training first is excellent. Mandatory.” He hesitated. “As to that Palmakh battalion you’ve got attacking from the southeast—”

“What about it?”

“Colonel, they’ve been fighting the Egyptians since the war began. They’re badly cut up.”

“Yadin told me they’re what’s available. The Palmakh’s dead set against assaulting Latrun. Why?”

“There are a lot of opinions in Palmakh.” The brandy was burning Barak’s throat and stomach. He drank very seldom, and never by day.

Marcus looked him in the eye. “Zev, you talked straight to Ben Gurion. Talk straight to me. Not everybody does here.”

In rapid dry sentences, Barak ran through the strategic disagreement that had been plaguing the war: Ben Gurion’s obsession with Jerusalem, and his hankering for textbook military operations, derived from hasty reading of authorities like Liddell Hart and Fuller, versus the Palmakh concept of knocking out the Arab forces by proven tactics suited to Palestine, and to the volatile nature of the enemy. Marcus kept drinking as he listened.

“Well, Zev, there’s only one commander-in-chief here,” Marcus commented, “and that’s Ben Gurion. Look at George Washington. You know our Revolutionary War, don’t you? Washington made fearful mistakes. Took terrible defeats. But he was commander-in-chief, he was a leader, and he won.”

“Sir, Washington was a soldier. Ben Gurion’s a great man, but what he knows is politics.”

“You have to go with the leader you’ve got. He’s your George Washington.”

“And you’re our Lafayette,” said Barak, putting his glass to his lips and surprised to find it empty. Marcus laughed and poured him more, though Barak tried to wave away the bottle.

“Lafayette brought over a trained army,” Marcus said, “and got the French fleet to fight on the American side. That’s really how old George beat the redcoats. I bring you bopkess. If you know that military expression.”

“Napoleonic term, I believe,” said Barak, “for moral support.”

“Exactly.” Marcus grinned. “You’ll have to win this war all by yourselves. And you will. Know why? Two reasons. One, your soldiers want to fight.”

“Well, they have to, sir. No choice.”

“Okay, whatever the motivation, they’re as good as the best damn soldiers I’ve ever seen. The other is your secret weapon.” Marcus gulped brandy. “The Arab High Command. Zev, what the hell’s the matter with them? Why didn’t they overrun you two weeks ago?”

Barak said after a moment, “Sir, they’re not very experienced armies, you know.”

“So what? They had plenty of British training, didn’t they? And they had you surrounded, outgunned, and outnumbered.”

“Sir, in the manual they gave us in the British army in North Africa, three words were printed in big black type, define the mission, and—

“It’s in all military manuals,” Marcus interrupted. “It’s in the doctrine I dictated for your army.”

“I saw that, sir. Well, the Arab mission in this war was to wipe out the Yishuv. Wasn’t it? No more of this little excrescence calling itself Israel! Three simple words: define the mission. But instead they’ve been tearing apart the land the UN awarded to the Palestine Arabs – Egypt grabbing Gaza and the Hebron area, Syria snatching at the north, Abdullah swallowing the West Bank and trying to swallow Jerusalem. They distrust each other. They lie to each other. They won’t admit defeats. They keep announcing victories that didn’t happen. In short, unclear on their mission, sir.”

“Do you really want to be my aide?” Marcus asked. “Nobody’s forcing you.”

“Colonel Stone, I’m honored.”

“Well, then, you’re hired.”

“Good. I request a few hours off duty, starting now.”

“You do? There’s a soldier. What for?”

“To see my wife. She’s not far, in Herzliyya. It’s been a while.”

“How long have you been married?”

“Four years.”

“Kids?”

“One son.”

Marcus sighed. “Emma and I have missed out on kids. Israeli lady?”

“Yes.”

“Army?”

“No.”

“How’d you meet?”

“At a party, when I was on leave from North Africa. A guy from the Brigade told me he was bringing the most beautiful girl in Tel Aviv. He wasn’t just talking. A week later I married her.”

“Outstanding. Three hours off duty granted. Then meet me in Ramat Gan. Let me have that bottle. We’ll work out the logistics tonight for Latrun. You people have things to learn about logistics.”

“About everything. We’re still guerrillas, and pretty amateurish.”

Marcus struck his shoulder. “You said it, I didn’t, young feller. In the Negev kids were fighting without helmets and barefoot, in flimsy uniforms, on freezing nights.” As they walked out of Mrs. Fefferman’s, Marcus went on. “No doubt your wife’s been raking you over the coals, like my own darling. It’s been goddamn hard on Emma.” Marcus heaved a deep sigh, almost a groan. “Well, I’ve got me a general’s star, something I never made in the U.S. Army. Maybe that’ll please her.” He fell silent as they walked, then said slowly, “And my first combat assignment is to defend Jerusalem, the Holy City! How about that? You know something, Zev? Emma said, night before I left, ‘Why you? It’s not your fight.’ I asked her, ‘After what happened in Europe, don’t you think a Jewish State should exist?’”

“What did she say, Colonel?”

Marcus took a moment to reply. “She said, ‘If my husband has to go over there to fight for it, maybe it shouldn’t exist.’”

“Is she Jewish?”

“Yes.” A short laugh. “Not Orthodox, you know. Neither am I.”

They came to the small gray Vauxhall the army had given Marcus. The driver was asleep at the wheel. Marcus startled him awake with a heavy rap on the hood.

“Go and see your wife, Zev.”

“Thank you, Colonel.”

“That’s Mickey. Now, about that bypass idea B.G. called a bobbeh-myseh. Anything to it, really?”

“Sir, I can reconnoiter the area tomorrow and let you know.”

“You mean yourself? Kind of risky out there, isn’t it, snipers and such?”

“No problem. I’d take an armed patrol.”

“Well, we’ll see. We’ll discuss it in the war room tonight.”

Driving to Herzliyya, Barak found himself cheering up. Why? The war situation was as threatening as ever. Prospect of seeing Nakhama and his boy? Reason enough, maybe, but there was more to his lift of spirits than that. It was Marcus. Barak knew all the commanders in Jerusalem, and he had observed their brabbling at first hand. Marcus was a likable and forceful presence, but as a front commander in Jerusalem, lacking Hebrew and without a savvy interpreter, he would be a tongue-tied outlander. Barak was sure he could help the man in the defense and relief of Jerusalem, and it was an important job, about that the Old Man was correct. If there were plusses and minuses in being too close to David Ben Gurion, this sudden temporary reassignment was a plus. And right away there was also the plus of putting his good arm around Nakhama’s exquisite soft slim waist.


The house was very quiet, and still redolent of his father’s Schimmelpfennig cigars, though Meyer Berkowitz had been in America for months at the UN, where he headed the Israeli delegation. Barak called, “Anybody home?”

Trampling on the stairs. Nakhama’s voice, alive with joy: “You! Finally, you!”

She came dancing into the book-lined living room in a dingy housedress, flinging arms and legs this way and that like a child. “Mama phoned me that she talked to you, but she didn’t think you’d come today! How’s your elbow?”

He encircled her waist with the good arm, and drew her to him with the heavy crooked cast. “See, it works!”

Laughter, a light kiss or two, then a close embrace and passionate kissing. “Oo-ah, darling,” she exclaimed, bending away from him. “What is this? You’re stinking drunk! In the daytime, on duty? You?”

“It’s part of my new job.”

“A new job? What new job? Guzzling like a goy is part of a job? Can I make you something to eat?”

“How’s the boy?”

“Fine, having a nap, but listen—”

“I’m not hungry. You listen!”

He drew her down on the red plush couch his parents had brought from Vienna, presciently departing with all their possessions before Hitler marched in. The house was furnished with that stuff, and the books had never quite lost the mildewy aroma acquired on the long slow sea voyage. Barak told her of his assignment as aide to Marcus. Nakhama had heard gossip of an American adviser to Ben Gurion, but all she wanted to know was whether this meant she would see more of him.

“Well, I think so. He won’t be running me around night and day like Ben Gurion.”

“But – Jerusalem Command? How on earth will you get to Jerusalem? And if you do, won’t you be stuck there?”

“You look beautiful, you know?”

“Stop that” – she deflected his good arm – “and explain!”

Barak described how Piper Cubs still flew in and out of the capital, maintaining military communication.

“Oh! Then you’ll see our apartment. Maybe if it’s not bombed out, you can use it.”

“I intend to.”

“Zev, I still feel rotten about running away. If not for Noah I wouldn’t have left.”

“He’s why I got you out.”

“But tell the truth, darling, are we really better off here? What about the Egyptians, the Iraqis? Two weeks ago we danced in the streets, and now it’s such a nightmare!”

“I didn’t dance, Nakhama, I knew all this was coming. So did the Old Man. I saw his face when he read the Declaration. Let’s go up and have a look at Noah.”

The boy, a skinny three-year-old naked but for shorts, lay perspiring on the bed. Nakhama put an arm around her husband. “He misses his friends,” she whispered, “but he’s been very good.”

“I heard he got into trouble in kindergarten.”

“Not so. He’s a new kid, so they torment him. He won’t tolerate it, he fights back. His father’s son. Now what? Where are you taking me?” He was leading her by the hand to their bedroom across the hall, his old room. “What is this, Zevi? No, no, not on your life! In broad daylight?” She dug in her heels.

“What’s the matter?”

“Your mother—”

“Why, where is she?”

“She’s in Ramat Gan, she won’t be back till dinner, but all the same—” Reluctantly she let herself be pulled into the bedroom, where a suitcase lay open on his bed, packed with her things. He stared at her and she stared back, half-guilty, half-defiant. “All right, I was going to tell you. I’m moving with Noah to my parents’ flat.”

“The devil you are! Why? They have no room for you there.”

“My mother always has room for me.”

“Nakhama, your brother sleeps on the sofa, and there’s no place else.”

“So I’ll sleep on the floor with Noah. Mama has mattresses. At least I’ll feel at home. Your mother can’t stand having me under her roof.”

Oh, God, thought Barak, that again. “Now what? You had an argument?”

“Your mother never argues, you know that. She doesn’t have to, I’m beneath her. Just the servant girl with your name and your son.”

This had been going on since the day they married. “Wolfgang, she’s wrong for you! I know she’s beautiful, I know you’re in love, but she has no culture, no background, you’ll live to regret it!” And in truth all the books and classical records in this house meant nothing to his wife, except to make her self-conscious. But words would not help on that topic. Nakhama had war nerves, nothing more. Barak closed the suitcase and slung it off the bed. She said, “Wait, wait, what’s the big idea?”

“Look, motek [sweet], the colonel’s no slave driver like B.G. I’ll try to come back and spend tonight here, how’s that?”

She widened glad brown eyes. “Truly? You will?”

“I will. I’ll try.”

“Then, if you’re really coming back tonight, why are you pulling down the shades?”

“Didn’t you object to broad daylight?”

“Oo-ah! So, it’s z’beng v’gamarnu [bang and finish], hah? Right this minute, hah? The army wife’s love life, hah?” Nakhama closed the bedroom door. “Zev, Zev, careful with that arm now! Easy, easy, darling!”
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The Alamo

Two days later several jeeps, one with a mounted machine gun, went bouncing through brush and boulders on the dirt track hidden from Latrun by a wooded ridge. Dead ahead a dazzling white sun was rising. The vehicles halted at the brink of a broad ravine, and Sam Pasternak and Zev Barak got out. The descent to the rock-strewn bottom, which lay in deep shadow, was an almost sheer drop of broken stones and thick brush, with a footpath zigzagging down the slope. “When the Arabs first mined the main road,” said Pasternak, “their villagers used that trail for a while on donkeys or on foot. Not in recent months. So the Hulda kibbutzniks told me.”

Several soldiers from the jeeps began hurling stones out over the wadi, including Kishote in extremely ill fitting khakis, and Yael Luria, whose uniform fitted her a shade too well. Kishote pitched the farthest, with wide sweeps of a bony arm, but Yael made surprisingly strong throws.

“Well, what do you think, Sam?”

“I think we’d better take Latrun,” Pasternak said drily. The Seventh Brigade had already begun heavy drilling for the next assault.

“I’m supposed to report to Colonel Stone,” said Barak, “whether a bypass is feasible at all.”

“Well look, the road work could probably be done, Zev, though it’s a gigantic job. But is it practical? The Legion would sortie in short order and slaughter the road crews, wouldn’t they?”

Barak was peering down into the chasm. “Would they? Suppose we’d work only at night, Sam? Minimum illumination, minimum noise, no blasting? We’re a couple of miles from Latrun, deep in the wilds.”

“You mean build a paved road secretly? Hmm.” Pasternak’s eyes half closed, in a shifty expression familiar to Barak. Covert action was Sam’s specialty. “But you’ve got a four-hundred-foot drop right here, Zev. Lot of engineering! Three or four miles of rough country beyond. Hardly realistic.” He rubbed his chin, and added with a foxy little smile, “I tell you what, though! Think about mules, and maybe it gets interesting. What’s more, if the truce doesn’t come too soon—”

Shading his eyes from the brilliant sun, Barak stared out at the dry wash, crisscrossed with deep gullies and dotted with boulders, as Pasternak talked. “Look, Sam,” he said abruptly, “in the African desert my battalion crossed steeper drops than this in trucks and jeeps. If not for this elbow, I’d try going down right now.”

“I’ll take you down, Zev.” Yael Luria had quit the rock-throwing contest to edge up and listen.

“This girl sure will, if you let her, Zev,” Pasternak said. “Whether you’ll survive – that’s something else.”

“Come on,” said Barak, getting into the jeep. As Yael took the wheel Don Kishote leaped into the back. “Out, Yossi!” Barak jerked a thumb. “Out!”

“Suppose you roll over?” Kishote inquired. “Then I could help.”

“Good thought,” said Barak.

“But if you do reach the bottom alive, Zev, how do you get back up?” Pasternak inquired. “Thought of that?”

“One thought at a time,” said Barak. “Let’s go, Yael.”

The jeep crawled in low gear along the brink, then turned and crashed downward on the zigzag path. It struck a rock hidden by brush and nearly tumbled over, but Yael fought the wheel and righted it. Twisting this way and that to avoid stone outcroppings, she drove down and down, lost the path, and plunged the jeep straight for the wadi floor. Kishote clung to the side whooping wildly, evidently having the time of his life. Barak hugged his elbow and hoped for the best. After a very rough ride they levelled off and stopped. He cupped his hands to yell, “Not that bad, Sam!”

“What now?” Pasternak called, his voice echoing “now … now,” in the hills.

“Send that kid down, and I’ll phone Colonel Stone from Jerusalem. I’m going on.” “That kid” was one of the soldiers who had bypassed Latrun in a jeep. “And you,” Barak said to Yael, pointing a thumb upward, “back to headquarters.”

“What? No! Why? Who’ll drive?”

“On your way.”

“Oh, please do let me come.” Yael’s big blue eyes turned gentle and lustrous as she rounded them at Barak. “I have family in Jerusalem, you know, a sick aunt, and my mother’s so worried about her—”

“Yael, you heard me. Zuz [Move]!”

When Yael Luria jutted her jaw and scowled, the look on her face was no girlish pout. “Zev, you’re being ridiculous.”

“Sergeant Luria, get your behind up that slope.”

With a glare at him and then at Kishote, who blinked innocently through his glasses, Yael went climbing up, using her hands as well as long shapely brown legs.

Working the wheel one-handed, Barak drove slowly along the wash. The soldier sat with his rifle across his knees, yawning; a swarthy youth with a heavy drooping mustache, and a small skull-cap clipped to his thick black hair. He said he was from Tunis. Kishote had never before encountered a Jew who so much resembled an Arab. But then, everything on this journey was novel – the rifle in his lap, the jolting ride in a rocky roadless ravine, where behind a boulder or a clump of brush an enemy might be taking aim at him; above all, the exalting surprise that he was on his way to Jerusalem! Too dry and stony for Arab pasturing, far out of sight of Latrun, the wadi was a trackless no-man’s-land. Barak bore eastward, watching the sun, avoiding the biggest boulders, sometimes halting abruptly at a gully’s edge. In some places he was able to follow jeep tracks in the sand. They bumped and pounded uphill for a couple of miles, and came at last on a rutted dirt road wide enough for one vehicle and piled with animal droppings. “This has to be the Hartuv road,” Barak said to the soldier.

“Yes, sir, it is, and we got shot at here by snipers.”

“No doubt. The highway’s not far. Sharp lookout, both of you!”

Barak turned and followed the rutted road through rolling stony pastures and untended weed-choked farms where goats and sheep grazed. Of Arabs, no sign. When the jeep emerged on the empty two-lane blacktop it seemed to glide like a boat. From the melting asphalt, where grass sprouted in cracks, a tarry smell rose, and burned-out trucks and “sandwich” vehicles lay tumbled on the roadside. They continued uphill and trucks began to snort by, spewing dirty fumes: one carrying bleating sheep, another piled with hay, a third full of unshaven bored soldiers. On a long hill the jeep got stuck behind a groaning tank truck.

“Gasoline?” Kishote inquired.

“Water,” said Barak. “Drinking water for Jerusalem from the local cisterns.”

The tank truck went over the top and down the hill, and Barak pointed at a crest far ahead.

“Jerusalem, Kishote.”

“Really?” It was a decided disappointment, just a line of low buildings on a ridge. Still, he put a hand on his hatless head. “Then I have to make a blessing. Blessed art Thou, Lord our God, Ruler of the world, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and brought us to this time.”

“Amen,” said the pious Tunis youth and the agnostic Barak.

As the jeep came rolling into Jerusalem, Barak was sickened at the way the city had deteriorated. All the gardens and parks were overgrown. Main thoroughfares were filthy, barricaded, shellpocked, wire-tangled. Buildings had been shelled to rubble. Again and again he had to detour around raw concrete barriers and streets closed off with barbed wire. Most shops were shuttered, and long queues stood outside the few that sold rationed food. At water trucks women were lined up around the block holding pails, jugs, or tin cans, many of them gripping little children by the hand or carrying babies.

But Don Kishote hardly noticed these things. Years in wartime Europe and refugee camps had accustomed him to barricades, barbed wire, roadblocks, bombed-out houses, long queues, and patrolling soldiers. This first glimpse inside the Holy City enchanted him. Now here was the Jerusalem of his visions! Wherever he looked he saw beauty, different and radiant; a stone city hewed of some lovely light-colored rock, not quite tan or rosy, but something of each. In all the pictures he had seen, this glow of Jerusalem stone had been missing. The translucent air, deep blue sky, and mighty sunlight, so different from Tel Aviv’s haze, brought out the glow. Everywhere flowers bloomed amid palm trees, blossoming trees, and tall old shade trees; Eden on earth, the City of God.

Yerushalayim!

With his first lisped parroted prayers he had prayed to return to “Yerushalayim.” Even after eating a cookie, there had been a long rote grace to say: We thank Thee for the produce of the field, and for the broad and pleasant land you gave our fathers. … Rebuild Yerushalayim the Holy City speedily in our days, and let us go up in its midst and rejoice in its rebuilding. … For just one bite of cake, he had had to recite all that. In the heder, the primary school, he had learned that Yerushalayim was the gateway of Heaven, where prayers went upward straight to God. Later in the Zionist scout troop there had been Yerushalayim songs, slides, and movies. And now here he was in the Holy City, in Zion, in Yerushalayim! The words of a psalm ran in his mind. “When God returned us to Zion, we were as dreamers …”

But they turned into Ben Yehuda Street, and Kishote was shocked out of the dream. Stopping them was an enormous crater ringed by smashed buildings, and blocked off with police fences and high coils of barbed wire. “My God, what happened here, sir?” he asked Barak.

“Big car bomb, months ago. British army deserters did it, paid by the Arabs.”

Slow-moving workmen were picking at the ruins, but from this old disaster the stink of broken buildings and torn-up sewer mains still rose, almost as on the day of the colossal explosion. Barak parked in a side street near the crater. The Tunis youth jumped out with his rifle and trotted off. “Wait here, Kishote,” Barak said. He went into a concrete building and groped up five dark flights; elevator not working, stairway unlit.

“Zev! You’re in Jerusalem? Since when?” The once jolly plump secretary of Hermann Loeb looked gaunt and nervous, as after a wasting illness.

“Is he in, Rivka?”

“He’s on the phone.”

“Then the phone’s working. Good.”

“His phone will work to the last.” A sad bitter laugh. “He’s in charge of food, you know.”

“Can you get through to Tel Aviv?”

“Sometimes. I can try.”

“Is this Zev I hear?” A lean small man in a black suit and tie bustled out of his office, and threw an arm around Barak. “What happened to your elbow? What are you doing here? How is Nakhama?”

“Hermann, I must speak to Tel Aviv.”

“Give Rivka the number, and come inside.”

By Jerusalem standards the office of Hermann Loeb was luxurious: heavy German furniture, abstract paintings, glass cases of Canaanite artifacts. He was an amateur archaeologist, and in peacetime a prosperous dealer in farm products; a Yekke, a Swiss-German Jew, never seen without a coat and tie, except possibly by his wife at bedtime. The telephone rang as he motioned Barak to a couch in his office.

“Loeb! Ja?” His expression hardened, and he barked in German, “Break the locks! Clear out the warehouse! Every last bag of flour. … What authority? On my authority.” Pause. “Why? Because it’s abandoned property, that’s why. … It’s abandoned because I say it’s abandoned! Tell him to sue the municipality after the war, if he’s still alive!” Crash of receiver. “Damned profiteer,” Loeb said to Barak, “biggest baker in Jerusalem, claimed he ran out of flour. Hoarding it and getting black-market prices, the swine. We knew where he had his flour. Is that elbow serious?”

The telephone rang again and Loeb got into a shouting match about sugar. Barak broke in. “My call is highest army urgency, Hermann.”

Loeb hung up and told the secretary to hold all calls and keep trying Tel Aviv.

“Hermann, what is the fuel situation for trucks here?”

“For trucks? Tolerable, since the convoys stopped coming and refueling. Why?”

“What about fuel for power? And where do you stand on food?”

Hermann Loeb responded with brisk figures. Jerusalem’s hundred thousand Jews, most of them in the New City, consumed about two hundred tons a day, he said, of fuel, food, ammunition, medical supplies, and such. Rations had been cut, and cut again. Electric power had been cut to a couple of hours a day. Shortages were becoming serious. Flour was the worst. Flour for “the daily loaf” for every inhabitant was down to an eleven-day supply. Thereafter the Jews of Jerusalem would begin to starve. They were being heroic, ten thousand shells had fallen on them and they were uncowed, but starvation could prove the finish of Jewish Jerusalem.

Barak knew this man well, for Loeb was Pasternak’s father-in-law. The marriage of Ruth Loeb to Sam Pasternak, the son of Mishmar Ha’emek pioneers, had been a big Jerusalem social event, but now Ruth lived in London with her two kids, the marriage a bust. So much for suitable matches! Hermann Loeb had come to Palestine in the twenties, lived in Jerusalem and loved it, but spent most of his time travelling on business. Now, like all Jerusalemites, he and his family were trapped, and he was wielding an iron hand as food czar.

The man was absolutely honest and reliable, and he could keep his mouth shut, so Barak said, “Hermann, listen carefully. An alternate route bypassing Latrun is possible. I’ve just traversed it by jeep.” At Loeb’s excited exclamation, he held up a hand. “Not for convoys. There’s a long stretch that won’t take trucks. But the trucks could come from Tel Aviv to a point past Hulda and off-load onto mules. The mules could carry the stuff to the Hartuv road, where your trucks could meet them. I doubt that mules can transport two hundred tons a day on that trail, but it might help—”

Loeb nodded excitedly. “It would, it would! A big help, a godsend! Can we start this at once?” He picked up the ringing phone. “Here’s your call to Tel Aviv.”

Marcus’s buoyant American accents gave Barak an instant lift. “Hi, Zev! So you’re in Jerusalem, hey? That bypass really works?”

“Well, it’s no bobbeh-myseh. I hope we take Latrun, but we should start surveying and building the road, top priority.” He rattled off Pasternak’s interim plan for mule transport.

“Outstanding. Will do,” said Marcus. “All of it. I’ll talk to Ben Gurion when I hang up, and I’ll get the mule trains going tonight. That’s a splendid idea. Now listen, Zev. I’m goddamned glad you’re in Jerusalem. B.G. is in a frenzy. We’ve just got word that the Jewish Quarter in the Old City is considering surrender. Have you heard anything about that?”

“I just got here. I’m in the office of a municipal leader. Hold on.”

“I’m holding.”

Barak shot the question at Loeb, who mournfully nodded, pointing to a map of the Old City on the wall, a diamond shape with the small Jewish Quarter at the bottom colored in blue. Red hatching showed the Arab Legion holding all the rest, and streaks of red penetrated the blue area as well.

“It’s a siege within a siege, the Jewish Quarter,” said Loeb. “If we only had some real leadership, Zev, we could win back the whole Old City, we’ve got the troops! But four commands keep pulling four different ways. They’ve made joint attempts to break in and relieve the Quarter. Always aborted.”

Barak repeated this to Marcus, whose voice took on urgency. The Jewish Quarter, he said, was militarily valueless; he had seen it before the siege, a warren of ancient houses and synagogues, with only a few hundred ultra-orthodox families. But a small force of Haganah and Irgun troops were in there defending it from the Legion. Ben Gurion wanted it held at all cost, because Jews had lived there for over two thousand years, and its fall would be a political catastrophe. King Abdullah might even call for a truce after such a triumph, while Jerusalem was still cut off.

“Ben Gurion’s the commander-in-chief,” Marcus went on. “I have my orders, so I’m going to relieve the Quarter. We attack tomorrow night, the twenty-eighth. I’ll fly there at dawn with my plan and assume overall command of the forces there. You’ll be my operations officer. Call a conference of the combined Jerusalem Command staff for 0730 hours.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, Zev, there’s this young Haganah leader inside the Quarter – Motti something—”

“I know him. Motti Pinkus, a good boy.”

“You do? Great! Jerusalem Command is having some kind of trouble with the guy. He has to be informed of my intent to attack, and promise he’ll hang on till tomorrow night.”

“I’ll convey that word to him. Motti will believe me.”

“Outstanding. I’ll start working on this bypass thing.”

Barak asked Loeb how he could get inside the beleaguered Quarter. The food czar pulled a very long face. “Well, maybe at night, at great risk – but what could you accomplish? It’s a hopeless position. Those old Yerushalmis are quaint and charming, salt of the earth, but they live in the seventeenth century.” Loeb sadly shook his head. “They think Zionism is blasphemy, because it aspires to replace the Messiah. They’ve lived with the Arabs for hundreds of years. They don’t understand this whole war, and they want no part of it. They’re the ones talking surrender, and it’s just a matter of time.”

“I have to get in there, Hermann.”

Loeb peered out of the window. “I tell you what. There’s an old fellow you might talk to, right across the street down there. The tailor shop, with green blinds.”

Kishote had just gone into the dark little shop. In his heaving and straining at the jeep when it bogged down in a gully, he had split the seat of his badly fitting uniform. A graybeard in a skullcap and a four-corner talit katan with long fringes looked up grumpily from a sewing table. “I’m very busy,” he said in Hebrew. “Can’t take on more work.”

“Little father,” Kishote ventured in Yiddish, “have pity on a Jewish boy.” He turned around and showed the tailor his predicament, whereupon a loud peal of silvery giggles startled him. A little black-haired girl, eleven or twelve, stood in an open doorway at the back of the shop, doubled over with laughter.

“Shayna, shame on you,” exclaimed the old man, but he was laughing, too.

“I’m sorry, Grandpa,” she gasped, and vanished.

The old man closed his door and went to work on the pants. Kishote stood in his underwear, glancing nervously at the back door. “Shayna won’t come out, don’t worry,” said the tailor. “She’s a truly modest girl. Where are you from?”

“We just came over from Cyprus. Originally, from Katowice.”

“Katowice?” The tailor’s stern face softened. “We had family in Katowice. All murdered, peace to their souls. And what is your name? What does your father do?”

They were still talking about Katowice, and Kishote was trying on the trousers, when Barak entered the gloomy shop. “So, Kishote, here you are.” Squinting at the tailor he exclaimed, “By my life, is this Reb Shmuel?”

The tailor blinked and replied, “And is this the dancing soldier?”

Zev Barak had retained very little religion from his schooling, but on merry days like Purim and the Rejoicing of the Law he liked dancing in the Quarter, where the pious men took him into their dignified gambols, no questions asked. They knew him only as “the dancing soldier,” and he knew this tailor only as Reb Shmuel, an imposing straight-backed patriarch with a huge nose, in a silken caftan and fur hat. The hunched-over old man in an undershirt, suspenders, and talit katan was obviously the same person in workaday guise, but he seemed the less real of the two Reb Shmuels.

“Yossi, wait for me in the jeep.” Kishote went out. Barak took a confidential tone. “Reb Shmuel, I’m told you keep some kind of contact with the Old City. That even the military governor comes to you for information.”

“Nu, nu.” The tailor shrugged, his face blank.

“My job now, Reb Shmuel, is aide to the new army commander of Jerusalem. He’s an American officer, a colonel.”

“An American?” The tailor’s entire aspect changed and brightened. “Jerusalem’s getting an American commander? Truly? Thank God for a miracle! How can I help you?”

Presently Barak emerged from the shop, and drove the jeep through the middle of town, detouring around closed-off streets to a block of apartment houses. “Here’s where I live, Yossi.” He jumped out. “I won’t be long.” When he returned, he was carrying a big black flashlight. “We’ll get something to eat now at the army mess. It may be a long night. Hungry?”

“I’m starved,” said Kishote. “I just didn’t want to bother you.”

Barely visible, the ledge along the vaulted cistern wall looked to Barak no more than three inches wide. Far below, black water faintly reflected the flashlight beam. Using his good arm and hand to clutch the dank rough wall, holding the light awkwardly in his left hand, he sidled after the girl, who was scurrying along the ledge like a rat. Behind him Don Kishote came sidewise, step by cautious step. “Slower, Shayna!” Barak’s voice boomed and reechoed between the arch and the water, which, the girl had mentioned, was very deep and very cold.

“B’seder,” she piped.

Barak did not remember ever coming on this huge cistern in his scout troop’s explorations of these labyrinthine tunnels. Conceivably it could date back to Hasmonean times, he thought, or even to the era of David, for the earth under the Old City was a honeycomb of ancient history and war. But the water was probably fresh, since in advance of the siege the city’s water engineers had filled every cistern in Jerusalem, some of them unused for generations. Teetering along the ledge, he gasped with relief as he stepped off onto a stone tunnel floor. “That was fun,” remarked Kishote behind him.

The girl led them through low-arching passages smelling of earth, of graves, of musty decay. Barak ripped his blouse, crawling after her through a hole in a half-collapsed wall. A heavy wooden barrier encrusted with mold and spiderwebs almost stopped them. The girl and Kishote slipped through a narrow opening, but Barak had to wriggle hard to get by. At last they climbed broken rubblestrewn stairs and emerged into a cool smoky night; around them wreckage, rubbish, the rattle of small arms, and the glare of fires. They followed Shayna through crooked streets to a chilly basement of bare sooty cement, where an unshaven youngster in a torn sweater sat, marking up a map by the light of a kerosene lamp. “I have no idea where Motti is,” he said, peering at Barak with black-ringed haunted eyes. “Maybe at the hospital. Ask next door.”

In the adjoining candlelit cellar room, teenagers sat in a circle on the cement floor, stuffing yellow plastic into tin cans. Barak had produced his share of these homemade grenades, and the sour gelignite smell woke boyhood memories …

 … of teenagers working in the summertime by candlelight to make grenades, “pomegranates,” in the hay-piled barn at Mishmar Ha’emek, Sam Pasternak’s kibbutz, while outside a girl paced the fence on the lookout for British soldiers. Scary, exciting time! Sam cracking irrepressible morbid jokes about getting blown up, until the humorless Young Guardian supervisor lost his temper and bawled him out: “There’s nothing funny about these pomegranates, Pasternak, they’re meant to kill Arabs, and that’s serious business!” A sort of loner in the kibbutz, Sam was, a Czech boy among mostly Polish kids, disliked by the supervisor because he attended a “bourgeois” school in Tel Aviv; probably why he had brought Barak to the kibbutz that summer, when they had become really close friends …

“Shoshana, Shoshana, Shoshana!” The girl singing outside very loud, and the popular waltz triggering a scramble to hide all the stuff in the hay, so that the soldiers found the kids around a campfire outside the barn, some eating, some singing, some dancing to a concertina …

Barak asked the stripling with a scraggly goatee who seemed in charge of the grenade squad, “Where’s Motti?”

“Last I heard he went to Hurva.”

Outside Shayna and Kishote were watching shells streak and shriek across the smoke-fogged sky. “Hurva? B’seder,” said Shayna, and she led them through eye-stinging smoke to the majestic main synagogue, where crowds of the pious poor were huddled inside. Mothers were trying to soothe crying infants, bearded men with earlocks sat crouched over books, and a circle of men were reciting psalms in the old singsong by candlelight. White faces everywhere in the gloom wore looks of terror or apathy. As Barak came in, leaving Shayna and Kishote outside, a nearby explosion made the massive building shudder, and wails arose in the gloom.

A boyish soldier at the door told Barak that Motti was in a council meeting in the beit medrash, the study hall.

“What are all these people doing here?”

“Oh, they jam in when the shelling starts. It’s crazy. One solid hit on the roof can kill them all. They’d be safer back in their own cellars. But no, they run in here.”

Several elderly civilians were coming out of the study hall as Barak went in. Alone in the room lined with tall Talmud volumes, his head in his hands at a long table, Motti Pinkus sat. He glanced up, and the dulled despairing look on his bristly face changed to lively surprise. “Zev Barak! Elohim, is it a breakthrough? Where are the troops?”

Barak told the grimy leader how he had come, and why. Pinkus seized on the news about Marcus. “Honestly, an American? A West Point colonel? There’s a hell of a change! I only hope to God it’s not too late.”

“Motti, you haven’t been answering urgent signals from Jerusalem Command. Why not?”

“Don’t talk to me about those dogs! Those swine!” Pinkus pounded the table, grinding his teeth. “Liars! Cowards! Phony promises, and nothing happens!” He flung an arm toward the wall. “A few hundred yards from here, Zev – right outside the Zion Gate – the Palmakh is sitting on its ass! Safe and sound on Mount Zion! They broke in, brought some lousy supplies, and pulled out again! We’re in here fighting to prevent a massacre, and out of a hundred thousand Jews, the Jerusalem Command can’t even send in a platoon to reenforce us! The hospital is piled up with our kids, the doctors are putting the overflow into a synagogue next door, it’s horrible! Zev, in these narrow streets twenty-five fresh guys would be like a battalion, but if reenforcements don’t come we’re done for!”

“Why, how many fighters do you have left?”

“I’m not sure anymore. I’ve lost track. The wounded keep going back to their posts. Effective fighters, Haganah and Irgun together, maybe sixty. Includes girls. All exhausted, but still—”

Barak knew the defenders were sparse, but this astounded him. “Sixty? Against the Arab Legion?”

“Look, Zev, these Arabs, once they occupy a street – even the Legionnaires – they fall apart. They start looting and burning, dancing and screaming. No discipline. We regroup, set up new machine gun positions. Sometimes we can even counterattack. They pay plenty for every street they take.”

“Can you hold out till tomorrow night?”

Pinkus threw up his hands. “Who knows? Food and water, okay. Ammo, some left. It’s the artillery, Zev, the shelling. It crazes these poor civilians. They run around in panic, making trouble, bribing, hoarding, pleading for favors—”

“Any serious talk of surrender?”

“Any talk? You saw that council going out? They’re ready to organize a white-flag approach to the Red Cross! They voted to do it! But I vetoed that, and I had to get damned tough. I don’t like to shoot Jews, but I may have to, if I’m supposed to hold out much longer. Some of these haredim [pious folk] have been okay and given us a lot of help, but those others—” Pinkus stood up with a groan, shaking his head. “Did you know Kobi Katz? We grew up together. The best of the best, and he just got killed.”

“I knew him, Motti. I’m sorry.”

“I’ve got to” – Pinkus’s voice cracked – “go to his post. Come along.”

Barak sent Shayna back to the command cellar, and he and Kishote followed Pinkus to an alley where about a dozen young fighters in ragtag uniforms crouched behind a barricade of furniture and rubble. Beyond the barricade Barak recognized the little synagogue where he had danced with Reb Shmuel on holidays. “We know where the sniper is who killed Kobi,” said a youth in cast-off British fatigues, hunkered down by a heap of the tin-can grenades. “We tried to advance through here, we could have secured this whole sector if we’d gotten through. But Kobi went first as always, and that bastard up there blasted him. We had to carry him back out.” He pointed to the synagogue roof. “Too far to throw the grenades. We’ve been trying. It’s the way the alley curves—”

Pinkus and Barak were both peering up at the synagogue roof when two cans flew over their heads. One fell in the street, the other struck a wall, both exploding in fire and roars.

“What the devil!” exclaimed Barak, turning in time to see Kishote snatch a third can and heave it. The can tumbled end over end, starkly visible high in the fiery air, and landed with a blast on the synagogue roof. A machine gun came tumbling down, and crashed in the street. “Got him! Got him!” yelled the youngsters.

The soldier in fatigues stared at Kishote. “Who are you? What’s your name?”

“Yossi.”

The soldier slapped his back and turned to the others, calling, “After me!” He went sliding along the wall. The unit followed him, while a disheveled girl piled the grenades into a sack. “I’ll take that,” said Kishote to her, picking up the sack.

“Just don’t drop it, then,” she said. “You’ll make a big noise.”

“Kishote, where are you going? Come back here!” shouted Barak.

With a wave and a grin, Don Kishote slipped down the alley after the girl, and faded off in gloom and drifting smoke.

Pinkus said, “What is that kid, your runner? You want him back?”

“Well, it seems he wants to fight.” Barak shrugged and shook his head. “So let him!”

“Okay. I’m returning to the hole.”

“Motti, I’m leaving. I have to report to the American colonel tonight. Listen, don’t despair! This time tomorrow night, the Legion will have their hands full. They won’t know what hit them!”

Pinkus eyed him with a look of bitter skepticism. “Maybe! Anyhow, you’ve seen how our kids are fighting. It’s the civilians, Zev. I’ll try my best to keep them in line.”

“One more day, Motti.” Barak threw his good arm around Pinkus’s shoulders, and hugged hard. “Twenty-four hours.”

“I can’t promise anything. I’m doing what I can.”

In the dark outside the command cellar Shayna asked him, “Where is that big skinny fool with eyeglasses?”

“He went off with some soldiers to fight.”

The girl said, “A bigger fool than I thought.” She scampered off, Barak hurrying after her.

When dawn showed at the glassless window of his bedroom, Barak got up, still in uniform. Nakhama would have a fit, he thought, at the state of the flat. Shattered glass and blown-in rubbish were strewn all over the floor under layers of plaster dust. No electricity, no running water, no gas; appalling, yet they had been lucky. Across the street, a whole wall had blown off the building, and smashed furniture lay on the sidewalk or half hung out of wrecked rooms.

He had hardly slept. Visions of the embattled burning Quarter and concern about that crazy Don Kishote had haunted him, and the din of shelling had roused him whenever he dozed off. Had Kishote lived through the night? Such combat spirit in a fugitive Polish kid! Ben Gurion had been dead right about the Cyprus immigrants, setting foot on the soil of the Land did something to them.

Rapid hard knocks at the door broke into his reverie. He opened the door, and the first general of the Jews in two thousand years strode in bareheaded, still wearing his wrinkled khaki shirt and shorts, a rolled-up map under his arm. “Hi. Meeting laid on?”

“Yes, sir, 0730. Haganah headquarters.”

“Excellent. Beautiful flight up here, in a two-seater, just a flea hop!” Marcus unrolled the map on a dusty table, pushing off shards of glass. “I see you’ve had some bomb blast. All Jerusalem’s taking one hell of a beating, Zev. Breaks your heart to see it from the air. And say, Yadin commends your reconnoiter into the Quarter. So do I. Well done! Now look here, and speak your mind.”

Studying the map as Marcus talked, Barak had immediate strong doubts about the plan, a textbook encirclement of the entire Old City, requiring large forces and risking heavy casualties. He would have opted instead for a straight smash through the Zion Gate, only a hundred yards or so from the Quarter.

“Any comment?”

“No, sir.” Speaking his mind at this late stage could not improve the plan, much less reverse it.

“Good. I’ve turned B.G. around on the bypass, Zev, he’s going for it. The Seventh Brigade retook those two hilltop villages you pinpointed, and it’s shaping up for the next Latrun attack. Things are really moving.”

When they came out on the street Marcus paused at a sunlit board fence, where fresh placards were crudely slapped over older bills. “I barely remember the Hebrew from my bar mitzvah,” he said. “It’s damned frustrating. Tell me what those posters say.”

Barak started with the black-bordered list of Haganah soldiers fallen during the past week. In the placard beside it, the military governor announced reduced food and water rations; and in big scare letters, with many exclamation marks, he threatened stiff penalties for hoarding and profiteering. The rest were political placards, parties denouncing one another for cowardice and suicidal policy, and also a notice of a chamber music concert by the “Municipal Emergency Council for Culture.”

Marcus wryly laughed at the last one. “That’s refreshing. Culture, no matter what, hey? The whole goulash is very Israeli, isn’t it? Mainly politics, with lots of hot pepper.”

“In our politics, we can’t taste anything else.”

They got into a muddy command car parked behind Barak’s jeep, the only vehicles on the desolate street. Marcus said, “Let’s go to the King David Hotel first, see if we can scare up some brandy there.”

“The King David? It’s closed, sir. It was the British HQ.”

“I know, but there’s a skeleton staff now. Refueling stop. I was up all night.”

The hotel lobby was empty, the furniture sheeted. Barak managed to find a waiter in shirt sleeves, who with raised eyebrows brought Marcus a glassful of brandy, and a cup of tepid ersatz coffee for Barak. They drank out on the terrace. Smoke was rising above the walls of the Old City, and the rattle of small-arms fire echoed across the ravine.

“God, Jerusalem is so beautiful,” Marcus said. “And such a goddamned setup for a siege.”

“Since time immemorial,” said Barak. “Since Sennacherib. And I’ll never live anywhere else.”

“That Quarter in there” – Marcus pointed at the smoke with the hand holding his brandy glass – “is the Jewish Alamo. You’ve heard of the Alamo?”

“Texas,” said Barak. “The outpost that got massacred to the last man.”

“Right. At West Point we used to argue whether that stand was heroism or folly. The Alamo was militarily indefensible. So’s the Quarter. The boss man wants us to hang on for reasons of state, so that’s that. Let’s go.”

Staff officers of the various forces crowded the war room of Jerusalem Command. Marcus’s attack plan, as Barak translated it line by line at the map, brought glances among them, and coughs, and shufflings. One officer with a touch of gray in his hair remarked in careful English that the Haganah had long advocated exactly such an operation, but the other commands had dragged their feet. A Palmakh brigade leader protested in rapid Hebrew, an Irgun officer raised his voice to denounce the Haganah, and the meeting was spinning out of control when a woman soldier burst in with a scrawled despatch, and handed it to the Haganah commander. He read the Hebrew aloud in a choking voice. Total quiet. Drawn faces. Marcus looked to Barak for translation. “The Quarter is surrendering,” Barak said.

“Who has signed that despatch,” Marcus coolly inquired, “and what else does it say?”

Barak took the despatch and translated word for word. Motti Pinkus was reporting that a civilian delegation, with his reluctant permission, had asked the Red Cross this morning for the Arabs’ terms. Jerusalem Command’s failure to send help had gone on too long. A last-minute offer to parachute ammunition in was futile. “There is nobody left to use the ammunition.” A delegation would leave the Jewish Quarter under a white flag at 9:30 A.M. to meet Red Cross and Arabs at the Zion Gate.

Marcus glanced at his watch. “That’s in fifteen minutes.” An abrupt gesture at his map. “The relief of the Quarter is cancelled.”

“My post is on Mount Zion, Colonel,” said a stocky Palmakh officer. “You can watch this happen, if you want to.”

“I do,” said Marcus.

From the roof of a monastery, a grim group of officers and civilians watched the delegation, under a dirty white sheet borne on two poles, walk out of the Jewish Quarter toward the Zion Gate. Hermann Loeb was there at Barak’s elbow. “I stood on a hill, watching the people of Etzion getting slaughtered,” he murmured. “Now I watch this.”

Arab soldiers emerged from the shadows of Zion Gate, and led the delegation out of sight. The roof crowd dispersed like people at a funeral, with no smiles and few words. Marcus said to Barak as they descended deeply grooved stone steps, “Well, that’s it. This means we’re now probably racing a cease-fire. So both Latrun and the road are life-or-death urgencies, Zev. I’m flying back to Tel Aviv. You’ll remain here as my liaison with Jerusalem Command. Ride with me to the airstrip.”

On the way Barak could scarcely concentrate on Marcus’s rapid instructions about defending Jerusalem. The Jewish Quarter gone! Motti Pinkus and all those worn-out young fighters in the night, marching off to captivity, if the Arabs weren’t already mowing them down, cutting their throats, as they had done after the white-flag surrender at Etzion. And that poor madcap Don Kishote, among them because he, Barak, had brought him in and left him there. That did not bear dwelling on.

When the command car returned him to his house and stopped behind his jeep, Zev Barak was as nearly sunk in despair as he had been since the State had been declared. Some of the wisest Zionist leaders had been against the Declaration. The American Secretary of State, General Marshall, had gravely warned Ben Gurion not to take the fateful plunge. Had Ben Gurion led the Jewish people, already decimated by the Nazi massacre, into its final suicidal mistake?

A soldier had crawled into the back seat of the jeep, and was curled up asleep. Nothing unusual about that, but when Barak went to wake him up, he was stupefied. Smeared with dirt, his face scratched and bloody, a small flashlight protruding from a pocket, there lay Don Kishote.
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Flour for Jerusalem

Whether Don Kishote had ever really driven a garbage truck on Cyprus or not – and Barak knew he was given to offhand romancing – he was handling the jeep well enough as they rolled down the highway. In the past couple of days, ever since the rough crawl through the tunnels to the Old City, Barak’s wound had been flaring up inside the cast, and the aching and itching were maddening, so Kishote was at the wheel, and Barak was cradling the elbow in his other arm and trying not to think about it.

“Where are we going, sir?” Kishote inquired.

“Just watch what you’re doing,” Barak said irritably, squinting in the afternoon sun. “I’ll direct you.”

“Yes, sir.”

Except for army trucks there was very little traffic, and Kishote’s passing was risky but tolerable. Marcus had summoned Barak to join him at Hulda, for the second attack on Latrun; and instead of leaving Jerusalem in a Piper Cub, Barak had decided to go via the bypass and see what was happening there. The mule trains were already going, he knew, but no vehicles as yet.

“Kishote, for God’s sake!”

“Sorry, sir.” Kishote whipped the jeep back in line ahead of a tank truck, barely in time to let a lorry full of soldiers grind past the other way.

“No more of that. There’s no hurry. Understood?”

“Understood, sir.” An unabashed grin.

This youngster was an original, Barak thought. Certainly he did not lack brass or ingenuity. To lift a flashlight from a hospital under siege was not a saintly act (Kishote claimed he had “found it on the floor”), but it argued ruthless presence of mind; and he had clearly taken sharp note of Shayna’s route via the cistern that night, and had groped his way back. Barak thought he would make Kishote a squad leader in any company he led, and would move him up to platoon leader fast. If he did not get himself killed he might amount to something.

The sun had gone down when they halted in a pileup of parked trucks on the Hartuv road, at the start of the bypass. Here in the fading twilight stomping braying mules were being unloaded and their burdens stacked on the trucks, amid coarse yells and curses by drivers and loaders, and a considerable stink of mule droppings. “It’s not bad duty,” remarked a burly bewhiskered army driver to Barak. “These mule guys bring you cigarettes, sometimes a drop to drink—”

“Food for the kids,” said another. “Sardines, cheese—”

A third put in, “Yes, down in Tel Aviv they’re living the life, all right, while we’re starving and getting shelled. And where’s Ben Gurion? Not in Jerusalem!”

As long as any light was left in the sky Kishote followed the downhill track of the bypass trodden by the mules, then switched on the low parking lights. The jeep careened and banged along, painfully jolting Barak’s elbow. They began to pass astonishing masses of clanking and snorting road machinery, strung out for a mile or more in clouds of dust under scarcely visible kerosene lamps. Heavily laden mules were plodding up the trail, also bellowing droves of cattle, kicking up dust so thick that Kishote sometimes had to stop, or wander off into the trackless wadi, bouncing over stones and crevices.

It was a long tortuous nasty trip, and Barak had plenty of time to reflect on all this, and to worry that the prodigious road-building effort might well prove a pitiable aborted waste. Whatever Ben Gurion’s military failings, his political instincts were keen. King Abdullah of Transjordan had already announced he was interested in a truce! And why not? With the Old City in his hands and Jerusalem ringed by his Arab Legion, he was now the one clear winner in the war. The superpowers had long been pressing for a truce; and while the other Arab governments were so far making conflicting noises about it, plainly little time remained to save Jerusalem.

Off beyond the ridge that hid Latrun came intermittent cannon thumps, and when the dust thinned, the flash of explosions; artillery barrages before the attack. The Seventh Brigade did have some heavy guns now, also more armored vehicles, as well as flame-throwers and mortars. The immigrant recruits had been blooded in battle and had drilled hard for almost a week. So maybe this time it would work! But Marcus’s plan remained in essence a replay of the first failed operation, except for a diversionary attack at the rear of Latrun by a combat-worn Givati battalion pulled from the Egyptian front. Barak was going into this with less hope than foreboding. The command to attack “again, at once,” was a political decision, to be executed with whatever military means could be mustered.

At last the steep ascent at the other end loomed straight ahead, a sheer black cliff. A figure with a lamp approached through the swirling dust and growling bulldozers. “Is this Zev?”

“I’m Zev.”

“Okay, I’ll take the wheel.” The figure eased the jeep a few yards to the right, and stopped.

“Now what?” inquired Barak.

“Rega.” (“One moment.”) He vanished into very thick dust. Barak and Kishote sat and waited, coughing. Three dark figures approached. Two began banging at the front of the jeep. “You’ll be winched up,” said the one with the lamp. “No problem, just hang on. The main thing is – ah, there you go.”

With a jerk the jeep lunged forward, tilting sharply upward until the wheels barely touched ground. Overhead a cable screeched and scraped and a windlass whined, as they went up the rocky slope in bumpy joggles. Above the dust clouds there came in view a double line of moonlit men bending under large sacks, going down the serpentine turns of the trail. Some of them also carried guns, others dim lamps. The winch pulled the jeep to level ground, and shut off with a groan. Sam Pasternak stood by the cable drum, dust-caked and grinning. “How about that road, Zev? Progress, eh?”

“Amazing. The attack is on schedule?”

“Absolutely. Shin-hour is midnight. No change.” He gestured at the line of stooped figures. “I’m just checking on these fellows.”

“Flour?”

“Fifty-pound sacks. My idea. Two hundred men, two trips per man, ten tons of flour into Jerusalem per night, it’s something.”

“It’s great, Sam. Army or civilians?”

“Mostly civilians. Volunteers.”

“Kishote,” said Barak, “get on this line and carry flour. At sunrise go back to my flat and wait.”

“B’seder, sir.” The tone was woeful. “I volunteer.” Kishote climbed out of the jeep and trudged off to a queue at a truck, where flour sacks were being handed out.

“Could you see much of the road work down there?” Pasternak asked.

“Actually, what with the dark and the dust, not too much.”

“Well, it’s unbelievable! Five hundred road workers and stonecutters are hard at it, Zev, and every bulldozer and steamroller operator in the country! We’ve posted plenty of patrols, too, to keep out Arab snoopers. By my life, I’m convinced the Legion doesn’t yet suspect what’s going on.”

“How long before it’s ready for truck convoys?”

“Maybe a week. Possibly less.”

“Where’s Colonel Stone?”

“At Hulda, expecting you. Let’s go. I’ll drive.” Pasternak weaved through a clutter of trucks to a communications jeep where Yael Luria sat at the transmitter-receiver. She took her earphones off, and Pasternak shouted at her, “Follow us.”

She nodded and called to Barak, “Where’s your favorite idiot, Kishote?”

“Carrying flour to Jerusalem.”

She burst out laughing.

“Zev, what’s happening in the Quarter since it fell?” Pasternak inquired as he drove on. “We can’t get any dope here.”

“Well, in some ways that picture’s better than we hoped. They’re looting the houses, of course, and blowing up the synagogues. I was watching from Mount Zion, Sam, when the Hurva Synagogue went sky-high. By God, they used enough dynamite to blow up a pyramid! The ground shook under my feet like an earthquake, and—”

“Then in what way is it better, for God’s sake?”

“Let me finish! Just before I left I met with the Red Cross woman. Nice gray-haired lady, Belgian. Her report was heartening, I tell you.”

There had been no massacre, Barak emphasized. The British officers of the Legion had seen to it that the civilians were evacuated unharmed to a nearby village, and that the surviving fighters were being treated strictly according to the Geneva Convention. The Legion commander was astounded, the woman said, at how few, how young, and how ill-armed the defenders were. She quoted him: “If we’d known, we’d have charged them with sticks and stones.”

“They’d better treat those kids well,” Pasternak growled. “We’ve got prisoners, too. A hell of a lot more than they have.”

“What’s Yael Luria doing here, Sam?”

“My signal sergeant got sick. I coopted Yael,” Pasternak said with a side-glance. “Smart kid. Quick on the uptake.”

“Too smart.”

“Did you see my father-in-law, by chance?”

“Yes, first thing. He’s running food supply up there like a true Yekke. Discipline! Befehl!”

“Hermann’s all right. Ruthie was the problem,” Pasternak said wryly. “Yekke wife.” Off in the Latrun direction came brilliant flashes, and after seconds the rolling crumps. “Zev, our new artillery teams are good. We’ve got a chance this time.”

So as not to lose his way in the choking fog of dust, Don Kishote kept his eye on the bobbing sack in front of him. His sack was loosely fastened, the shifting straps galled his shoulders, but the strain, the pouring sweat, the slow rhythmic plod, felt pretty good, at that. After all, he was carrying bread to besieged Jerusalem, behind a short stout grayhead, and how could he do less than such an old man? The road workers whom they passed cheered them on with rough jokes. At a water cart along the way he drank big tin cupfuls, all he wanted. Never, not even in the worst transit camp, had water tasted so sweet.

On foot he could see much more than he had from the jeep. A week ago all this had been scrubby wasteland, and now there was a real road; narrow, winding, broken by stony outcroppings, but still a discernible dirt road. Stonecutters were attacking the obstructions by lamplight, and bulldozers were shoving aside the debris. The road was being built like a tunnel from both ends, for the work was much further along near the descent than in the middle; and toward the end the track once again widened and levelled out, with steamrollers growling between heaps of stones along the sides. To reach the trucks the flour bearers had to pass through a herd of lowing cattle, and Kishote had stepped in so much mule and cow dung that he was resigned to each new slippery squish. His care was only not to fall down in it, as the man behind him did, with loud curses at the natural fact of shit.

After the long slow trudge of nearly two miles, the return march felt almost like dancing on air, so light and easy was progress without fifty pounds on his back. In no time at all, it seemed, he was frisking back up the trail at the other end. After eating and drinking their fill at an army field kitchen the bearers took on flour sacks again, and Kishote realized that his shoulders were rubbed raw, probably bloody, inside his uniform. But no complaints! Artillery was continuously thundering behind the black ridge, and the night sky was blazing yellow and red, so the second Latrun battle was on. He was enduring nothing compared to those fellows out there on the slopes of Latrun.

Early the next morning, so dirty and bedraggled as to be hardly recognizable, he was shambling along a Jerusalem street in the slant sunlight, utterly played out. Shayna almost dropped her brimming pail when she saw him. Was this really the bespectacled beanpole with the long serious face, who had stayed behind in the Quarter? “You! You’re alive! You’re not a prisoner!”

A tired prankish grin broke out on his face, where dust was streaked to mud by sweat. “Little Shayna,” he croaked. “What’s new?”

“Why are you so filthy? When did you get out of the Quarter, and how? I thought you were done for. Would you like a drink of water?”

“Definitely.”

She handed him the pail, and he lifted it to his lips.

“Phew!” she said. “Were you sleeping in a stable?”

“I guess I don’t smell so good.” He hoisted up the pail, lifted his face, and dumped the water all over himself, exclaiming, “Ahh! Good.” It was a blessed relief to his bloody shoulders.

“Eeek! Don’t do that! Stop! DON’T! You’re crazy! You’re a criminal! That was for my family!”

“I’ll get you more water.”

“Where? How? The water cart is gone! It won’t be back until the evening! You lunatic, that was for washing, for cooking, for everything!”

“Go on home. Tell Grandpa that the boy from Katowice is bringing the water.” He stood there dripping, grinning, muddy, holding the empty pail, and she was inclined to pound him with her fists, but what good would that do? “Shayna, if I don’t bring you water,” he reassured the dumbstruck girl, “may I drop dead.”

“Amen!” She ran off.

Her grandfather and mother were amazed by her story. “That boy Yossi is crazy,” said the mother, a gaunt woman in her forties, wearing the prescribed pious wig, and the prescribed pious kerchief over the wig. “You’ll never see him again, and you’ve lost our pail.”

Reb Shmuel sat by the table, reviewing the Torah portion as he did every morning. “If he’s so crazy, how did he get out of the Old City without Shayna? Is he an angel? He flies?”

“He didn’t smell like an angel,” said Shayna.

“You don’t know how an angel smells,” rapped her annoyed mother.

“I know an angel doesn’t smell like a mule’s … that,” said Shayna. The Yiddish euphemism brought frowns on both faces.

“Well, there’s no water to make tea or breakfast,” said the mother, “so say your prayers, do your lessons, and watch your mouth.”

Before long, there came a knock at the door of the closed tailor shop. Shayna rushed to open it and there stood Don Kishote, still damp all over, with two dripping pails of water.

“You again?” The girl tried to cover her relief with a sharp tone. “Well, come on in then.”

Kishote was ready with a white lie about where he had gotten the water and the second pail – actually from the secret truck depot, where there was a special supply for the drivers and loaders – but Reb Shmuel invited him to breakfast with a smile and no questions. Shayna served them tea and coarse potato cake, then joined her mother in doing washing.

Kishote made a hit with the old tailor in three simple ways. He knew what the Torah portion of the week was, he put on his ragged army cap to make a blessing, and he spoke the correct benediction for a cake made of potatoes, not grain flour. The old man rewarded him by expounding subtly on the Torah text, and he listened with serious attention, nodding from time to time. It was a while before Reb Shmuel noticed that he had stopped nodding, and that his heedful look was fixed and glassy. Kishote was in fact fast asleep, sitting up with a rigid smile, his eyes wide open.

Long before daybreak, Barak knew that the second Latrun assault had also failed. He was with Marcus, observing the battle from a hill close to the fire zone – too close, he thought – and for a while victory seemed to be within grasp. The armored battalion succeeded in storming the fortress, and the flaming combat inside Latrun was lighting up the sky. Mickey Marcus, in high excitement over the gallant advance of the armor, was swigging brandy from a canteen as he paced, offering drinks to the other officers, and hanging on every new word from the battlefield. But then two of the busses bringing the infantry into the battle caught fire, whether from mines or artillery hits, and all the busses turned back; and not long after came the decisive blow. Barak talked to Colonel Shamir by field telephone, and had to relay the bad news to Marcus.

“Sir, Shlomo Shamir has finally raised the commander of the Givati battalion.”

“Yes, yes, well? How’s that attack in the rear going?”

“They ran into heavy resistance. They were taking unacceptable losses and couldn’t advance. They’re withdrawing.”

Marcus said nothing for long moments, while nearby the guns inside Latrun volleyed and flared. He spoke in a changed voice. “What now, Haim?” Lieutenant Colonel Haim Laskov, the commander of armor, was conducting his battle from this vantage point.

“It’ll be daylight in an hour, sir,” said Haim. “Without infantry support I’ve got to pull my armor out of Latrun, or I’ll lose it. I must ask Colonel Shamir to give that order. The attack hasn’t succeeded. You agree, sir?”

Marcus looked to Barak, who nodded. Haim Laskov was perhaps the best professional officer in the army, and there was no countermanding him. After a pause, with a strange sarcastic smile, the American also nodded, and dropped down on the grass. “For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground,” he said, “and tell sad stories of the death of kings …” Barak had heard Marcus quote scraps of poetry before, mostly martial or comic verses. The lugubrious words and tone were new.

“I’ll have that drink now, thank you, sir,” said Lieutenant Colonel Laskov. He tilted the canteen to his mouth, took a good pull, and passed it back to Marcus.

Hulda kibbutzniks were eating breakfast that morning as usual in the dining hall, with much clatter of tin plates and cutlery. Most of the maps and signal gear of Marcus’s improvised headquarters had been cleared away. In a corner by a wall map Marcus paced, dictating to Barak, phrase by bitter phrase, a battle summary. Colonel Shamir and Haim Laskov sat drinking coffee, glancing at each other as the account of the defeat took shape. Marcus was getting the facts right but the blame wrong, Barak thought. The battle had unfolded more or less as he had feared. A steep risk with inadequate forces had not paid off and that was that. Any blame lay with the political decision to attack.

“Conclusion!” Marcus barked. His eyes were bloodshot, his voice hoarse. He had long since emptied the canteen, but was quite sober. “I was there, start to finish. Observed the battle. Can sum up simply. Plan – good! Artillery – good! Armor – excellent! Infantry—” he paused, then growled, “disgraceful!”

“That’s too strong,” said Laskov.

“I don’t think so. I think it’s charitable.”

“We don’t have all the facts, sir,” said Shamir. “An inquiry is certainly called for, but—”

“Damned right, and there will be an inquiry, starting today. We have plenty of facts already. The reserves turned back because a few busses caught fire. Givati turned back because they had two killed. The battalion commander reported this himself! Two!”

“In both cases, sir, companies mostly of green recruits,” put in Barak, “trying to storm heights under heavy fire. Not an outstanding performance, true, but—”

“That’s my report,” said Marcus. “Now let’s all get some sleep. Then we figure out how we try again. The Old Man wants Latrun, and I’ll deliver Latrun to him, but next time it will be a new plan, and my own plan, A to Z!”

Later in the week, in the dead of night, Marcus was walking with Barak in a swirl of stone dust to inspect a bottleneck of the bypass. Here mules and porters were laboring down and up the slopes of a wide rift, for the road engineers had ruled that trucks could not traverse the dip, and had ordered a straight cut through a granite outcropping. Dozens of stonecutters, all that could be found in Israel, were hammering and clanking away. Blasting was forbidden, so this and other stretches of the mountain bypass were being hewed by hand, as in ancient times. Beyond the ridge gunfire once again arched, boomed, and flared, for the early probes of the third Latrun attack were on.
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