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			To Kyle—for allowing your mother to grow up at her own pace

			and to Charles, Thomas, and Sami—may the legend continue.
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Only the tent pitched by your own hands will stand.

—ARAB PROVERB
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			PROLOGUE

			Setting the Scene 

			 

			Full of action and intrigue, Casablanca opens as the camera scans rooftops, a clock tower, a mosque, and finally settles on the frenzied activity in the traditional Arab quarter, the Ancienne Medina. 

			The police, alerted to the murder of a German courier and the theft of letters of transit that he was carrying, are rounding up the usual suspects. As the bus unloads the shady characters at the Palais de Justice, an English couple observes the action from a lattice-­trimmed sidewalk café, drawn into conversation by a man who explains the scene across the street. The man drapes his arm around the Englishman’s shoulder and alerts the couple to thieves and pickpockets working the area. Mere seconds after the man dashes off, the Englishman discovers his wallet missing. 

			The scene quickly shifts. A landing plane passes over a sign that reads Rick’s Café Américain. At the airport, local officials, including Captain Renault, the préfet of police, meet Major Heinrich Strasser of the German Reich. They discuss the murder of the courier, and Renault assures the German that his men have collared twice the number of suspects as a precaution—even though they already know the identity of the murderer. Renault plans a public arrest at Rick’s Café, the gathering place for everyone in Casablanca. 

			Another scene change. The camera again pans over the sign and down to the elaborate carved front doors of Rick’s Café. Faint sounds of music and laughter drift from inside. The doors open to another world. A piano player is singing, voices hum, and glasses clatter. Arches divide the space, and hanging lamps and stenciled lanterns cast dramatic shadows on white walls. Inlaid wooden screens and clusters of palms give tables privacy as customers plot their strategies for escaping Casablanca. A door opens to a gaming room where a tuxedo-­clad croupier presides over the roulette table and a cosmopolitan crowd of Europeans and Arabs dressed in their elegant evening finery.

			The scene perfectly represents Casablanca in the 1940s—except the place never really existed. Workmen had constructed the iconic gin joint on a set on the back lot of Warner Bros. Studios.
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			“Bonjour, Madame Rick,” said two older men, nodding as they passed me on the street, and I had to smile. 

			Over the three years of watching the film and trying to make a “real” Rick’s Café in Casablanca that went beyond what appeared onscreen, a bond had formed between me and the tough saloonkeeper with a soft heart, Monsieur Rick. Somehow his spirit hovered over me as I navigated a maze of roadblocks and challenges. If I’m honest, I always thought that I’d find a man while following my dream. Instead, with Rick looking over my shoulder, I found myself. The simple yet courtly bow and greeting, “Bonjour Madame Rick,” made me realize that I’d stepped into a role that I’d been waiting to play all my life—but not on a movie set.

			After March 1, 2004, Rick’s Café finally existed. 

		

	
        
            ACT I

             

            Bringing the Legend to Life
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			ONE

			Ancienne Medina 

			 

			I was sitting in my office at the US Consulate in Casablanca, eight years after I had entered the Foreign Service as a commercial attaché. “I don’t know anyone less suited to government work than you,” a friend said at the time, but it was a deliberate choice in order to provide for my son, Kyle, then thirteen years old. 

			My assignment was to help American exporters and companies bidding on public sector infrastructure projects, and—during an earlier posting in Prague and now in Morocco—it had become evident that my friend was right. My entrepreneurial talents languished, my passion unencouraged and underappreciated by the bureaucrats in Washington. Decisions were made always “for the good of the Service,” and “follow orders” became a mantra. But I was at my best when there were no orders, challenged to find my own solutions. Yet I was on the verge of accepting a third posting, more out of inertia than interest. 

			An unexpected visit from an engineer at the National Water Office in Rabat interrupted my crisis of conscience and the memo I was writing for a US-Africa Business Summit scheduled in Philadelphia at month’s end. Even though my portfolio covered commercial matters, people often asked me to put in a good word for someone trying to get a visa. Some things never change in Casablanca.

			The man—mid-fifties, graying hair, dressed simply in slacks and sports coat—shyly expressed his embarrassment about bothering me. But concern for his son, who had flown for the Moroccan military and was a finalist to be hired for a Moroccan domestic carrier, overcame his reticence. He needed only to get his commercial pilot’s license. A flight training school in Florida had accepted the young man, and all his credentials were in order—except his visa application had been rejected. While my visitor waited, I called the Consular Section for a fuller explanation.

			“The rejection came in with no details,” the officer told me. “We suggest he reapply in six months.” 

			Strange. Morocco and America had, and still have, excellent bilateral cooperation in both military and civil aviation sectors, and the young man had a job waiting for him, which meant there was no doubt that he would return to Morocco at the end of his training. I didn’t let on that I was puzzled. It was difficult enough to convey the response. Shoulders bent and clearly dejected, the man thanked me for my efforts on his behalf as I walked him outside. 

			Back at my desk, the phone rang—another interruption.

			I may never finish this memo, I thought.

			“Turn on your TV,” said Magda, the press officer in Rabat. 

			It was September 11, 2001—and the world changed forever.

			As the terrible events of the appalling tragedy unfolded, I thought about the engineer from the water utility on his lonely drive back to Rabat. He, too, would be hearing the news now. A small detail in the larger picture, it was still sad to think that his son would never get his visa. 

			I experienced the aftermath of that day through the eyes of an expatriate American living in an Arab country. The atmosphere in Casablanca and indeed in all of Morocco subtly changed. Even the ambience of Marrakech, long a haven for foreign tourists, shifted. The Friday after 9/11, I took the train to my weekend home in the Marrakech Medina. The Place Jamaa el Fna, outside the souk, usually a crowded scene of food stalls, acrobats, snake charmers, storytellers, and dancing transvestites had grown surprisingly quiet. I got out of the taxi at 11:30 p.m. and began the ten-minute walk through the souk to my house as I had done almost every Friday night for the last two years, kids on the street describing me as “the American lady who comes only on the weekends and who carries her purse like this,” mimicking me hugging it tightly to my side. 

			But no sooner had the taxi door closed than the old man who sold religious books from a little stall came running at me, djellaba flying. Rage contorted his wizened face as he screamed at me in Arabic. Even without knowing the language, I got the message—and, shocked, quickened my pace. But then the group of men who always hung around the little convenience kiosk on the corner protectively surrounded me. They were a motley lot. A birthmark covered half the face of one large man in a djellaba. Another, smaller man had slick hair and wore tight jeans. Without any hesitation, they escorted me through the dark, tunnel-like passageways all the way to my door and refused to accept the tip I gratefully offered. 

			Slipping into my house that night, I mused on the kindness of the men who walked me home. Anyone who didn’t know Morocco as well as I did would no doubt focus on the screaming bookseller as proof of the country’s religious fundamentalism—a false characterization. 

			Morocco is a moderate Muslim country, situated at the tip of North Africa, only nine miles from Spain across the Strait of Gibraltar. It is not only hospitable but tolerant, qualities no doubt engendered by its multicultural history. In describing his country, the late King Hassan II once said, “Morocco seems like a tree whose nourishing roots reach deep into African soil and whose leaves breathe in the wind blowing from Europe.” In addition to Berber, Portuguese, and Spanish influences, Morocco was a French protectorate for forty-four years, and French is still the lingua franca of business. 

			
				Marrakech Dinner Alfresco under the Stars

				 

				Preparation time: 30 minutes

				Serves many

				 

				Entering my lovely Marrakech riad late on Friday nights was like stepping into another world. I shook off all the worries of the week and reveled in the ambience. I used this recipe, or a variation of it, for a solitary late-night snack or when friends came for predinner drinks on the terrace. More than once my guests and I canceled our dinner reservations at some nearby restaurant as we enjoyed a simple feast looking over the rooftops of the Marrakech Medina.

				 

				1 lovely restored riad with central courtyard open to the sky

				1 orange tree, perpetually in bloom, perfuming the air

				1 fountain providing calming background music

				10 candlelit lanterns, complementing natural moonlight

				1 cushioned alcove, with painted wood ceiling, set into the courtyard

				1 rooftop terrace with sweeping views of the Medina and the Atlas Mountains

				Maria Callas arias to taste

				With the above ingredients, you could eat anything and feel that you were having a sumptuous feast. Usually I had a light snack of provisions from the Jamaa el Fna and the souk: rotisserie chicken, nicely brined and roasted, from a stall near the Jamaa el Fna; sliced tomatoes with olive oil/balsamic vinaigrette (three to one ratio, salt and pepper to taste); mixed peanuts and almonds; harissa-spiced red, green, and tan olives, all from the neighborhood; dates stuffed with cumin-spiced Gouda cheese; dried figs stuffed with prosciutto; a glass of Ksar Bahia Syrah.

				 

				Note: Even a tin of Moroccan sardines tastes fantastic in this dramatic setting.

			

			A traveler’s smorgasbord, Morocco has deserts, mountains, and coastlines along the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. Colors range from the paprika sands of the Sahara and the blinding blue of a Casablanca sky to the mint green of rooftops in Fes to the ocher-colored walls of Marrakech. Heaps of spices spilling from burlap bags in souks perfectly represent the country itself: lush, fragrant, colorful, diverse. 

			With five million residents, Casablanca is Morocco’s largest city. When the French established the Protectorate in 1912, Casablanca was designated the economic hub of the country and the region. Like any big city, it has some rough edges—noise, pollution, poverty. Traffic is frightening whether you are a driver or a pedestrian. Shanty towns called bidonvilles exist in the middle of upscale districts, and the urban sprawl of housing tracts lines the motorways. 

			As the commercial center, Casablanca has for decades absorbed masses of rural poor who flee the countryside, leaving their families to find work. In the city, they lead solitary, impersonal lives and easily fall prey to employers who exploit their naiveté and country ways. The absence of family structure and discipline; an overwhelming, competitive, and corrupt urban environment; and the difficulties of finding work take their toll on these struggling youths. Resentment inevitably builds and often flashes after soccer matches, when rampaging gangs of young men tip over garbage cans, hurl stones at buses, and generally wreak havoc, regardless of whether their team has won or lost. 

			Shadowy elements, promising them the glories of paradise in the hereafter, even entice some of these lost souls into sacrificing their lives.

			Nevertheless, Casablanca leaves a lasting impression on anyone curious and adventuresome enough to explore. The city’s charms, however secret and subtle, remain. At sidewalk cafés, time stands still as men smoke and chat over a glass of dark coffee in a ritual that hasn’t changed in over a century. But a growing young middle class is striking out in new directions. Women may dress as they wish, with Western fashion often prevailing. Though they must work harder and break through barriers of chauvinism, women have seized opportunities in business and politics. My women friends in Casablanca include a lawyer who ran successfully for public office and became a government minister, a pilot for Royal Air Maroc, and the president of a firm producing and distributing natural mineral water. 

			The idea of creating Rick’s Café in Casablanca had crossed my mind before, but the events of September 11 clarified my thinking and gave me the impetus I needed. Watching Casablanca again on September 12, I realized once more that we live in a crazy world. A fear gripped me that Americans—frightened and unsure of the future like the refugees in the celluloid café—would fall back on intolerance and xenophobia and that an anti-Arab backlash would engulf my beloved city.

			Continuing to serve as a commercial attaché wouldn’t do much to change that, I realized as the credits rolled, but opening a Rick’s Café might remind Americans of the values we exhibited during World War II: sacrifice for the greater good, sympathy for the underdog, the willingness to take a stand. Americans would clearly see something unique about Morocco if an American woman on her own could create the iconic gin joint in today’s Casablanca.

			A fantasy now became an obsession. Within a week I had decided to resign from the Foreign Service. Creating a “real” Rick’s had become a case of do or die.
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				Driss Benhima, one of my leading men,
 encouraged me to find a place for
 Rick’s in the Ancienne Medina.

			

			When it struck me to stay in Casablanca and create Rick’s Café, Driss Benhima was the first person I went to see. We had developed a special relationship both as friends and colleagues. 

			Within days of my arrival in Morocco, we met at a welcome reception held at a beautiful villa in the hills of Casablanca. At that time, he served as chief executive officer of Morocco’s Office National de l’Électricité (ONE), and his energy and opinionated point of view drew me to him. The personification of a man comfortable with authority, Driss has a sensitive side and a perceptive sense of humor often masked by his abrupt and intense managerial persona. He is also tall and handsome with gray hair and a ready smile. 

			Close to King Hassan II, Driss’s father served as minister of the interior, minister of agriculture, and prime minister. At that time, the 1960s, the king chose all his ministers and consolidated power among his closest confidants. In 1997, he put technocrats in charge of the government prior to the first election of representatives to take place the following year. Then it was Driss’s turn to lead three ministries—tourism, energy and mines, and transportation—while retaining the directorship of ONE.

			When a commercial project derailed, Driss often knew the behind-the-scenes reasons. He taught me a lot about how business is done—and not done—in Morocco. More often than not, family rivalries or jealousy play a bigger role in the failure of projects than a lack of merit. I realized I was catching on to the subtleties of Moroccan business when I found myself nodding in comprehension as he explained why a major American company was being excluded from a big tourism development. 

			“The problem is with one of the companies in their consortium,” Driss said. “The wife of the CEO is a first cousin to someone who is on the outs with the palace. The palace didn’t interfere, but the Ministry is afraid to offend anyone.”

			The palace has business interests including banking, mining, and agriculture, as well as stakes in a major holding company. Political and economic pressure from European and Arab countries historically weighed on the upper echelons of the monarchy. Reforms initiated by King Hassan II in the early ’90s—partly attributable to the state of emergency in neighboring Algeria*—brought incremental improvements in education, civil society, government, and economic development. The king’s initiatives culminated in the first real democratically elected government in March 1998. Even though the king continued to name key ministers and kept his trusted allies close, the new government focused on economic reform and development, emphasizing transparency in procurement, with projects judged on their merits and the best commercial bid.

			“You’ll be half-happy,” said the director of the National Telecom Agency to Edward Gabriel, the American ambassador, on July 3, 1999, when he said the winner of the Second Mobile Phone License would be announced the next morning in Rabat. Very high profile, the tender, even before the announcement, was garnering international attention. The ambassador kept pressing the importance of the process appearing transparent, as much as he might have wished for an American company to win.

			My colleague from the Economic Section, Richard Johnson, and I, plus our counterparts from the French Embassy, were the only diplomatic representatives present. We felt optimistic for Motorola, on the France Telecom team, but our optimism lived a short life when the National Telecom Agency announced the winner as the Spanish-Portuguese bid led by Telefónica. True, it pleased us that the process had been open and transparent, but that didn’t exactly make us “half-happy.” We spent a good part of July Fourth nursing our wounds.

			The announcement of the renewal contract for Royal Air Maroc’s fleet—with bids from French Airbus and American Boeing—crowned a process lasting more than two years that had mobilized not just me and the economic counselor but the ambassador and the entire Embassy Country Team. King Hassan II had a soft spot in his heart for Boeing, it was believed, because he was forever grateful for the skillful maneuvering of the pilot of the Royal B-727 during the failed coup attempt in 1972. But Hassan II had died in July 1999. We focused our lobbying efforts on the government, carefully avoiding any perceived attempt to draw King Mohammed VI into the process. The palace kept its distance, but the French exerted pressure on all fronts. Royal Air Maroc judged the two bids on their commercial merits and announced their decision in the spring of 2001 to award the contract to Boeing. This time we were totally happy.
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			Driss shared my appreciation for Casablanca and dismay at what seemed a lack of bureaucratic will to solve the city’s problems. A realist, he accepted that a bloated municipal government kept in that state by pervasive corruption offered a seemingly insurmountable obstacle. Although he clearly despised these practices, he knew that the system by its very nature resisted change.

			Drinking espresso in his well-appointed office at ONE in the late spring of 2001, having one of our wide-ranging conversations about the city’s plight, I suddenly blurted out, “Driss, you have so many good ideas. Why don’t you run for mayor of Casablanca? It would be great for the city.”

			“That will never be possible,” he responded, gesturing with his cigar. “I don’t belong to a political party and wouldn’t want to join one.” 

			He was admitting that he couldn’t be effective in the collegial yet shortsighted and risk-averse political arena. A city council governs Casablanca, made up of politically elected representatives from various parties. To designate a mayor when no clear majority emerges—which is invariably the case due to the number of parties and distribution of the vote—the parties negotiate and trade anticipated favor for favor so that the mayor arrives at his post already overwhelmed with enough IOUs to ensure highly limited progress. Casablanca exists, even today, in a constant state of gridlock, both literally and figuratively. The bold action plan so urgently needed could never survive negotiation among the eight prefectures and sixteen communes or arrondissements—administrative districts, as in Paris—to reach workable consensus.

			Then, three months after that discussion, Mohammed VI announced his decision to reorient local government. He installed new regional governors, or walis,** outside the structure of the Ministry of Interior in order to give them autonomy. The king named Driss Benhima the wali of Casablanca. I immediately called to offer my congratulations. 

			“I just said to my deputy, ‘Perhaps Kathy got me nominated!’” he joked.

			To say the jest flattered me would be an understatement. I thought back to our conversations over the last three years about what he thought he could do if . . . Now his chance had appeared, and I felt like part of his inner circle. I set to work on an agenda memo, derived from our past conversations, and delivered it to him when he was cleaning out his office at ONE. It included developing the Corniche, a waterfront commercial strip, for tourism; traffic control and mass-transit planning; and, most urgent of all, tackling Casablanca’s garbage problem—specifically the city’s open landfill populated by scavengers who lived in huts atop the waste and combed through the garbage in the company of goats. 

			“You’re the first person who has brought me ideas of what to do for the city, rather than wanting to line your pockets,” he said, excited about his nomination and touched by my enthusiasm.

			Driss had been wali for just two months when I walked into his office in the Wilaya (City Hall) in late September to tell him my decision. Outwardly calm and breathing deeply to keep my emotions in check, I was shaking inside. Much was at stake, and Driss’s response wouldn’t be subtle. Either he would totally support it or completely oppose it. While I was passionate about my idea and knew in my heart that it was the right move, it wasn’t a conventional project by any means, and I was starting from absolute scratch. His approval would not only affirm our friendship but it would also give me a sense of security. If favorable to the idea, he would express his feelings in a way to remove any doubts that I might have about plunging into such uncharted waters.

			“Where do you want to put your restaurant?” he asked, his reaction at once positive and enthusiastic. 

			I thought that upgrading and redeveloping the Corniche—the anarchic strip that runs along the Atlantic coast—would be a priority and offered that view. He scoffed, knowing the Corniche was too mired in corrupt land deals to offer good prospects.

			“You’re going to put your restaurant in the Ancienne Medina,” he said. “It will bring other investors, and we’ll have more of a chance to clean the place up.” 

			“I’ve never been in the Medina,” I admitted. 

			My visit a year earlier, when a friend from Washington, DC, insisted that I come with him to look for a leather aviator jacket, didn’t count. A good number of sleazy people and street hawkers filled the new outer area across the street from the Hyatt Hotel. The shops sold counterfeit handbags, watches, CDs, and those aviator jackets. Surely not the Medina.

			Driss cut short my arguments. “No, no, no. You just haven’t seen the interesting part, the original, interior section overlooking the Atlantic.”

			I gulped but trusted Driss. When he called a few weeks later inviting me to meet him and his chief of staff, Driss Slaoui, on Sunday morning for a walk in the Medina, I jumped at the chance. A well-connected figure in Casablanca’s bureaucracy, Slaoui had grown up in the Ancienne Medina. His parents still lived there. He had watched his childhood neighborhood decline, the old families dying off or moving out, replaced by the influx from the countryside. He, too, wanted to revive the area and had asked his parents about houses for sale.
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			On November 18, 2001, the first day of Ramadan that year, Driss Benhima and Driss Slaoui were waiting for me at the clock tower adjacent to the main arcade entrance to the Medina—not unlike the minaret pictured in the opening scenes of the film, looming above a frenzied street scene of merchants, trained monkeys, jugglers, parrots, and shifty-looking characters. Today’s clock tower overlooks a twenty-first-century version of money changers, contraband, cheap souvenirs, and similar shifty-looking characters. The only visible animals, the ubiquitous scrawny street cats, prowled the area as usual. 
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				Like the film’s minaret, the clock tower of Casablanca looks out on a frenzied scene of shady activities and shifty characters in today’s medina.

			

			Originally called Anfa, meaning “hill,” Berbers settled Casablanca in the seventh century BC, trading first with Phoenicians and Carthaginians and later the Portuguese and Spanish. When it became a safe haven for Barbary pirates pillaging European ships in the fifteenth century, the Portuguese retaliated by destroying the city, building a military fortress on its ruins some decades later. The new settlement that grew up around the fortress became known as Casa Branca, Portuguese for “white house.” The Great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755—its epicenter lying equidistant between the two cities—­destroyed Casablanca a second time. Sultan Mohammed ben Abdellah—in 1777 the first foreign ruler to recognize the independence of America—rebuilt the city again.

			Joining the Berber tribes inhabiting the Medina came tradesmen and craftsmen from Fes and Marrakech in the early 1800s, and decades later, European traders: Portuguese, Spanish, French, and English. The town that Sultan Ben Abdellah had named Dar el Beida—Arabic for “white house”—formally adopted the Spanish rendering, Casablanca, during this era. While some French stubbornly referred to their town as Maison Blanche, it didn’t stick, and they lost this round. 

			When the French expanded the harbor into a working port in 1907, the Ancienne Medina became the center of all of Casablanca’s commercial activities. It was the first area settled by the French when they established the Protectorate in 1912. Town planning began, and new districts sprang up, including an area near the Sultan’s Palace that came to be called the New Medina.*** It became the center for the souk, the main market, drawing merchants and residents away from the old city.

			Over the years, the grand mansions previously inhabited by the bourgeoisie had lapsed into a state of extreme disrepair, and with the passage of time they had become packed with tenants. The Jewish mellah on the south side—a lively quarter with commercial and residential areas flourishing around synagogues and schools—shrunk in size beginning in 1949 with Jewish emigration to Israel, Europe, and America. Today it has disappeared almost completely except for a few shops that still sell gold jewelry.

			During the years of the Protectorate, the Medina, a rough and tumble area, teemed with rowdy cafés and bars, plus a quarter notorious for licensed prostitution. Cabarets of international renown, like the Coq d’Or (Golden Rooster) where entertainers such as Josephine Baker performed, interspersed themselves among tawdrier establishments.

			After independence, the Medina remained a shady, dangerous place, drawing its inhabitants mainly from the port, but it also became home to growing numbers of transients, destitute widows and divorcées, and families overcome by poverty, bereft of hope. Today’s Medina, despite its historic and cultural significance, microcosmically reflects the economic and social suffering of the sprawling Casablanca metropolis. 

			I’d often driven along the Boulevard des Almohades, the avenue that separates the Medina from the Atlantic. From a distance, the white houses and domes sprouted like mushrooms over the clay Medina walls, but this was the first time I’d actually stepped inside the gates. The urban decay only partly caused the shadiness of its atmosphere. Its dark, narrow, mazelike streets hid drug trafficking, prostitution, petty crime, and the illegal sale of today’s version of letters of transit: clandestine passage inside a truck or ship bound for Europe. I didn’t need letters of transit, but I, too, was looking for a new beginning.

			Driss Benhima, of course, had his own agenda. Always ready to throw himself into any project that could improve the lives of Casablanca’s people, he understood that tourism could catalyze economic and social development, and restoring the Ancienne Medina made both for a great strategic and a great symbolic place to start. Certainly the Old City had never received much attention from previous walis, who wouldn’t have walked the streets without local officials clearing the way first and then accompanying them. Driss preferred surprise and improvisation. 

			Curiosity about the old Arab quarter filled me, and secretly I was happy to have this time with Driss, to witness his personal interest in me and in my project.**** Driss always moved fast. Someone once said that when he walked through a crowd, it looked as if his clothes were falling off. Today was no exception. He took off—coattails flying—­while his chief of staff and I struggled to keep up. There weren’t many shops in this inner section, and the cafés were closed because of Ramadan, but the area wasn’t exactly deserted. Kids dressed in sweatshirts, jeans, and sneakers stopped their impromptu game of soccer to watch us. 

			Word quickly spread: The wali is in the Medina! People with something to hide scattered; those who saw hope in his accessibility followed us and vied for his attention. Others peeked from windows as he sped past. He chased panhandling street urchins and other unsavory characters hanging around with too much idle time on their hands while giving notes to Driss Slaoui on what needed fixing or improvement.

			We approached the Place Sidi Bousmara with its clustered palms and fabled fig tree, planted by the saint who gave his name to the square.***** Legend has it that immigrants from other towns in Morocco hammered nails into the tree as a way to connect to the roots of their new home. You can still see the nails today. Since I was also considering tying my future to Casablanca, I made a mental note to return another day, maybe during construction when I was more confident, sneaking a hammer and nail from the building site to join others who’d cast their lot with the city.

			Unwashed, unkempt juveniles with runny noses lurked in the corners of the plaza. Seeing them gave me the shivers. Driss mentioned that it was here that he’d heard of attempts to sell children, perhaps kidnapped or bought from families too poor to raise them. Charming, fabled fig tree aside, my memory of Sidi Bousmara that day shows a sinister, shadowy place—despite the sunshine. 

			As we continued our walk, the buildings with their arches, verandas, latticework, and domed roofs started to win me over. We came to a picturesque square, bordered on one side by the rundown Hotel Central and on the other by the Bab-al-Marsa, “Gate to the Port,” built in the 1700s, the only remaining Portuguese stone-arched entrance to the Medina, which Sultan Mohammed ben Abdellah restored in the eighteenth century. 

			A sign on a distinctive building in the Place Belgique identified it as the former German Consulate. Further along, we came to a shoddy-looking game parlor framed by picturesque latticework arches that brought to mind the film’s pickpocket scene in the outdoor café. My mind was already racing with impressions and ideas. 

			Down the street from the game parlor lay the neighborhood mosque, the Jamaa Ould el Hamra. Larger than it seemed from where we had been standing, the mosque had an entrance for male worshipers—­­an unobtrusive, narrow doorway in the Medina—that led to the generous prayer room for men. Down on Boulevard des Almohades, a grand carved wood entrance for women led to their tiny prayer space. During Friday prayers, when the mosque fills to capacity, men worship on the sidewalk, their prayer rugs stretching for blocks. 

			Everything fascinated me now. Caught up in the architecture and the rough-edged charm of the Medina, I barely noticed the garbage-strewn streets, cardboard-box kiosks selling cigarettes, feral cats scattering as we approached. Driss pointed out a huge gated Mauresque Art Deco villa with tall palms and other immense old trees rising high above its whitewashed walls. Originally Hubert Lyautey, marshal of France, lived here, the first French colonial administrator of Morocco, who served from 1912 to 1925. As a protectorate, Morocco technically retained its sovereignty, although the sultan’s power was reduced to that of a figurehead. 

			“Marshall Lyautey was instrumental, in a way, for my parents meeting,” Driss said, as we walked past.

			Originally from the town of Nancy, France, Lyautey and his wife had loved their years in Morocco, his last post before retiring. Twenty years later, in the mid-’40s, Driss’s father was preparing for medical school when King Mohammed V established grants for a small group of young men to attend graduate school in France. When Mme. Lyautey—by then a widow—heard the news, she requested that one of the young Moroccans be sent to Nancy for his studies. That was Mohamed Benhima. He met his future wife, Marie Thérèse, at the university in Nancy, they married, and he brought her to Morocco on the eve of the country’s independence. 

			In a famous anecdote, the great French marshal Lyautey once asked his gardener to plant a tree. The gardener objected that the tree was slow growing and would not reach maturity for one hundred years. The Marshall replied, “In that case, there is no time to lose. Plant it this afternoon!” Lyautey’s trees have almost come of age. 

			We passed a public school, not in session on Sunday, and a couple of ateliers of furniture makers and woodworkers. The neighborhood hammam, the public bath, stood next to the communal wood-fired baking oven. The women bringing their loaves of dough for baking captivated me. It took all of ten seconds to wonder whether I could ever work a deal for pizzas.******

			By the time Driss Slaoui led us into a narrow dead-end street, a crowd was trailing behind. We knocked on a heavy, dark, wooden door. No one answered, so we walked back down the alley and turned the corner. The Medina ends here, at the Boulevard Sour Jdid. Driss Slaoui pointed to another house with a smaller façade, a distinctive balcony, and stunning stained-glass windows. It looked Portuguese or Spanish. He said he thought it, too, was for sale. The front faced the Boulevard Sour Jdid, the Atlantic, and the Mosque Hassan II, but because the back stood in the Old City it was considered part of the Medina.*******

			Across the street lay the tear-shaped Jardin Zerktouni, where women had hung their laundry on the cast-iron fence that rimmed the space, creating a colorful montage, a contradiction to the littered, messy space that was the park itself. Suddenly a man appeared, dressed formally in a business suit similar to my companions’, and approached Driss Benhima. He seemed a bit agitated. He was the caid, the local official in charge of the Ancienne Medina. He had come to pay his respects to the wali but was clearly put out that he hadn’t been forewarned of the visit. Driss Slaoui jotted down the names and phone numbers of people in the crowd who had issues with which they needed the wali’s help while, speaking in Arabic (the language of officialdom in Morocco), the wali himself gave instructions to the caid noting the various infractions we’d encountered during our morning stroll. 

			While the men conducted their business, I looked at the house and back at the Medina. It had been an intense morning, but it had exhilarated and inspired me. 

			“You’re right,” I said to Driss, after he had dismissed the caid. “The Ancienne Medina is the only place for Rick’s Café. The atmosphere is perfect. Now I just have to find the right house.” 

			Somewhere in those labyrinthine streets, Rick’s was waiting, but it would be a while before I was ready to start looking seriously. I needed an idea of my financing options, and I had to be discreet while still working at the Consulate. Meanwhile, I couldn’t wait until my son, Kyle, came to visit in December. He was studying at the University of Chicago, and it would be our first time together since 9/11. I’d called Kyle when the Rick’s Café idea came to mind and asked what he thought. 

			“It must be right for you, Mom,” he said. “You sound so happy.”

			When Kyle arrived in Casablanca for the Christmas holidays, we had a day before taking the train to Marrakech. I couldn’t stop talking about the project and wanted him to see the part of the Medina I’d been describing. The absence of Morocco’s usual bright blue sky cast a gray pall over the sights on the cold, misty December day when my son and I took the same walk. It was depressing without Driss’s imposing presence and energy, and the weather only made it worse. But I was going to have to pull this off by myself, rain or shine, following an old Arab proverb that says, “Four things come not back—the spoken word, the sped arrow, the past life, and the neglected opportunity.” I remained upbeat, but Kyle, I could see, was cautious, more accustomed to the developed Medina and my pretty riad in sunny Marrakech.
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			By January I had a prospective investor, and so it was time to resume the search. Driss assigned Mahir Tammam, a member of his staff, to help me. Mahir, in turn, found a local middleman, Idriss Bousfiha, who knew what was for sale and could arrange access. He wasn’t a fully fledged real estate agent, more a neighborhood gadfly with a track record that accorded him semiofficial status. He worked out of a small cubicle on a narrow side street. 

			A short, gray-haired man with a round face, Bousfiha always wore a nappy brown djellaba. Even though the style and color of his robe reminded me of a Franciscan monk, he was a strict Muslim, which meant he wouldn’t shake my hand. I’d first encountered this custom not in Morocco but at a diplomatic reception in Prague. The Iranian ambassador reeled backward in horror as I held out my hand. 

			Mr. Bousfiha led our party of three through the Medina: Mahir Tammam, my prospective investor—a prominent Moroccan businessman—­and me. It didn’t go well. The investor, who ran his wife’s family’s company, had probably never set foot in the Medina in his life, and he panicked when he and I were separated from Mahir and Idriss, fearful no doubt that he would never find his way out of the labyrinth and back to his BMW. The confusing lattice-like maze of the Medina’s interior was intimidating enough in the daytime. I couldn’t imagine the Casablancais, let alone tourists, finding their way through these streets at night.

			The house-search itself was disappointing, too. Other intermediaries had tried to cut in and “psst psst” at Mahir about a hot prospect, but our pious Muslim agent sent them scrambling with a few choice words and a wave of his hand reminiscent of Signor Ferrari swatting flies in Casablanca. Not that his list of properties impressed much. No one came to the door in some places. Others didn’t make the cut either because they were too small, too far into the winding interior of the Medina and hard to find, or too unattractive architecturally. 

			As we came to the end of our walk, I told Mahir that I wanted to see places similar to the houses I remembered seeing two months ago with the wali. “Tell Monsieur Bousfiha that I want something bigger, with better access, and closer to the water,” I said in my basic French. He translated my words into Arabic for the middleman, and we agreed to meet the following Sunday. 

			A week later we again set off to find Rick’s Café. The investor opted to stay behind—probably a good idea. His moneyed looks might give a homeowner the wrong idea of my own financial situation. He was still financing the purchase of the house, but maybe I could get a better deal if the seller thought I was just a woman on her own.

			Hoping that the third time would be the charm, I was optimistic starting out. This time we took another route into the Medina. We passed the clock tower and the chintzy shops and the scenes of our earlier visit, turning in at the Taverne du Dauphin, one of my favorite restaurants. Once again the sun shone, the sky gleamed blue, and, as we came to the Place Sidi Bousmara, some changes had been made as a result of the wali’s to-do list for the caid back in November. The square and surrounding streets looked cleaner, and fewer suspicious characters were lurking about. 

			We soon picked up the same interior street that paralleled the walls and walked past the old Portuguese Gate again. The first place to which Mr. Bousfiha led us lay at the end of a small, mysterious, dead-end passage. My heart skipped a beat. Driss Slaoui had shown us the house months earlier, but no one had answered the bell. We tapped the iron knocker. 

			The ornate wooden door opened, and Zoubida Ghattas introduced herself as the owner’s daughter, ushering us inside. We walked through a narrow, dingy corridor lit by a single bulb hanging from the ceiling. Colored ceramic tiles, cracked and dull, covered the lowest three feet of the walls, reaching waist high. Above the tile, gray plaster was crumbling from the walls, a first impression of the house’s poor condition. As we picked our way carefully through the dim passageway and climbed the stairs, Zoubida said that her mother and the rest of the Ghattas heirs in the sale had designated her to represent their interests.

			At the top of the stairs we passed a small toilet with a sink out in the hallway. This wasn’t an impressive introduction, and I didn’t know what to expect. Zoubida opened a door to the living area and introduced us to Aicha Ghattas. Stunned by what I saw, I could barely concentrate on the formalities. A central atrium with an octagonal cupola directly above it dominated a grand space beyond anything I could have imagined. Columns supported elaborately carved arches, and balustrades framed a gallery. Already visualizing the possibilities, I couldn’t contain my excitement. Walking around the second floor, we peeked into long salons partitioned with makeshift flimsy plywood walls and doors, jerry-rigged as bedrooms. 
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				The street-side facade of the house before construction. Earlier we thought this a separate, small house.

			

			With Zoubida in the lead, we made our way past a gallery, along the balustrades of the open courtyard. We passed under intricate arches to another gallery and finally through doors decorated with colored glass to a large salon. At the opposite end of the floor now, someone said, “You have to see the balcony.” 

			It was difficult to open the warped and splintered doors—but worth the effort. When we stepped out, we could see the Mosque Hassan II, the Atlantic, and palm trees everywhere. As I looked at the view, I realized that I was standing on the balcony of the little house with the stained-glass windows from our first visit to the Medina. The two houses I saw that day with Driss Benhima and Driss Slaoui were, in fact, one grand mansion, L-shaped and with three façades: one that looked to the sea and fishing port, the main entrance in the small dead-end street, and another facing the Boulevard Sour Jdid, the ocean, and the mosque.

			Back inside, rickety steps led up to a terrace. Beyond hanging laundry lay a panoramic view of the port, the Medina walls and ramparts, and downtown Casablanca. Zoubida led me back downstairs to the kitchen, directly below the terrace. It was dark and dilapidated, the stunning view masked by windows covered with yellowed newspapers and tape. 

			Our tour culminated with a visit to the ground floor—in even worse condition than the rest of the house. Yet the space was striking. The broken base of a marble fountain occupied the center of a courtyard covered by marble squares, beautiful despite their cracks and missing pieces. A small rectangular opening in the roof of the cupola allowed for TV cables and provided the only natural light to the ground floor. It also allowed rain to pour in. Even though very little had been done to maintain the house—it was in terrible shape—I saw it with the eyes of someone falling in love at first sight. 

			I returned to the second floor and looked over the balustrade to the courtyard. I imagined the arches smooth and white, touched by shadows from soft lighting. I heard glasses clinking over dinner conversation and piano music. For a moment, I saw myself as Rick looking down on the Germans singing “Die Wacht am Rhein,” and giving Laszlo the nod to strike up the band and sing “La Marseillaise.” 

			My spirit soared. It was clear that a force other than Idriss Bousfiha had led me here. Finding the house was a sign that the project was destined to succeed. I knew I could turn it into a magnificent, real-life interpretation of Rick’s cinematic gin joint. The malaise of the last eight years of my life disappeared. My creative juices were flowing once again. That night I e-mailed friends, called Kyle with the exciting news, fixed myself a great dinner, settled in with my glass of wine, and put the video of Casablanca in the VCR. 

			As the screen filled with the familiar story, my mind drifted back to a séance I had had with a psychic named Manfred in the summer of 1993, just before leaving Tokyo. Every prediction had come exactly true except the last. “You’ll leave Japan and never come back to live,” Manfred told me. “You’re going back to the US. You’ll buy a house there and live in it for a short while before moving to another continent.” He was right: I left Tokyo and moved to Washington, DC, while I prepared for my first posting in Prague. He continued: “You’ll sell that house from overseas, but you’ll also move on to another destination, a different continent.” Also true. I sold the house while in Prague and moved to Morocco. Then he said, “You’ll be settled there in a place you’ll never leave. I see palm trees. I see water.” Again, true. I planned to retire in Marrakech, but Marrakech lies in the desert. Palm trees, yes, but no water. It had always puzzled me because Manfred had been so right about everything else. Now his last prediction was coming true. As the film ended and the credits played, I was transported back to the house in the Medina, with its sweeping view from the balcony. 

			Destiny had taken a hand. I saw palm trees. I saw water. My own Casablanca story had begun. 

		


			
				* Algeria plunged into a decade of turmoil when the government canceled runoff elections in January 1992, knowing extreme Islamists would win. A military-led government crackdown ensued against hard-line Islamists, nationalist Berbers, and all forms of dissent.

			

			
				** Arabic for custodian or protector, referring to someone who has walayah, which means authority or guardianship over somebody else.

			

			
				***  From its founding in 1666, the Alaouite Dynasty was headed by a sultan. After independence in 1956, Sultan Mohammed V, the father of Hassan II, became King Mohammed V.

			

			
				****  I confess that, mixed in with my respect for him, was a small fantasy of romance, although I kept those feelings to myself. Life had taught me that the fantasy usually was more enjoyable than the reality.

			

			
				*****  Sidi is an Arabic honorific for a man, similar to “sir.”

			

			
				****** Communal ovens, primarily used for baking bread, are becoming a rarity in Casablanca, with all its bakeries and grocery stores. On the other hand, the hammams remain plentiful, especially in the densely populated Ancienne Medina where they function like neighborhood social centers.

			

			
				******* Rising from the rocks along the Atlantic’s edge, the Mosque Hassan II was built to mark the king’s sixtieth birthday, opening in 1993. The third largest in the world after those in Mecca and Medina, it is known for its elaborate decoration, for which more than six thousand artisans worked with the very highest quality wood, plaster, tile, and marble to showcase exquisite traditional Moroccan craftsmanship. It also has the tallest minaret in the world.
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