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Better my death. The time has come to leave this world. Although the instinct for life is strong, it always loses to the death instinct. These two forces struggle within us from the day we are born, but the second one always has the upper hand. Perhaps it is also the first force. In the beginning, it created, it created from destruction, from non-existence, from the lack of creation, from the void. From there, the world was created. But everything in it returns there. The primordial condition is always non-existence, and that is also the final chord of every living being.

At eighty, it's as if one is already dead, as if one no longer exists. My parents and my ancestors never dreamed of such an age; they all left before seventy. And perhaps it's better that way. Better not to know how the third and fourth generation of your descendants are forgetting, are destroying. Destroying to build something new. And perhaps it's better that way. Better that than that phrase which never left me, my wife's, who said that she gave birth to corpses. My first wife. The only love I knew in this world. First, our two children who came with us from exile died, they died in the great epidemic of the fifties, that's what we called it in the transit camp, our great epidemic. But in the books, I saw no trace of all those dead, I saw no mention. I thought my seed was the destroyer, but she was afraid to give birth again. I told her we had to fulfill the commandment to be fruitful and multiply, that we had to have another child. And he died too, and his burial place is unknown. He died and left on the same day he was born. Is a life of one day a life? Is a life of six years a life? Would I repeat it? Is a life of eight years a life? Perhaps yes. I still remember his smile. He comes to me in dreams. He smiles and runs towards me. But I have forgotten much. I taught myself to forget. I became the greatest of the artists of forgetting. I worked on it for years. For years so I could form a new family, at forty, to have children again in old age, and continue, to have my last child at fifty-five. I had to forget in order to live. Forget and not know. But now, the memories are returning, as if they were only waiting for the weakness of old age to burst through the open door. The day she told me she was returning to Morocco, in 1958. The words she said: 'I have only known death here.'

I had many responses to her claim, but I remained silent. I could have told her that these were the sufferings on the path to redemption, although I was no longer a religious man. I was no longer the same since Benxauen, since I decided not to fast on Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, may God forgive me. The whole city was scandalized, and my parents began to disinherit me. I had to do it. I had to follow my path, because I understood then that only our own country was the true religion. That we had to stop being second-class citizens, both before the Muslims and the French. That no matter how well we were at a given moment, another moment would always come when we would be expelled, or exterminated, or reduced to inferior beings, or unable to trade, or unable to cultivate, or expand the grocery store, or build, or make a living, or defend ourselves, or one of ours would be murdered and we could not demand justice nor see it. I could have told her that this was our country, and there was no other. That here would be our struggle for justice. That here would be our seed. But I remained silent.

God knows how much I have thought about that silence, and if I had answered her, God knows how much I would have thought about that answer. Why did I remain silent? I had to stop her. Ask her to stay for me. Plead for my life. Because it was a great love, and we both knew it. We knew there would be no greater love than that. We knew. But I did not plead for my life. Perhaps I thought she would change her mind, that she wouldn't leave. I thought she would leave for a few months and return. But when she asked for a divorce through an emissary, I understood my mistake. I couldn't go back. There was no way back anymore. And I couldn't talk to her. There were no telephones then to talk to Morocco. I was disconnected from my city and my wife. I signed the divorce. I had no other option. I also had nothing to give her. Not even the money from her dowry. I was already a broken piece of junk, after they transferred me from Haifa to Jerusalem, the same day I went to demonstrations and was arrested for a few hours. They agreed to release me on the condition that I move to Jerusalem. It was a requirement. It's even possible I was happy about it. Yes, I probably was happy. Jerusalem was the dream.

Now I am here, in Jerusalem, on Rivka Street. The stairs going up to the first floor are half broken, and the building is almost falling down. Below there is a taxi stand, and on the roof there are cellular company antennas. From time to time, a grandson comes to visit me. He looks down on me. With reason. I didn't know how to give him a solution or create a world for him where he could flourish, as my father did, as my grandfather did. But I tell him he must build this world. "I barely survive," he tells me. "I live on the minimum. I'm a truck driver. I work twelve hours a day. The boss controls even how long I spend drinking coffee." That is the state of things. Did it have to be this way? Were we like freshwater fish suddenly thrown into the sea, not knowing how to swim? And why didn't we learn? Everything can be learned. Why didn't we learn to develop in this new place? Or maybe we did, and that is the solution? Perhaps.

Yesterday I received a call from the past. Yesterday is already the past. I'm no longer sure if that conversation really took place. A day is a long time to be sure. She said she was her sister. She herself asked me if I knew anything about her.

"I've been thinking a lot about you all lately," she said. Maybe she also remembers. Memories are starting to come back.

"I was wondering where she might be, if you know anything about her."

She was breathing with difficulty and waited for me to speak.

"Since she left, I knew nothing more of her. There were rumors, many. That she married and lives in Morocco. That she has a son. That she moved to France, or to Canada."

"I saw her right when she returned to Morocco, in '58. Whole lifetimes have passed and I would like to know about my sister again." Then she said she wouldn't have any more children. That if she married it would be when she could no longer have them, so she wouldn't think about that idea again, so her husband wouldn't convince her. Maybe she married when she was older. She was a beautiful woman, my sister.

"I know no more than you. Back then it was difficult to communicate. Then the years passed. I was busy forming a new family. The years passed, you know. Now I think of her every day. But I always thought of her. There was always a moment every day when I thought of her, I wondered what would have happened if... if we hadn't emigrated, if the children hadn't died, if only one had died... many 'ifs'. On the other hand, you know, maybe then the other children wouldn't have been born, the other family. It's hard to understand. But I think of her."

Do you miss her?

I didn't answer. I hadn't asked myself that. This hasn't been nostalgia for a long time. It's something else. Something like a childhood memory. Like a memory of a trip with my father to a mountain full of trees. A unique event. There I remember a tea house on the mountain, mint tea, many bees. I remember without remembering the name of the place. Not even if it really happened, or if someone told me about it. Maybe it's a memory of my brother, my father, my mother. Maybe someone told me when I was eight years old and since then I think it's mine. Memory can deceive.

Every morning I leave my house on Rivka Street, go down to Pierre Koenig Street and then decide whether to turn right towards Emek Refaim or left towards the industrial zone. I go to have a coffee. I rarely meet anyone I know. If I'm breathing well, I smoke a small cigar. That is my daily routine. On the days when I can walk. Then I return home. Sometimes someone comes to have lunch with me. A grandson. A son. A daughter. They have all become a kind of "them." They expect me to die. Especially the sons-in-law, but also the children. The only thing left is this house that I bought then from Amidar, and that surely belonged to an Arab decades ago. Now they wait for the inheritance. I mock my son-in-law with my jokes and tell him:

"Well, I'm sorry for still being alive. I know I should have left and given you the house, that would have helped you, but don't think it's so easy to die. It's not like you decide one day and you go. That's not simple either."

He, of course, gets uncomfortable, wishes me health until 120, and I extract a blessing from him with which he delays the solution to his economic problems. Every blessing like that adds two more months to my life. If he only knew... Maybe I should stop joking and leave once and for all.

Because the only thing left is the memories. The grandchildren sometimes ask me to tell them memories. But only when they ask am I permitted to talk about that. If I remember on my own, they tell me they're not interested in my Morocco.

"Leave it, Grandpa, that's the past."

It's not so past. I was already thirty when I came, with a past, with a life story, with children who were born there. But they don't know that. Or if they know, they don't ask.

They don't speak French, neither the children nor the grandchildren. And sometimes all I want are a few words in French that remind me of my father or my mother. Some words of affection in French. In French, and not in any other language. Sometimes they ask me for words in Moroccan, and I don't know what to tell them.

"You don't know Moroccan?"

"I can tell you in French."

But sometimes a few words in Moroccan resurface. Like madrasa, hak, axi. I say axi to one of my grandsons. I don't know where that comes from. In my house we never spoke a single sentence in Moroccan. Maybe I heard my mother talking with the maid. Even that, barely. She only spoke to her in French. On the street I surely heard it. Sometimes they mock me for being Moroccan and not knowing Moroccan. I don't find it very funny.

On Saturdays I go to the French synagogue. They are all from Algeria, but they sing like us. I don't always go. I don't have much to talk about with the new immigrants who arrive now, the second generation of the exodus of the Jews from Morocco to Israel. Sometimes I explain a little to some fifty-year-old youth about what we lived through here in the country, but he says:

"Israel, there's nothing like Israel."

I used to say that too. Before. Even now. I don't regret it. Not even today do I regret it.

And perhaps one should rejoice, like those wise men, in the face of death and welcome it with open arms, as they tell of my uncle, who when they visited him in the hospital, on his deathbed, asked people not to be sad, to be joyful. To be joyful for the life he had lived. Then he recited the Shema Israel and died. To the astonishment of the visitors. He died with a smile. After all, there is no difference between being born and dying. They are acts that happen every day and are the most natural. Perhaps it's a pity that they don't give us nine months' notice to prepare, and perhaps they do warn us, and we have simply gotten used to not listening.

Here is my granddaughter. She brought me a book. She said it's about Benxauen. I start to read it. As always, I don't start from the beginning, and this is what I find.
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This street was never called that.

It's true it was built by Jews who wanted to leave the "Jewish quarter" and for many years it was inhabited mostly by Jews, but it never bore that name. Only now, when not a single Jew remains in it, have I, the little one, decided to call it that. To give a title to this book.

The street was first called "Calle del Ensanche," or simply Ensanche, even before it was a street. Ensanche is a Spanish word that means expansion. The Jews were beginning to expand, beginning to earn some money and could build houses that over time became four- and five-story buildings. Very soon, the street changed its name or received its first official name: Calle de la República. This wasn't the Second or Third French Republic, no; it was another republic, one that was about to fall even before the street name took root. The Spanish Republic. Primo de Rivera was in command in those days. The Calle de la República quickly became the Calle del Generalísimo, until independence, when it became the Calle Mohamed V.

If I had called this book "Calle Mohamed V," no one would have bought it, so I decided to call it "Street of the Jews." Maybe "The Generalísimo" would have had more appeal. Who knows. But like this, with "Street of the Jews," I already have a beginning for the book, and not a bad beginning. It begins with a sentence that contradicts the title. That's how the book should be built, contradicting itself all the time. Slapping, contradicting, and concealing.

That Saturday in 1966, a few months before the Six-Days War, a few months before it even made headlines or was discussed in the press, and after the Jews left the synagogue, they gathered on Calle Mohamed V, number 22, in the middle of the street, in the Café Nacional. Everyone crowded around the only pinball machine in the place, to watch the virtuoso game of the rabbi's son, who had gone astray and shamed his father by playing with coins and electricity on the holy day. It's not that he used many coins, because on the very first ball he managed to break all the rules of the machine and won twenty-two free games. Something never seen, not even after the fifth ball. He managed to catch every ball that fell into the machine tilted at twenty-eight degrees downwards, despite the large crowd, despite having to occasionally shout at one of those who pressed too close not to bother him. His concentration was total. Forty-three people around the small machine failed to distract him for an instant, until he lost the ball. It was a lost ball, impossible to stop: it fell right into that gap that doesn't allow either of the two flippers, operated by the fingers of the right and left hand, to catch it, right in that blind spot that can barely be saved, except if one shakes the machine sharply at the precise moment to divert its trajectory—something that normally ends in a "tilt" and the game over. The rabbi's son didn't do it and preferred to keep the games he had won cleanly. Anyway, he still had four more balls left—back then, the game had five. Over time, and as more people learned to play, it was reduced to three.

And even so, when the ball was swallowed by the hole at the bottom of the machine—the one that coincides with the player's genitals when they wiggle their hips during the game—a cry of disappointment was heard, as if it were a crowded football match. The uproar was such that the café owner shouted that enough was enough, that you come to the café to drink or to play, but not to watch for hours without consuming. Only three of those present understood or caught the hint from Luis, the waiter, and went to order a beer. The others had no money, some were seven-year-old children, others didn't carry money on Saturday, but as they were regular customers during the week, it was hard to throw them out. Many others were teenagers between thirteen and fifteen who hoped for a chance to receive a free game from the rabbi's son, something that happened sometimes, not very often, but at least once or twice every Saturday.

Benito Sasportas was one of those who approached the bar, where Mimon Haroch, León Corsia, and Abraham Laredo were already sitting, drinking beer and eating tapas. At that moment, they ordered Russian salad tapas: a mixture of boiled potatoes with hard-boiled eggs, all chopped up in mayonnaise.

"I heard there's going to be a war," announced Benito.

"Shhhh... we mustn't talk about that," interrupted León.

"Again? Haven't they finished with those Algerians yet?" said Mimon.

Mimon had served as a doctor in the war between Morocco and Algeria, a border conflict that began after Algeria's independence in 1962. He was recruited for a month and there he attended to the wounded, although mainly he drank a lot of whisky that his officer brought and shared with him because he was afraid to drink with the Muslims.

"I've never drunk so much whisky as in that war. And good whisky! I don't know where Officer Ben Tato got those bottles from. One would think he had a direct supply from Scotland. When I think of war, I think of whisky."

"What I say is that, as long as we're not at war, everything is fine. The important thing is to keep calm, stay close to home, and wait for it to pass. That's what we Jews do, and that's what I did during the whole war," said León. He was referring to the civil war between the Republicans and the Francoists.

But Benito was referring to another war, and everyone knew it. They didn't say anything, but they knew perfectly well what he meant. The waiter Luis didn't know, but on the other hand, he was deaf in both ears to everything said there on Saturdays, the day of the Jews.

Jacobo Pinto entered the bar, surprising everyone present, and before they could express their surprise, he signaled to León to come out with him. León didn't hesitate, finished his beer in one gulp and left without paying. It was known that many Jews didn't pay on Saturday and that the waiter knew they would return on Saturday night or Sunday, or another day, to settle the bill.

"What's so urgent?" León asked Jacobo, who was sometimes also called Jacobo.

"Come on, let's go for a walk."

The street was quite lively for that time of the morning, and men—but above all women, who refused to sit in men's places—were coming and going from one side to the other, up and down the street. That was the main occupation of the city's inhabitants when they weren't dedicated to commerce or household chores. The street wasn't as full as it usually was on Fridays after the Shabbat meal.

"Come on, I'll buy you an ice cream," said León.

"No, no, not on Shabbat. Besides, it's forbidden to eat before the Saturday meal. And you surely know you can't pay either."

"But I'm not going to pay..."

"Do you know who's back?"

"Who?"

"Bengio."

"Bengio?"

"Do you even remember him?"

"How could I not remember him?" said León. "We were friends since first grade."

"Well, he's back."

"But, didn't he go to...?"

"Exactly. But he came back. He came back yesterday afternoon, via Ceuta."

"He came back? He really came back? You mean he's returned to Benxauen?"

"To Benxauen, as you and I walk through Benxauen."

"But he was in..."

"That's it, yes. He was in Eretz."

If an Israeli had passed by there, he would have heard "ers" or "erez," because that's how the people of Benxauen pronounced the letter tsadik, or sadik. But even the word Eretz they said with difficulty. The word Israel was impossible to mention, unless it was your last name; in that case, it was permitted. It was forbidden as a reference to the State.

León became thoughtful, without uttering a word for several minutes.

"And if he only came back for a visit? Couldn't it be?"

"From what I understood from his mother, not only did he return, but he said he wouldn't set foot there again."

"What?"

"That's what his mother told me, and she seemed very shocked. I don't know if she was more disturbed by his return or by the words he said."

"She should be happy that her son has returned."

They spoke in codes. For ten years, since the Spaniards left and changed all the street names, it seemed the entire Jewish community had gone back three hundred years, to the time when they lived as crypto-Jews in Portugal. They spoke in codes and silences that said more than words. Or maybe it was more like the situation they would live twenty or thirty years later, when they could only speak at home about what they really felt, and at work they would have to say exactly the opposite: that they were Israelis and not Moroccans, that they felt no discrimination, etcetera. And, above all, never say—in any form—in high-tech companies, that they voted for Shas; on the contrary, vote for Shas and proclaim to the four winds that they would never vote for a religious, fundamentalist, and primitive party.
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Here you will wonder
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or the reader will wonder, or some interviewer will wonder in an interview, if there really was such a Jew who returned to my city, a Jew who emigrated to Israel and came back to Morocco. Well yes, there was one like that. He was my father's cousin. It's true he wasn't exactly like Bengio, because he returned after a year or two—it's hard to be precise from the distance of time, because I heard the story only a few months ago—and when I asked how it was that they still made aliyah, after he said it was a nightmare, the answer was that he was already predisposed against Israel and always spoke badly of it... until he emigrated to Brazil. He was a somewhat distant cousin, but the story surprised me quite a bit, and so it entered the book.

On the other hand, this might not interest the reader in the slightest, and the only thing that matters to them is to know what I like to eat. It's hard to know: the private life of the writer sometimes becomes an obsession for those who have read half of his book, or worse, have only read an article about him, and the only thing that interests them is his personal life.

So, if what interests you is what I eat, I have surprises: I love wheatgrass juice. I can drink and drink wheatgrass juice. I prefer it even to single malt whisky, which I also love, and I'm sorry they don't serve wheatgrass juice in bars, because if they did, I would be a regular customer. I'm crazy about healthy food: sprouts, whole grains, soy milk, tofu, whole wheat bread, spelt bread. I like organic brown rice so much that I stopped buying it, because I can eat a whole pot in one night without stopping. Lately I discovered pasta made with corn flour: I love it. I also like fish very much, but only in Spain, or even better, in Morocco. The fish in Israel don't impress me much, although I eat them too. I was a vegetarian for years and can go long periods without touching meat, but sometimes I like a good steak. In any case, I always prefer an Italian restaurant over an Argentine one.

Although, curiously, I often dream about Argentina. It's the city that appears most often in my dreams, despite the fact that I have never visited it. My grandfather almost emigrated to Argentina, but at the decisive moment, when he was already with his suitcases ready to board—though still at home—his mother and his wife broke into inconsolable weeping, lamenting his death even before he left, convinced that he would not return, that he would die on the way or over there. So my grandfather let the suitcases fall from his hands and stayed in his city.

The city of Benxauen, a city in northern Morocco, a city of narrow and brief Spanish colonialism. It doesn't exist, don't look for it on the map; I simply invented it. I used to use real names, but then they started reproaching me for errors and imprecise details, so now it's any city where Jews from northern Morocco lived, a mixture of all of them. That way there will be no complaints. Or maybe there will. In fact, a woman from my city already complained, even before reading the book, just from seeing the cover: how dare I write that a Jew sleeps with an Arab woman?

How do you explain to those people that this is literature?

As if that doesn't happen in real life.

So, León and Jacobo continued walking under the cool winter sun, which was perhaps already approaching a spring sun, or maybe still clung to fantasies of rain, and they greeted all the people they met on Calle Mohammed V, which still no one really called that, everyone said the Generalísimo. At the end of the street there was a square, Plaza Al Istiqlal, which led to the last avenue that crossed the Generalísimo's, and it was called Boulevard de Niza. After the square, there was a road that led to the sea: a seven-kilometer walk that Banjo used to do every morning before swimming for at least an hour, sometimes two. Few people made that journey on foot; most took the tram, which connected almost all the city's neighborhoods and stopped running in 1975, just when it had finally become an
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