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The Old Woman from
the Mountains
Translated from French by Dawn Fulton

For Mamma Zaza

It was war. And it is war . . .
The old woman is talking to herself. In this country, she has a room. 

But this country is not her country. Every day she tells her eldest daugh-
ter that she will not stay in this room, even if it is the home of her 
great-granddaughter, her favorite, the sweet and beautiful Nedjma. Her 
daughter tells her again:

“It’s war over there, you know that. Do you want to be shot and killed?”
“I just want to live a little longer and die in my father’s house, in the 

mountain village where my two little ones are buried, my youngest.” 
“Forget. Forget them. That’s in the past. You had other children, they 

are alive, think of them instead. They have children, they’re from this 
country . . . . The ones who died . . . they were a week old, maybe two. You 
hardly saw them and they were gone. God called them to him, your little 
ones are in paradise. Forget all that. Over there it’s war. Who will take 
care of you, who will protect you? The women in the family are older 
than you, the younger ones don’t know you . . .”

“I’ll go with Nedjma.”
“Nedjma?”
“Nedjma loves me, she’ll come with me. She’s ten years old, she’s a 

big girl.”
“And what will she do in the village, in the mountains? There’s no 

school, or else it’s closed . . . . And anyway her mother won’t allow it.”
The old woman interrupts her daughter:
“Her mother . . . why bring up her mother? Do you know where she is, 

and you’re not saying? You’ve seen her again in secret and you’re keeping it 
from me? You know perfectly well what happened, you’re pretending not 
to remember. The day your daughter came back home with her child I was 
here alone. You were at your job in the school cafeteria. She said she 
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couldn’t wait. I told you everything that evening. I was holding Nedjma 
in my arms, she was crying. You looked at her and you said, ‘We’ll keep 
her. We’ll raise her. Her mother is leaving her to us. She’s so small, maybe 
six months old . . .’  Your daughter left. She didn’t say anything, didn’t leave 
a letter, no papers, nothing. And since then . . . I’ll take Nedjma to the 
village. I have raised her as my daughter. She knows her mother only as 
an image, that’s all. A photo of the two of you in the village at my father’s 
house. She was eight or ten, the age Nedjma is now. Her mother . . . don’t 
speak to me of her mother.”

“She has a mother, don’t forget it. Nedjma is not your daughter. She 
will not go to a country where children are being killed. We’ll all go 
together . . .”

The old woman is no longer listening to her daughter.
She tightens the scarf around her ears and the headband over the 

scarf. As if she were cold, she wraps herself up in her old shawl from the 
Barbès market, the one with the big blue and white zig-zougs. Nedjma 
calls them zig-zougs, they look like the rickrack braid her mother stitches 
onto the edges of her summer skirts. Her armchair, with its big green and 
yellow velvet flowers, is so deep that Nedjma, pressed up against the old 
woman, sometimes falls asleep in it as if it were a bed. It’s Mamma Zaza’s 
TV armchair. Mamma Zaza’s lemon tree by the bed.

One after the other, the women came knocking at her bedroom door: 
neighbors, cousins — not just the ones from the projects — to talk to her, 
to tell her to be reasonable, to go out a little, to go to the Wednesday and 
Friday markets, to get some fresh air in the square. She refuses to leave 
her room and the house.

Nedjma shouts from the living room sofa:
“Come look, come look . . . on TV . . .”
The old woman gets up.
“If it’s a funeral, I don’t want to see it . . . soon they’ll all be buried, in 

the graveyards in the mountains. I knew the writer’s mother. Her son was 
assassinated. When he came back to the village, his mother didn’t embrace 
him, she never saw him alive again. She cried. I saw her on television, it was 
her, she was crying. I don’t want to see any more funerals . . .”

She moves toward the sofa, Nedjma sits against her. They watch the 
news.

“We could be on the plane,” the daughter says to her mother. “You 
see, we can’t go over there right now.”
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“What about the boat? We’ll take the boat in Marseille. When your fa-
ther came to get me in the village, he said, ‘Pack the bags, get the children 
ready, we’re leaving in two days. I have tickets for the boat from Algiers to 
Marseille.’ We rode in the hold, you and your two brothers were sick the 
whole way . . . . As for me, I didn’t want to leave. My father had given me 
his house before he died. It was mine, I could leave my mother-in-law’s 
house. I said, ‘I’m going to live in my father’s house with my children.’ I 
work at the little factory, my husband sends me money orders, I’m free. 
My mother-in-law didn’t say anything. Her two other sons and their 
families were living with her, she let me leave. I didn’t want to abandon 
the house to go live in the French people’s country. I followed your fa-
ther with all of you, and here I am. Four more children in the settlement, 
then the projects, and now I’m here in your house. I have my own room, 
it’s true, but . . .”

After the prayer, the old woman closes the shutters. The window of 
her room looks out onto the French cemetery. She’s not afraid of cem-
eteries. The orderliness of the paths and gravestones makes her smile. The 
carved, sculpted stones — granite, black, or mottled gray marble — the 
artificial flowers, the gold engraved letters impress her every time she sits 
at her windowsill. The two black cypress trees on the far left edge of the 
cemetery are what she likes best. She has never dared walk among the 
tombs in their rows. She has no dead buried there. There’s no Muslim 
plot, for that she’d have to go farther on, to an immigrant neighborhood. 
Besides, she wouldn’t go by herself, without the traditional candles . . . . 
Back home, with the women and children, she had gone to the sanctu-
ary near the cemetery. She had hung a few strands of her wool belt on 
the branches of the sacred olive tree, in vain. Her twins died. They hadn’t 
been weaned yet, she hadn’t yet rubbed her breasts with bitter aloe. They 
were buried according to custom, with a date, some sugar, and an egg in 
their right hands. When she gets to the village, before she goes into her 
house, she’ll go to the cemetery at night with candles for her children’s 
grave. Nedjma will be with her.

She doesn’t turn on the television. In the big armchair, alone in the 
dark room, she sits and thinks.

u
As she does every morning, Nedjma knocks on the great-grand-
mother’s door. Three light knocks. On a tray, a cup of coffee and a very 
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sweet doughnut. She must still be asleep. Usually she gets up early, says 
her prayers, waits for Nedjma in her armchair, and they have breakfast 
together. She knocks again. Three knocks, their code:

“Mamma Zaza, are you asleep? Open the door. The coffee’s getting 
cold. Mamma Zaza, are you sick?”

Nedjma waits. This morning she is alone in the house.
“Mamma Zaza, talk to me, answer me. It’s Nedjma. Mamma Zaza . . .”
Nedjma puts the tray down on the hallway carpet. Three knocks, and 

she opens the door. The room is empty. On Fridays the great-grand-
mother waters the lemon tree. Nedjma feels the dirt; it’s dry. She looks 
out the window, as if a person could leave by jumping from the sixth 
floor. There’s no one in the street, the cemetery is deserted. She opens 
the wardrobe. The great-grandmother hasn’t taken her coat. It’s cold in 
the morning. They took her to the hospital in the night, she didn’t hear 
anything, no one told her . . . she would have woken up, her room is next 
to Mamma Zaza’s. Mamma Zaza who has refused to leave the house for 
months and months. They plead with her, and she says each time: “No, 
not until the day I take the boat back home, with Nedjma.”

Nedjma runs to the cafeteria. The school isn’t far from their building. 
From the cafeteria, they call the husband at his factory, the brothers who 
work in the area. No one has seen the old woman. At the police station, 
the officer on duty makes a record of the disappearance, they’re going to 
help find her. He takes down her description and says: 

“Right, an old Arab woman from the mountains, dressed like an Arab 
woman. We can’t miss her. Let’s go.”

In the police car, the officer asks:
“Where does the old woman usually go?”
“Wherever I brought her, when she was still going out: the square, the 

town hall, the school, the clinic, the park, and also to see her sons,” said 
her daughter.

“All right, let’s go. Where do we start?”
“The train station,” says Nedjma.
“The train station? You think?”
“I’m positive.”
“OK, to the train station.”
At the train station, the policeman says:
“You go ahead, I’ll stay here. If you need me, let me know.”
Nedjma pushes the door to the station hall, runs toward the platform. 

The old woman is sitting on a bench, her head covered with the old 
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shawl. Nedjma doesn’t cry out. She walks toward the great-grandmother, 
slowly. She kneels with her face in the flowered dress, and says softly:

“Mamma Zaza, Mamma Zaza, it’s me, Nedjma . . . . You’re here, don’t 
leave me.”

The old woman caresses the child’s hair, sings in her native language. 
Her daughter is standing in front of her, she looks at her without seeing 
her.

“Nedjma, my little one, my girl, my precious little girl. I’m not leav-
ing you, I’m taking you with me, we’re going together. I got you a seat, 
look: two tickets. You see, I thought of you, I didn’t forget you. In the 
house back home, the two of us will live together. You know that, you’ve 
known it from the beginning. I’m waiting for the train, you’re here, all 
is well.”

The old woman refuses to get up and follow her daughter. The police-
man watches the scene from a distance. The daughter goes over to him, 
tells him her mother won’t listen to her. Nedjma signals to her to go. She 
leaves the platform with the policeman. 

It is almost night when Nedjma and the great-grandmother get 
home. They shut themselves in the bedroom. Nedjma takes the meal 
tray that was left by the door, they eat in front of the television. The old 
woman says:

“Turn it off, I don’t want to see it. They’re lying, everything they’re say-
ing is a lie. That country is not my country. They’re wrong, they’re talking 
about a war, I don’t believe them. The war is over, over and done with. 
It’s been over for a long time, I know it. I was over there, I was young, I 
haven’t forgotten any of it. I had three children already, and I hadn’t seen 
my husband for seven years. He left to work in Marseille, then in Paris. 
He sent letters and money orders. It was war. I know what I’m talking 
about. Back home, the mountains were the maquis. Men died, I saw them 
displayed on the village square under the centennial tree. French soldiers 
died, I saw them in the ravines. The planes bombed us, we went into hid-
ing. Our houses were burned down, the ones on the edge of the forest . . . 
I don’t want to talk to you about the war, all I know is that the war they’re 
showing on television has nothing to do with my country. Do you believe 
me? Of course you believe me. Why am I going to lie to you. We can go 
there, it’s calm, you’ll see. It’s a beautiful country, you’ll love it as I do. Look 
in the wardrobe, in the top drawer. Get the book with the photos. You’ll 
see, you’ll believe me.”
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Nedjma comes back with an album of black-and-white photographs. 
She reads, “Memory of Kabylia, 1937–1939.” She sits against the great-
grandmother in the armchair, her legs crossed. The old woman wets her 
finger to turn the pages. She leafs through the book in silence. Nedjma 
doesn’t speak. They look at it together, for a long time.

“Mamma Zaza, you smell like lemons.”
“It’s my lemon tree. When I water it, it smells like lemons. Back in the 

village, in the tiny little orchard behind my father’s house, we had a lemon 
tree. Just one, the most beautiful one in the region. My father planted it 
for me. You’ll see it when we go. No one will have cut it down — no war, 
no man. I used to take care of the trees. My father taught me, I was the 
best in the village. People would ask me for advice about their fig trees . 
. . . And I was young. I was fifteen, maybe seventeen, when I got married. 
As for school, my father didn’t say no. Look, you can see it here: the girls’ 
school with the weaving workshop. The most beautiful carpets are made in 
my village. I liked our teacher. She was young and kind, a French woman 
all alone in those mountains, with no one to protect her. She traveled all 
around the region, riding a mule like a marabout’s wife, but she didn’t have 
a servant and she wore pants like a man. I wanted to go with her, but my 
father said no: “She’s a foreigner, she is free, she does as she wants. As for 
you, you have a family, and you obey your father.” I obeyed. The French 
woman spoke our language. We taught it to her, and she taught us the 
language of France. She had a piano in the schoolhouse. I had never seen a 
piano. When she played, it made us laugh. She came to the spring with us, 
she helped us with the vegetable garden in the ravines, and with the har-
vest too. She was small but strong. She asked questions all the time, writing 
in her notebooks. She listened to us, she didn’t pretend like some of the 
French people I knew later. She swam with us in the irrigation ponds. It 
was like being in the bath, the water was clear and cold. We scrubbed each 
other, soaped each other, massaged each other, splashed each other, sang, 
laughed . . . . The children kept watch in case a man wandered by . . . but the 
men from the village knew not to pass by the ponds on bathing day, and 
a traveler wouldn’t have dared show his face. He would have watched us 
from behind a bush . . . . All these photos, this is my country. These women, 
these men, I know them all. This was in my village, before the war — our 
war, not the other people’s war. I was seventeen, do you understand?”

“And what about you? Where are you in the photos?”
“My father said no for the photos. I wanted to put on a nice dress —  

my wedding dress — and my jewels . . . . That time it was my husband who 
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said no. So when the French woman asked me, I said no. But I know I’m 
there with the women in the river. You can hardly see me, but I’m sure 
it’s me — the one by the bush laughing, see?”

“Maybe a traveler was watching you and you didn’t know it?”
“Maybe . . . I was young and beautiful, so he must have felt lucky that day.”
“You don’t think he would have liked the foreigner better?”
“Why? I was more beautiful than the French woman . . . .”
That night Nedjma slept very little. She listened to the great-grand-

mother without interrupting her, attentive and vigilant, as if the words 
were sacred. She told the minuscule histories of an unknown village hid-
den in the mountains, and Nedjma listened with the admiration and re-
spect owed the greatest storytellers. She fell asleep against Mamma Zaza’s 
shoulder until the dawn prayer.

As soon as she comes home from school or the library, Nedjma knocks 
her three knocks to give Mamma Zaza a kiss. This time, when she gets 
home, she hears unfamiliar voices. Someone says: “It’s the old woman. She’s 
run off again. We’ve looked for her everywhere, we can’t find her. She’s 
surely managed to get on the train this time, but without any money, or 
papers, or luggage . . . . ” In her room, Nedjma sees the book open to the 
page with the river on it, where a young woman is laughing near a bush. 
She doesn’t say anything. She knows where Mamma Zaza is.

 
The old woman is walking along the river. Nedjma slips her hand 
into the rough hand of the great-grandmother, who says:

“A river runs to the sea. I learned that in school, just like you. After 
the sea, there’s my country.”


