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She Has No Place in 
Paradise 

With the palm of her hand, she touched the ground 
beneath her but did not feel soil. She looked upwards, 
stretching her neck towards the light. Her face appeared 
long and lean, the skin so dark it was almost black. 

She could not see her own face in the dark and held no 
mirror in her hand. But the white light fell onto the back 
of her hand so that it became white in tum. Her narrow 
eyes widened in surprise and filled with light. Thus 
widened and full of light, her eyes looked like those of a 
houri. 1 

In astonishment, she turned her head to the right and to 
the left. A vast expanse between the leafy trees above her 
head as she sat in the shade and the stream of water like a 
strip of silver, its clusters of droplets like pearls, then that 
deep plate full of broth to the rim. 

Her eyelids tightened to open her eyes to the utmost. 
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The scene remained the same, did not alter. She touched 
her robe and found it to be as soft as silk. From the neck of 
her gown wafted the scent of musk or good perfume. 

Her head and eyes were motionless for she feared that 
any blink of her eyelids would change the scene or that it 
would disappear as it had done before. 

But from the comer of her eye, she could see the shade 
stretching endlessly before her, and green trees between 
the trunks of which she saw a house of red brick like a 
palace, with a marble staircase leading up to the bedroom. 

She remained fixed to the spot, able neither to believe 
nor disbelieve. Nothing upset her more than the re­
currence of the dream that she had died and woken to find 
herself in paradise. The dream seemed to her impossible, 
for dying seemed impossible, waking after death even 
more impossible and going to paradise the fourth impos­
sibility. 

She steadied her neck still more and from the comer of 
her eye stared into the light. The scene was still the same, 
unaltered. The red brick house, like that of the Omda, the 
towering staircase leading to the bedroom, the room itself 
bathed in white light, the window looking out onto 
distant horizons, the wide bed, its posts swathed in a 
curtain of silk, all were still there. 

It was all so real it could not be denied. She stayed 
where she was, fearing to move and fearing to believe. 
Was it possible to die and waken so quickly and then go to 
paradise? 

What she found hardest to believe was the speed of it 
all. Death, after all, was easy. Everybody died and her own 
death was easier than anyone's, for she had lived between 
life and death, closer to death than to life. When her 
mother gave birth to her, she lay on top of her with all her 
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weight until she died; hcrfa tl1n lw.i1111111111111 1,,~n il will, 
a hoe until she died; she had g11111· 11111, 11 VI I .d1 i:11 •;1id 1 
birth, even until the eighth child1 wl11·11 Iii , l111 t1 lifind 
kicked her in the stomach; when the blow,•i 11f I I 11} flt 111 

penetrated under the bones of her head. 
Life was hard and death for her was easier. Eas1l·1 st 111 

was waking after death, for no one dies and no rnw 
wakens; everyone dies and awakens, except an animal 
which dies and remains dead. 

Her going to paradise was also impossible. But if not her, 
who would go to paradise? Throughout her life she had 
never done anything to anger Allah or His Prophet. She 
used to tie her frizzy black hair with a skein of wool into a 
plait; the plait she wrapped up in a white headscarf and her 
head she wrapped in a black shawl. Nothing showed from 
under her robe except the heel of her foot. From the 
moment of her birth until her death, she knew only the 
word: Okay. 

Before dawn, when her mother slapped her as she lay, to 
go and carry dung-pats2 on her head, she knew only: 
Okay. If her father tied her to the water Inill in place of the 
sick cow, she said only: Okay. She never raised her eyes to 
her husband's and when he lay on top of her when she was 
sick with fever, she uttered only the words: Okay. 

She had never stolen or lied in her life. She would go 
hungry or die of hunger rather than take the food of 
others, even if it were her father's or brother's or 
husband's. Her mother would wrap up food for her father 
in a flat loaf of bread and make her carry it to the field on 
her head. Her husband's food was also wrapped up in a loaf 
by his mother. She was tempted, as she walked along with 
it, to stop under the shade of a tree and open the loaf; but 
she never once stopped. Each time she was tempted, she 
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called on God to protect her from the Devil, until the 
hunger became unbearable and she would pick a bunch of 
wild grass from the side of the road which she would chew 
like gum, then swallow with a sip of water, filling the cup of 
her hand from the bank of the canal and drinking until she 
had quenched her thirst. Then, wiping her mouth on the 
sleeve of her robe, she would mutter to herself: Thank God, 
and repeat it three times. She prayed five times a day, her 
face to the ground, thanking God. If she were attacked by 
fever and her head filled with blood like fire, she would still 
praise Allah. On fast days, she would fast; on baking days, 
she would bake; on harvest days, she would harvest; on 
holy days, she would put on her mourning weeds and go to 
the cemetery. 

She never lost her temper with her father or brother or 
husband. If her husband beat her to death and she returned 
to her father's house, her father would send her back to her 
husband. If she returned again, her father would beat her 
and then send her back. If her husband took her back and 
did not throw her out, and then beat her, she returned to her 
mother who would tell her: Go back, Zeinab. Paradise will 
be yours in the hereafter. 

From the time she was born, she had heard the word 
'paradise' from her mother. The first time she'd heard it, 
she was walking in the sun, a pile of dung on her head, the 
soles of her feet scorched by the earth. She pictured 
paradise as a vast expanse of shade without sun, without 
dung on her head, on her feet shoes like those of Hassanain, 
the neighbour's son, pounding the earth as he did, his hand 
holding hers, the two of them sitting in the shade. 

When she thought of Hassanain, her imagination went 
no further than holding hands and sitting in the shade of 
paradise. But her mother scolded her and told her that 
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neither their neighbour's son Hassanain, nor any other 
neighbour's son, would be in paradise, that her eyes would 
not fall on any man other than her father or brother, that if 
she died after getting married and went to paradise, only 
her husband would be there, that if her soul was tempted, 
awake or asleep, and her eye fell on a man other than her 
husband and even before he held her hand in his, she would 
not so much as catch a glimpse of paradise or smell it from a 
thousand metres ... 

From that time, whenever she lay down to sleep, she saw 
only her husband. In paradise, her husband did not beat her. 
The pile of dung was no longer on her head; neither did the 
earth bum the soles of her feet. Their black mud house 
becameoneofred brick, insideita towering staircase, then 
a wide bed on which her husband sat, holding her hand in 
his. 

Her imagination went no further than holding his hand 
in paradise. Never once in her life had her hand held her 
husband's. Eight sons and daughters she had conceived 
with him without once holding his hand. On summer 
nights, he lay in the fields; in the winter, he lay in the barn 
or above the oven. All night long, he slept on his back 
without turning. If he did tum, he would call to her in a 
voice like a jackal's: Woman! Before she could answer 'yes' 
or 'okay', he would have kicked her over onto her back and 
rolled on top of her. If she made a sound or sighed, he would 
kick her again. If she did not sigh or make a sound, she 
would get a third kick, then a fourth until she did. His hand 
never chanced to hold hers nor his arm happen to stretch 
out to embrace her. 

She had never seen a couple, human or otherwise, 
embrace except in the dovecot. When she went up there, 
on the top of the wall appeared a pair of doves, their beaks 
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close together; or when she went down to the cattle pen 
or from behind the wall there appeared a pair - bull and 
cow or buffalo or dogs - and her mother brandishing a 
bamboo stick and whipping them, cursing the animals. 

Never in her life had she taken the black shawl off her 
head nor the white scarf tied under the shawl, except 
when someone died, when she untied the scarf and pulled 
the black shawl around her head. When her husband died, 
she knotted the black shawl twice around her forehead 
and wore mourning weeds for three years. A man came to 
ask for her in marriage without her children. Her mother 
spat in disgust and pulled the shawl down over her 
forehead, whispering: It's shameful! Does a mother aban­
don her children for the sake of a man? The years passed 
by and a man came to ask for her hand in marriage, with 
her children. Her mother yelled at the top of her voice: 
What does a woman want in this world after she has 
become a mother and her husband dies? 

One day, she wanted to take off the black shawl and put 
on a white scarf, but she feared that people would think 
she'd forgotten her husband. So she kept the black shawl 
and the mourning weed~ and remained sad for her 
husband until she died of sadness. 

. She found herself wrapped in a silken shroud inside a 
coffin. From behind the funeral procession, she heard her 
mother's wailing like a howl in the night or like the 
whistle of a train: You'll meet up with your husband in 
paradise, Zeinab. 

Then the noise stopped. She heard nothing but silence 
and smelled nothing but the soil. The ground beneath her 
became as soft as silk. She said: It must be the shroud. 
Above her head, she heard rough voices, like two men 
fighting. She did not know why they were fighting until 
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she heard one of thl:m 111 1.: 111 i11 11 ltn 11.111 11• 11 111 l 1111y 11 11 11 

she deserved to go direc t ly to p .11:11 l11w wH 111,111 ; 11lt'o 1 i11f: 

the torture of the grave. Hut t he ot hl'r 111.111 did 11111 :it:11 1 

and insisted that she shouJJ undergo HO llll' till 11111 1 tf 
only a little: She cannot go directly up to pnrmh 1H 
Everyone must go through the torture of the grav 1.:. But 
the first man insisted that she had done nothing to 
merit torture, that she had been one hundred percent 
faithful to her husband. The second man argued that her 
hair had shown from under her white headscarf, that 
she had dyed her hair red with henna, that the hennaed 
heels of her feet had shown from under her robe. 

The first man retorted that her hair had never shown, 
that what his colleague had seen was only the skein of 
wool, that her robe had been long and thick, under it 
even thicker and longer underskirts, that no one had 
seen her heels red. 

But his colleague .argued, insisting that her red heels 
had enticed many of the village men. 

The dispute between the two of them lasted all night. 
She lay face down on the ground, her nose and mouth 
pressed into the earth. She held her breath pretending to 
be dead. Her torture might be prolonged if it became 
clear that she had not died; death might save her. She 
heard nothing of what passed between them; nobody, 
human or spirit, can hear what happens in the grave 
after death. If one did happen to hear, one had to pretend 
not to have heard or not to have understood. The most 
serious thing to understand is that those two men are 
not angels of the grave or angels of any type, for it is not 
possible for angels to ignore the truth which everyone 
in the village with eyes to see could know: that her 
heels had never been red like those of the Omda's 
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daughter, but like her face and palms, were always 
cracked and as black as the soil. 

The argument ended before dawn without torture. She 
thanked God when the voices stopped. Her body grew 
lighter and rose up as if in flight. She hovered as if in the 
sky, then her body fell and landed on soft, moist earth and 
she gasped: Paradise. 

Cautiously, she raised her head and saw a vast expanse 
of green, and thick leafy trees, shade beneath them. 

She sat up on the ground and saw the trees stretching 
endlessly before her. Fresh air entered her chest, expelling 
the dirt and dust and the smell of dung. 

With a slight movement, she rose to her feet. Between 
the tree trunks she could see the house of red brick, the 
entrance before her very eyes. 

She entered quickly, panting. She climbed the towering 
staircase panting. In front of the bedroom, she stopped for 
a moment to catch her breath. Her. heart was beating 
wildly and her chest heaved. 

The door was closed. She put out her hand carefully and 
pushed it. She saw the four posts of the bed, around them a 
silken curtain. In the middle, she saw a wide bed, on top of 
it her husband, sitting like a bridegroom. On his right, was 
a woman. On his left, another woman. Both of them wore 
transparent robes revealing skin as white as honey, their 
eyes filled with light, like the eyes of houris. 

Her husband's face was not turned towards her, so he did 
not see her. Her hand was still on the door. She pulled it 
behind her and it closed. She returned to the earth, saying 
to herself: There is no place in paradise for a black woman. 
1 houri: virgin of paradise, according to Islam. 
2 dung-pats: cows' dung is commonly used in Egypt for fuel and in 

building. 
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