Carapace

After Reading
Comprehension Check

Now you have read the story, you are going to design the book dust-jacket which
represents the story ‘Carapace’. A dust jacket is the loose cover which you find on hard-
back copies of books, and they usually contain a representative picture, plus a very
small amount of information about the book and author on the inside covers (known as
‘the blurb’).

This is a picture of the front of the dust cover of Romesh Gunesekera’s novel, ‘Heaven's
Edge’. The front has an artist’s impression of events from the novel. The front inside
cover has some information about the story, and the back inside cover has some
information about the author.

Front of dust cover Front inside cover Back inside cover
Graphic design ‘blurb’ about the book ‘blurb’ about the author

Design your cover for ‘Carapace’.

What happened next?

What do you think the girl in the story did - did s he get married to Anura
Pereira? - did she stay with Vijay? - did she leave  Vijay but stay at
home? Or did she do something completely different ? Give reasons for
your choice(s).
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Carapace

After Reading
Further Reading

This story is by the writer Naylah Ahmed. She Wwas in Birmingham of Pakistani

heritage.

The story takes a very different view of marriage aelationships to that irfCarapace!
A woman returns to her parent’'s home, where shensnded of her childhood through a
series of flashbacks. As you read the story, naakeental note of what the narrator was

feeling as a child during each of the flashbacks.

20

A Solitary DanceNaylah Ahmed

| hate the photograph. It so completely explodes
the myth of ‘Asian princess meets Mogul prince’
that it grates on me. None of the pictures taken at
my parents' wedding evoke images of the Taj
Mahal, those romantic days when people
sacrificed their lives for love.

Description: a girl- my mother - sits, head
lowered, hands folded over her bent knees. She
keeps to tradition, anticipating the arrival of her
groom nervously. No upward glance, no hint of
excitement - more a downward, reflective look at
the feet of the guests admiring her bridal gown.
She is the centrepiece, in a gown as red as a ripe
tomato, embroidered with threads of gold which
map a meandering journey across the delicate
fabric. A journey she would take months later, to
a place where the red stays on tomatoes and
delicate fabrics become weather-beaten in a
moment of rain.

The image sits lopsided in its frame, staring
back at me from above the fireplace. How
strange to think it's been here, seen by no one,
during the months my mother was in hospital. |
wonder if the bride lifts her veil and peers out at
the living room when no eyes are watching her.
What would she see? These caramel-glazed,
smoke-stained walls, like the ageing wedding
image itself.

What is that smell? It's been irritating my
nostrils since | entered the house; its familiarity
takes me to the blurry edges of memory. A
childhood smell.

Perhaps | should leave. There is nothing for me
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here.

The smell is getting stronger. Recognition
bursts my bubble and the smell escapes,
causing my stomach to fall with a wet slap.

Urine.

| can't move to the front door. My bladder
throbs faintly. | look up at that familiar spot
on the staircase and am almost sure | hear |t
creak under the weight of a girl who once
spent hours there. | think | see her,
somewhere between a memory and my
reflection in the hall mirror; | see her and |
know what she's thinking. There is
movement in the living room - but the door
is wide open and the room was empty 4
moment ago.. .

I'm standing on the stairs aridheed to pee.
I'm sure I've already been, not too long ago,
but there's a burning in my bladder anhd
really, really need to go again.. but I'l
hold it.

Normally I'd go straight downstairs,
through the kitchen and into the loo, but
then today isn't normal, is it? They're
shouting but no matter how loud they shbut
can't make out what they're saying. Atlan
hear is'l HATE YOU,l HATE YOU' over
and over again, because that's what they
mean, isn't it?

The burning is getting worse, bsiis the
shouting.| can't walk past and pretentd
don't hear them. What would they dol if
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stopped in the middle of the room? What wduld
do?

The answer is so simple now. They would have 120

continued arguing. | could never admit, back
then, that had | walked into that room with my
hair alight, singing Diana Ross's 'Chain Reaction’
they wouldn't have batted an eyelid. So there |
was, stuck halfway up or down the stairs -
depending on where | was going and where | was
coming from, | could never remember - with
sweaty, empty hands and a bladder fit to burst.
Then it would come. As those words grew louder
and louder in my head -Hate you) hate you|
hate YOU'"- drowning out the shouting, | would
suddenly be faced by a constricting silence. A
silence that would wrap itself around me until all
| could feel was the hypnotic thump of my own
heartbeat.

I hear it now: the moist, uncomfortable quiet
of unspoken words. It's like peeing your pants
and then standing still in a hot room; the scent of
urine muzzled by the heat, silently expanding to

reach "every corner, vague but present. Their 140

anger used to expand in silence.

She's moved to the kitchen now and the pots and
pans are screaming as she bangs them from
worktop to cupboard and back again. She likes
the way the banging interrupts the silence, his
silence.l can smell his cigarette breath as he
speaks his soundless thoughts. They make a
smoky alphabet that yawns into the hallway and
up the stairs. Why cah still hear them? They
finished and went their separate ways a few
moments ago: her to the kitchen, him to the
lounge. The tape recorder is playing again.
Arguing should be banned.

There was a tedium in my parents' arguments
that was torturous. Even when they paused my
mental taperecordings would fill in the gaps, no
matter what | was doing at the time. It was so

easy to remember, always the same things said in 160

the same order - as if on cue. | would stand out
of sight, ready to prompt if one of them missed a
line. It was as if | had spent my childhood
listening to the same irritating song over and
over. After a time their voices were of no
consequence; their whispers and yells had the
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consistency of corrugated iron, monotonous.

| still hear their voices. They exclude me,
of course - that part remains unchanged - but
they argue on, despite my new surroundings.
They are with me somehow.

I move back to the living room. It's safer
here, in their

'space, because | know that they've gone
for good. Now their space is a comfortable
no-man's land where I'm free. No matter
what | hear or see or smell, they've gone.
Two grey gravestones cement their absence.
But I'm here. I'm still the stranger they lived
with, in my floral dresses and pretty girl's
clothes, enveloped in the smell of faded
urine and cigarette smoke, dancing on the
stairs.

This time they're upset about the car. It sits
on our drive, clean and shiny, unaware that
it's the cause o$o much hatred. They think
they're doing the grown-up thing by taking
turns to drive the car to work but grown-
ups can't share. They're too big and selfish.
Adults find it hard to watch someone else
enjoy something while waiting for their turn.
But I'm glad they share. I'm glad because |
was the problem before the car came.

They hate collecting me from school, but |
can never tell them what it's like for me
waiting outside the classroom until even the
teachers are ready to go homeand they
keep battling in silence, happy to pretend
that it's not their turn to pick me up. | don't
look at the teachers any more because
there's no sympathy in their eyes. They're
just angry because they have to wait.

| remember the day they both turned up: her
on the bus and him in the car.

She'd held out quite some time, convinced
it should be his turn because he had the car.
He'd collected me several times that week
and wanted her to do it for once. They didn't
see the teachers - didn't even thank them.
Nor did they notice the damp eyes of the
quiet girl they'd come to collect. All they
saw was their dispute in a uniform.

I wish | could cry, butl won't - not even
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when it gets really bad. guess because it's not
about me at all. It's about what happened before
me. There is a 'them' that exists without heill
always be the enemy when they're fighting. He
says I'll grow up to be just like her and make
demands on some 'poor soul' in his shoes. And
she always sees me like him, needing more of her
time, eating away at her twenty-four hours a day.

The funny thing is that they reminded me of each
other. Even their faces were similar: they both
wore the same frown, had the same cross lines
etched on their foreheads. Masculinity and
femininity found a marriage in their
countenances.

You should cry - | still can't.

The jingle of keys is a bad sigh.means he's
mad enough to leave the house. When he leaves
what shalll do? What will she do?

She'd murder porcelain while he took the car and
sucked down roads like spaghetti, and nothing
was resolved. People say that time heals
everything - and it does, but is that right? How
much time? The saying never helped me -
waiting for them to speak took an eternity. How
does a person live between eternities of silence?
| could tell you. | have lived one on this very
staircase.

The phone is ringing and the pans stop bumping
into one another for a moment. She's in the
hallway, her lungs like full balloons, about to
shout my name, hoping it might reach under my
door and through my headphones. But I'm not in
my room. I'm standing on these stairs, waiting
for her to spot a corner of my dress in the
shadows. The phone has stopped ringing.
Perhaps the phone was afraid of being banged
about like the pots and pans and decided not to
interrupt her. She's gone back into the kitchen
now, | can hear her. She didn't call mewish
she'd called me.

I have to be quiet now.

That familiar feeling of being out of place, a
stranger in my own home. In the old days, when
they were fighting, everything | touched spoke
louder than it did normally. When | sneaked back
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to my room giveaway floorboards would
squeak and creak like dying animals, trying
to get their attention. But they never did
notice. Not once did they stop between
hisses or yells to come and see who was on
the other side of the living-room door. So |
became a silent shadow moving in
accordance with their angry sun. An
inseparable  part of them, never
acknowledged, always behind them,
stretched or shrunken by the force of their
frustrations.

| feel love and hate, and somewhere in
between those two emotions sits
indifference. | stand once again at that
indecisive point in the belly of the staircase,
five stairs from the top. Here | would see
and not be seen, hear and not be heard. But
standing here now there is nothing to see,
nothing to hear. These floorboards, which
once seemed like screaming animals facing
death, now squeak mouse-like, barely aud-
ible. In the spaces created by my parents'
absence | grow and fill this empty place -
with me.The silence invites me to breathe.

When he left for good she was wailing at
him again only this time her eyes were wet
and his ears heard nothing. His final send-
off was torn by her shrieks of displeasure,
mimicking the send-off he had faced at the
start of every working day throughout their
marriage. | looked at her and wondered
whether time really was a healer. In all the
years they'd spent together she had never
been pleased and he had never been content.
But when | looked down at his waxy face in
the coffin | caught a glimpse of something
that resembled contentment.

His blue ears were muffled by lank hair in
that airless box, protecting him from her
wails.

Somewhere, under two mounds of soil,
inside wooden boxes, they lie silent. Both in
pristine white garb, both with a smooth brow
- side by side. Is he free of the sound of her?
| don't think so, somehow.
| should leave. There really is nothing here
for me now.

The red of the bridal gown in the picture
is the only happy thing in this room. That
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vibrant red, so distinct from the empty white she
hate
photograph, this one last piece of my parentage.

In this lopsided imag¢heyare the grey mass of
indifference lying between my extremes of love 280
and hate, holding their breath. This single picture
captures their existence without their inseparable

was buried in. Maybe | don't

the

shadow. Here they can see and not be seen, hear

and not be heard; my father's presence implied

by the occasion,
countenance bowing, indifferent, under the
heavy, ornate gown.

I move to the front door, stopping only to
glance at two shadows dancing on the stairs.
Outside it is a warm day; my shadow
stretches, giant-like, across the lawn.

© Naylah Ahmed 2002

my mother's unseen

Mini glossary

These words all appear in
the text above. The
meanings given here are
accurate for the context,
but may have different
meaning in different
contexts.

Now discuss these questions
together.

1. At the beginning of the

story, where is the narrator

Where are her parents?

How does she feel? Why
do you think she is there?

2. When she has her
flashbacks, what age do

you think she is recalling?

How does she feel as a
child?

bladder

brow

etched

faded

glimpse

grateson

irritate

jingle

loo

lopsided

muffled

muzzled

oncue

pee

peers

pots and pans

prompt

spot, to

squeakand creak

stretchedor shrunken

throbs

thump

wailing

wouldn’t have
battedan eyelid

yawn

Membrous bag containing urine
forehead

drawn by cutting

old, reduced in power

quick look

annoys, angers

annoy

sound of metal against metal
toilet

not straight

sound is kept out

restrained

at the right time

urinate

looks

cooking equipment

remind

to see

high pitched sound and wooden sou
made larger or smaller
pulsate

heavy noise

crying

wouldn’t have cared
open wide, as in mouth when tired

hd

3. What is meant by ‘the tape recorder’ in this stokyhy is this important?
4. Which word best describes the parent’s feelingtiernarrator as a child?

Affection Love

Hate

Indifference

Coldness

5. Atthe end of the story, when the narrator leatiesiouse, how is she feeling?
(Compare this to when she arrived)

Discussion:

Does the kind of treatment the parents gave taliid count

as abuse?

Can or should society do anything about this kihd o

treatment?




