The Resurrection of Karen McDermott
By Walter Wangerin, Jr.


Once upon a time there was a little girl—a very little girl, a miniature girl—who spent most of her days inside the pocket of her shirt.


Her name was Shutup.


Oh, yes, yes, indeed:  little Shutup had a full-sized body, too.  But this was a very big body, too big altogether:  five feet tall in shoes, one hundred and fifty-six pounds of weight, a plain face, a huge mouth, and feet like rowboats.  The full-sized Body could run, if the tiny girl forced it to run.  And if she forced it to smile, it could smile exactly as if it were happy.  Always the Body ate food on its own, without little Shutup’s command; but the tinier girl could sometimes stop the Body, force it to sit with its hands in its lap and seem to be listening.  “Seem,” I say, because the big Body, didn’t really listen.  Couldn’t listen, really.  And that’s because the tiny girl wasn’t listening either.


Now I must tell you a curious thing:  Shutup did not use her full-sized body the way other people used theirs.  The way you use yours.  She didn’t live in it.  The tiny girl lived inside the pocket of the shirts that the big Body wore day after day.  Like an enormous robot, the Body carried little Shutup here and there, back and forth, to school and to home and to her bedroom—which was her one and only private place in all the world.


Late at night when the Body undressed for bed, little Shutup would tell it to take her own tiny self out of the pocket and placer her gently beside a jewelry box on the dresser.  The Body would open the lid of that box and then go lie down on the bed and seem to sleep, exactly as other children really sleep.


The Body’s first name was Karen.  Its last name was McDermott, which was the same as the name of the tiny girl’s mother, Mrs. McDermott.


While she stood on the dresser-top, little Shutup looked down at the gigantic Karen McDermott.  She looked at the sad mouth, the plump cheeks, the straight unpretty hair. Oh, me oh, my, thought Shutup, feeling sorry for the Body.  She sighed and cried tiny diamond tears because the Karen-Body was so gross, so heavy and clumsy and ugly.

But immediately little Shutup frowned and scolded herself.  It’s just a machine, she said.  It doesn’t’ have feelings.  It’s my robot.  It’s my…my royal carriage!  The Karen-Body was the puppet that took her place in the world so that no one would miss her or asked her difficult questions.  Or laugh at her, at Shutup.


No sadness for Karen McDermott, then!  No pity for a big machine.


Instead, little Shutup turned to the jewelry box with the lightness of a ballerina.  She rose up on her toes and gazed into the mirror set in the open lid.  Ah, yes!  Her small heart jumped.  Oh, me!  Oh, my!  Such a delicate face gazed back at her form the mirror:  the mouth as small as a scratch in porcelain; the lips pale-pink and smiling; the cheeks as white as lines; and the two eyes brighter than ebony heads on silver pins.


Little Shutup stepped into the jewelry box.  She crossed the field of red velvet, leaped onto the pedestal in front of the mirror—which now seemed like a stage in a theater—and she began to dance.


She danced to a tiny tinkling music in the clockwork of the box.  She danced on the pedestal as it turned round and round.  She lifted her right arm, slender and beautiful; and she, Shutup, became the grace of every swan in the world.  She danced as the white sawn swims, turning and turning the whole night through, never gross.  Never gross was she, but ever steady and lovely.


But though the tiny child could dance an endless dance, there was one thing she could not do.


Shutup could not talk.

******


When morning came, the monstrous machine named Karen McDermott heaved itself out of bed dressed and shuffle downstairs and made a huge breakfast and ate it.


Mrs. McDermott said to the sink, “I don’t know why a twelve-year-old girl must eat like a lumberjack.”


When it was done with breakfast, the great robot walked to school and sat down and seemed to listen.


The girl who sat behind the Karen McDermott Body had golden curls and sky-blue eyes.  Her name was Claire Delaroche.


When Karen McDermott sat down, Claire Delaroche sang a little tune:  “Fatty, fatty, where’s your daddy?”


It’s the same tune she had been singing every morning since September:  Fatty, fatty, where’s your daddy?  Karen paid no mind to it.


But on this particular morning, Claire added a new verse to the tune.  She stroked the back of Karen’s head and sang sweetly, sweetly:  “Fatty, fatty, tow-by-four.  Couldn’t get through the kitchen door.  Picked it up and did some more.  No, that’s not right,” Claire said.


It didn’t matter, of course.  Nothing that Claire said could matter to Karen, because the big machine only seemed to listen.


Suddenly Claire yanked the Karen McDermott hair and hissed:  “No! I should say, ‘Turned around and ate some more,’ right, Karen”  Don’t you eat three chickens a day?  I can smell fry-grease in your hair.”


No, no, no, no, no, no:  nothing mattered to Karen the robot.  And even if gross Karen happened by accident to listen; even if fat Karen happened to understand a word or two, that didn’t matter wither, because this is the truth about robots and machines:  they don’t have feelings.  They can’t feel anything at all.

Part Two


Here is how Shutup learned that her name was Shutup…


Last year, before she had moved out of the Body called Karen McDermott, her mother said, “This is not my child.”  Over and over Mrs. McDermott repeated the same declaration in different words:  “My child would never so something like this.”


Do something like what?


Like cry.


During that year Karen had cried and cried.  She couldn’t help it.  Exactly like a two-year-old she bawled and dribbled and drooled.  Karen cried messy and headlong and loud.


Not my child!  My daughter would never do this.


And why was she crying?


Well, it began when her daddy walked away, leaving Karen and Mrs. McDermott in the house alone.


He didn’t come back at the end of the day, or the end of the week, and Karen began to sniffle and whimper.  She missed him.  But Mrs. McDermott said nothing about the man who had left, who was Karen’s father.  She only said, “This is not my childe.”

Her daddy had left with nothing but his satchel-bag.


Karen had said to him, “What’s in your bag?


He laughed and said, “My underpants.”


She laughed, too.  “How come your underpants?” she said.


“A man must have clean underpants,” he said, “when he travel the wide, wide world.”


He tickled her ribs and she giggled:  “Hee hee.” They were in Karen’s bedroom, where he had stopped before leaving.


But suddenly he was hugging her so tight that it hurt her ribs.


“Little girl, this is for you,” she said.  He reached into his satchel-bag and pulled out a jewelry box of polished ebony.  With great care he placed the box on the top of her dresser.  He opened the lid.  A tiny ballerina popped up; a tiny music began to play; and the ballerina turned round and round and round.  Karen’s heart almost stopped at the beauty before her, and the love of the daddy that gave it to her. 


When the clockwork wound down and the music stopped; when she looked around to thank her daddy, she saw that he and his satchel were gone.  Gone from the bedroom.  Gone from the house.


He didn’t come back at the end of the month.  By that time Karen was whining a scared sort of whine.


“When is daddy coming home?” she asked her mother.


And Mrs. McDermott answered with one word, as if she were very angry.  “Never,” she said.


Never?  How could it be never?

On that night, then, Karen began to cry out loud.  She stuffed her face into her pillow so that her mother shouldn’t hear her, but she cried like a two-year-old:  “Boo-hoo!  Boo-hoo!” until she fell asleep.


Along about midnight she woke up because she heard somebody pounding something somewhere in the house.


She got up and followed the sound.  It was in the kitchen.  It was her mother, with two fists pounding on the kitchen table.  “I’m tired, I’m tired,” her mother was whispering to herself.  “It’s not my fault.  I don’t deserve such pain and torment,” she hissed like a woman broken at the throat.

Torment?  Why, it had not occurred to Karen that her mother was as sad as she was herself.


It was after her mother had gone to bed and after she had fallen asleep, that Karen figured out how to comfort her poor mother.  She got up and went on bare feet into her mother’s bedroom.  She crawled under the covers beside Mrs. McDermott and began to pat her back.


Softly she said, “It’s okay, Mama.  Everything will be all right.”


Suddenly the woman screamed, Yow! And flew out of bed.  “McDermott!  McDermott!” she yelled.


This is what she used to call Karen’s daddy when she was mad at him McDermott.  It’s how she scolded him when he was naughty.


“No, Mama!”  Karen cried.  “No, it’s me!”


Her mother ran to the doorway and flipped on the light.  “You?” she snapped.  “Who said you could come in here?  Why did you want scare me so?  Get out!  Get out!”


Karen began to cry.  Slowly she began to climb out of the bed, waiting for her mother to change her mind.  But instead of changing her mind, Mrs. McDermott grabbed her daughter’s arm and yanked her to the door and pushed her thought it and then slammed it in Karen’s face.


Karen McDermott leaned her forehead against the door.  She cried louder and louder.  She slid down to the floor, howling with great sadness.


But even as loud as she was crying, her mother was louder, shrieking inside her bedroom:  “Shut up!  Shut up!  Shut up!  Shut up! You aren’t my daughter.  Shut up!”


So that is how the days and the nights went thereafter.  Karen’s mother would not talk to her.  So Karen couldn’t help it:  she cried.  Then her mother would talk, but she would only say the same things over and over:  “This is not my daughter.  Shut up, please.  Shut up.”

Finally, when Karen was drying in the middle of the night, Mrs. McDermott came out of her bedroom and rushed into Karen’s bedroom.  “I told you ‘Shut up,’” she said.  Her eyes were twitching left and right, looking for something.  They found the ebony jewelry box on the dresser.  “I told you, “ she said,  “now I’ll make you shut up.”

I’ll make you Shutup.


Mrs. McDermott went to the dresser.  She opened the jewelry box.  The tiny ballerina popped up.  The tiny music began to play.  But this time the ballerina did not turn around.  Mrs. McDermott, hissing the words, “Your father was a wastrel!” reached for the pretty ballerina and, Snap!—broke it form the pedestal.  She shook it at Karen.  She threw it down on Karen’s bed.  “Shutup, Shutup, Shutup,” she hissed, then she left the bedroom and slammed the door.


And here is an amazing thing:   it worked.  Karen did shut up.  It surprised even her that suddenly she wasn’t crying any more.  But neither did she sleep.


The very next day at school another thing happened almost exactly like the thing that had happened the night before.


While the teacher was reading a story to the whole class, Claire Delaroche, who sat beside Karen McDermott that year passed a note to Karen.  The words on the note were printed in big, thick letters, on account of Claire’s sky-blue eyes:  they were nearsighted.  They couldn’t see things clearly.  But the beautiful Claire refused to wear glasses.


So the huge letter spelled:



KAREN MAC DERMIT



DRINGS FROM THE TOILET



HER DADDY…


But that’s as far as Karen could read the note.  As soon as she saw the word “DADDY,” she started all over again to cry.  She opened her mouth wide and she howled and dribbled and drooled.


The teacher looked up.  The teacher stamped her foot and said, “Oh, shut up!  Why can’t you be like the other children”  Shut up!  Shut up!”


In that very instant, the girl obeyed.  And she changed—changed everything without even thinking about it.


She did, indeed, “shut up.”  She shut up Karen McDermott’s big mouth, so there was not crying any more, no noise at all.  She shut up Karen McDermott’s whole Body:  shut up the windows and all the doors, as is that Body were a house for sale; then she herself—a tiny, pretty girl—moved out of the Body and into the shirt pocket, never to utter another word, never ever again.


She left the name “Karen McDermott” for the monster machine for the mechanical robot that everyone else (all the adults and all the children) called “Karen McDermott.”  And she knew her own truer name, because this is what they called her, the real girl that used to live inside gross Karen McDermott.  The real girl’s name was Shutup, and Shutup is what they made her.  Shutup is what she became.


And now she thought she was happy.  No once could find her any more.  No more teasing.  No more scolding.  Mo more crying.  No more troubles.  No more talking.  The miniature girl with the porcelain mouth—she planned to stay silent forever.

Part Three


“Fatty, fatty, where’s you daddy?”


The reason why Claire Delaroche knew so much about the life of Karen McDermott is that the McDermott’s and the Delaroche’s were neighbors.


When they were little girls they used to play together.  In those days there wasn’t even a fence between their yards.  When they went to kindergarten they held hands because they were best friends, and both were a little scared to be going away from home.  They sat beside each other on the school bus.


And even though Karen would sometimes cry when she was little, it didn’t matter to Claire, because she cried sometimes, too.  It’s what children did when they were scared.  And they relieved the fear by crying together.

And Karen knew that Claire could hear it when her own mother and father screamed at each other.  It’s why Claire didn’t ask why Karen was sometimes in the morning.  But Karen knew that her best friend understood, because she took her had.  They waited for the bus holding hands together.


But somewhere between the third grade and the fifth grade things changed.


Karen McDermott grew bigger and bigger on account of her eating.  She still cried, though.  Every first day after every vacation from school she felt so terribly homesick, that she would put her head down into her arms on the desk and boo-hoo so loud that the other children whispered.  They giggle.  And Claire Delaroche stayed away from her at recess then.  And after school, Claire would sit by somebody else on the bus.


One afternoon in the fourth grad, Karen got off the bus and went into her house and found it was empty—no mother there, no father, just herself alone.  Someone had polished all their hardwood floors.  Someone had moved all the furniture into the other rooms.  The wax smell was everywhere, and the sound of the whole house was as hollow as a cave.  Karen burst into tears.  She wailed and wailed because she thought that her parents had moved away without telling her about it.  She rushed next door to Claire’s house, still drooling and dribbling and howling out loud.  But when Claire opened her door she whispered, “Go away.  You shouldn’t come over without asking.”


Karen heard giggling inside Claire’s house.  That’s why Claire was whispering.  She had some girlfriends with her.  Maybe it was a party.


Claire whispered, “You look ugly when you cry.”  And she shut the door.


And here was another change during those years:  while Karen was just growing big, Claire Delaroche was growing into a knockout.  She was beautiful:  bright, sky-blue and squinting eyes; a golden fall of hair, all ringlets and the softest waves.  She had learned a certain kind of giggling—a sort of “Look-at-me” giggling, a “See-how-I-don’t-care-about-a-thing” giggling—which made the other girls fall all over themselves to become her friend.  To get invited to her house.


And Karen had a suspicion that another way  which Claire had for getting the girls on her side was to make fun:


Fatty, fatty, Cincinnati…


Who would mock the girl who mocks better than anyone?


And maybe Claire was proving to everyone that she and Karen McDermott had never been friends, or surely not the best of friends:



Fatty, fatty, Cincinnati,



Face is snotty, hair is nappy…


By the time they were eleven years old Karen McDermott always sat alone in the front seat of the school bus.  Claire sat with a whole flock of pretty girls in the back.


“Do you know,” she sang aloud, giggling, “what Fatty McDermott wants to be when she grows up?”


Luckily, this was on the same day when little Shutup, the tiny child, had moved out of the gross Karen-Body and into the picket of its shirt.  Luckily, I say, because today the Karen-robot was only seeming to listen, and all her feelings were gone.  She didn’t’ feel anything.


“Well, I’ll tell you,” Claire Delaroche giggled and giggled:  “A dancer!  Can you believe that?  A dancer!”


Never mind.  Never mind.


It didn’t matter.


Because in silence and in private, indeed, indeed this very night, the miniature girl will cross a field of blood-red velvet and step up on a pedestal and gaze into the glass before her, where she will see a delicate figure whose mouth is as small as a nick in porcelain, whose cheeks are whiter than linen, whose eyes are black as the ebony heads of little pins—and she will dance.


She will dance.

Part Four


But they were twelve, now.  Twelve years old.  And Claire sat behind the mechanical robot, Karen McDermott, in the sixth grade class at school.  And that big Body never turned around, no matter how hard Claire tried to get is attention.  No feelings or wounds or hurts at all.  Safe.  A fortress for little Shutup, hidden in its pocket.


Safe, yes.  But finally not safe enough.


Every fortress has a door, and every hiding place a hole.


And sometimes, in a single instant, all the walls fall down, and there we are, blinking in the sunlight, unhidden, and there!

This is what happened:


Home the children were going in the school bus, the gross Karen in the front seat of the bus, taking up two spaces, sitting alone; and the beautiful Claire surrounded by giggling girls in the back.


Home they were going on a warm spring day.  No one was singing tunes about Karen.  Maybe the Body was actually disappearing from view.  Could that be possible?  The bus windows were open.  The breezes came in.  There were yellow jonquils and handsome daffodils bursting in the yards of the neighborhoods.


Home they cam to the street where the McDermott and the Delaroche houses sat side-by-side with a fence between them; and here the bus pulled to a stop across the street, in the exact same spot where it had stopped for six years now.

The mechanical Body called Karen rose up and descended the steps and went out on the sidewalk.  It walked around to the front of the bus and began to cross the street.


Claire would be coming behind, though Claire would wait a while, allowing the Karen-Body to go first and alone.


Just as the Karen-Body was about to step up on the far side of the curb, it heard a sound and it paused.  Actually, Shutup must have heard the sound, too.  They both paused.  They both turned and looked up the road, the way the bus had come.


A purple car was driving this way, very fast, not slowing down.


Why wasn’t it slowing down?  Maybe it thought that this Karen was the only Body to be crossing the street, that there were no more students to come.


No more students?


Yes! One more student!


Karen and Shutup turned further to look behind them, and there she was!  Claire, coming ‘round the bus.


Karen screamed, “Claire!  Look out!”


But the beautiful girl wasn’t wearing her glasses, squinting and squinting, and coming still, into the path of the purple car.


And then Karen didn’t’ think.  She acted.  She ran back across the street as fast as she could and jumped to push Claire out of the way.  And she did:  she knocked Claire out of the way, but her own backside got hit by the purple car, and she flew through the air for about six feet before hew skidded to a stop, but she had kept her eyes on Claire all the while, to make sure that her friend wasn’t hurt.


Claire wasn’t hurt.


Karen was hurt.  The Body had taken a real bump, and felt it.  She would soon be bruised all over here rear end.  But more important than that, she had felt fear for Claire!  And she had felt the memory of friendship for Claire.  She had feelings!


And more important event than that:  Shutup had talked!


She had said, “Claire.  Look out.”


She wasn’t shut up any more.


She was right there, back inside the body of Karen McDermott, out in the open once more.


And this was the proof:  Claire Delaroche was looking at her.  At her!  And on Claire’s face was the very same look of fear that Karen had felt on her own face before.  And maybe some of that fear was for her, for Karen, still sitting bruised on the ground in the front of the bus.


And then this is what happened next:  even before the drive of the purple car had jumped out and run back to the two girls, Claire knelt down beside Karen, and she took her hand, and both them began to cry—not diamonds, but real tears warm and wet.


They sat in the street and cried together, exactly as friends do.


So that’s how Karen became Karen again.
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