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Heroine And/Or Caricature?

The Older Woman in Desperate Housewives

ROS JENNINGS AND MARICEL ORO-PIQUERAS

Desperate Housewivg®BC 2004-2012) is a successful US-produced tel-
evision text that focuses on the lives, concernd, struggles of a group of
American women living in the fictitious suburban end of Wisteria
Lane. Generically hybrid, the series encompassesegits of drama, com-
edy, soap opera and even gothic (Lancioni; Hill) aogether withAlly
McBeal (Fox 1997-2000) an8ex in the CityHBO 1998-2004)Desperate
Housewivedorms part of a trio of key television texts thetve received
close attention with regard to issues of postfemini@mininity and female
identities (Chicharro Merayo; Kaufer Busch; McCadred Akass 2006;
Akass and McCabe 2006a). The narrative strugglebkeofour central fe-
male characters iDesperate Housewives Lynette Scavo (Felicity Huff-
man), Susan Mayer/Delfino (Teri Hatcher), Bree Vam damp/Hodge
(Marcia Cross) and Gabrielle Solis (Eva Longoriagpresent, as Elizabeth
Kaufer Busch arguedt]he unfeasibility of the twenty-first century happy
housewife heroine” (95). Aged between their late ig8rto early fifties, the
four main female protagonists encapsulate RosaBiltls definition of
“postfeminist sensibility.” Within the overall native of Desperate
Housewives their individual stories interweave and combinehwiach
other to demonstrate that for the four pre- andipenopausal heterosexu-
al women at the heart of the text “notions of autopochoice and self-
improvement sit side-by-side with surveillance, giboe and the vilifica-
tion of those who make the 'wrong' ‘choices' (eeg.ome too fat, too thin,
or have the audacity or bad judgment to grow old@r$3).
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The overwhelming preoccupation of existing reseasochDesperate
Housewivesto engage only with characters who are involved ‘leaper-
ate’ battle to conform to the postfeminist ideaisdzlineated by Gill has
worked to exclude and devalue the importance ofacitars who are not
similarly portrayed. Female characters who have ntlaeléwrong choices’
by not just growing older but more specifically bgtrrying to defy and
disguise their age through the representational crstnetic processes of
youthification have so far attracted little academitention. Because post-
menopausal women fall outside the scope of postistrinncerns the role
of the older women withiflDesperate Housewivdsas largely gone unno-
ticed. This paper attempts to reverse this omisbypoffering an analysis
of one of Desperate Housewivesblder female characters, Karen
McCluskey (Kathryn Joosten). The following analysiglores the role of
Mrs McCluskey both as an older woman within the seaied as an exam-
ple of how older women are perceived, representeduaddrstood within
American and Western society more generally.

Although there are other older women characters ardlni@ same age
range as Mrs McCluskey in the series, such as |léaritberg, Karen's best
friend during the first seasons of the series, Ms&ey is the only older
woman character who is present throughout the whgte seasons of the
series and whose character is developed in any .dBptiming over eight
seasons, which amounts to a fictional time sparhiofeen years, with a
five year gap inserted into the series continuigmween season 4 and 5,
Desperate Housewiveserial format facilitates the viewers’ ability to-ob
serve both the process of character ageing andtasoultural attitudes at
play in relation to it; diegetically within the teand intertextually in their
own viewing responses. During the span of the sdvles McCluskey ages
from her mid-sixties to her late-seventies and,abee her character also
moves to a more central role within the community bf Wisteria Lane
and the TV series overall, her representation besocameimportant focal
point for an analysis of the representation of alder woman within the
series.

1 For instance Karen McCluskey is only mentionedyvbriefly in a few
sentences on two pages throughout the whole of lMe@ead AkasReading
Desperate Housewives
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Old Age, Television Genre And Desperate Housewives

The “generic fusion” ofDesperate Housewivageates a complex textual
space where “incongruity, idiosyncrasy, exaggeratiowl absurdity are
used to foreground the polysemy of a particulansgsituation or charac-
ter” (Lancioni 133). The suburban location Désperate Housewivam-
derpins the overall ambivalence of the text. On aggaphical level, the
suburbs can be understood also as a marginal ppa@@ned, as they are,
between the city and the countryside. On the surféee retro inflected
white picket fence mise en scene of Wisteria Landarms to the ideal of
the American dream but below the surface, within thfines of the pris-
tine domestic spaces, things are less benign (Militeria Lane is a limi-
nal space where realities are multiple and oftertradicttory (Lancioni)
and characterisation is always in productive tensadher than homogene-
ous or unified. When conceptualised within a notdproductive tension,
an analysis of Wisteria Lane’s oldest female rasisieKaren McCluskey
provides an important instance of an older womasgreed as more than
just a one-dimensional stereotype.

Serial complexity (Creeber) also plays its part,ameer the span of
Desperate Housewivesharacters are able to be developed rather #an r
maining static. Ultimately, what shapes Karen McCaysk textual depic-
tion is a process of mutual dynamics which link vedeal representations
to “the broader currents of practical consciousmdshinking and feeling,
active within culture” (Corner 126). IDesperate Housewiveshe com-
plexity and uniqueness of its serial narration a&dmevident from the very
first episode when it becomes clear that the nardtthe series is actually
dead. The voice-over narration is from Mary Ann Youadriend of the
four main desperate housewives, Lynette, Bree, SasdnGabrielle, who
had just committed suicide. The hybrid and multirgline construction of
Desperate Housewivesork to transgress and challenge discrete bounda-
ries from the outset by combining elements fronfedént television gen-
res; by bridging the separation of life and deatth ly calling into question
limited and fixed understandings of identities. Th#owing sections will
discuss how the complex textual strategies of thieseonstruct Karen
McCluskey and more especially the ways that thiddee in relation to
some of the key cultural tropes that shape undefstgs of older women
in Western society.
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Negotiating Binary Approaches to Ageing

During the course of the eight seasonsDekperate Housewive&aren
McCluskey moves from being credited as a “guest stebeing credited as
“also starring®. Her role is transformed from marginal figure tattiof a
central supporting character as she becomes mdremare entwined in the
storylines involving the four main protagonistsiie process of this transi-
tion her life story, emotions and motivations beeomore known to the
audience and other characters. At the same timagfiresentation of her
character becomes more nuanced and moves beyonditierdepiction
which conforms to what Margaret Cruickshank suggsdise “characteris-
tic mark” of the older woman: “an alien creaturesttypand crabby” (5).

When Karen McCluskey is first introduced in sea%pshe is presented
in stark contrast to the text's four central prataigts. The first episodes in
which Mrs McCluskey appears seem to reinforce mdrthe limiting ste-
reotypical conceptions of the older woman in Westariture. She is por-
trayed as a lonely and irritable old woman who liglme with her beloved
cat (Lancioni). She is presented as being outsidetloer’ to the hegemony
of the youthful postfeminist heterosexual ideal.nhiany ways she corre-
sponds to deep-seated myths and conventions opdlse menopausal
croné (Ronn and Dausgard). A widow in her late sixties,dwercerns and
circumstances seem at the outset to be quite eliffesfrom those of her
younger neighbours.

As Featherstone and Hepworth indicate, a negativeralliens domi-
nates the representation of older age. In theiwvyvigmages of youth be-
come positively charged with connotations of beaahergy, grace, moral
fortitude and optimism, whereas images of old ageolme negatively
charged with ugliness, idleness, degeneration ardlrfalure” (252). Mrs
McCluskey is introduced as a difficult and disruptcharacter. In season 1,
episode 14, entitled “Love is in the Air,” she acsitynette Scavo’s chil-
dren of having stolen her clock. Audience sympashgiiiected towards the
more established central character, the overworkddoaertired mother of

2 In Series 7 she is credited as “starring” inépesodes that she appeared in.
3 In season 3, when news of her husband’'s bodygbfund in the freezer
becomes public, the neighborhood children paintttWion her door.
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four. Lynette’s desperation as a housewife is roatduer inability to con-
trol her children despite previously managing ehHeyel business portfo-
lio. With no responsibilities except to her cat, nejte treats Mrs
McCluskey as a crazy old woman with no demands antinee. As
Markson puts it “older women are at particular redkmadness, decrepi-
tude, death or murder: visual reminders of the lossnobility, loss of
mind, loss of functional capacity, and possibildf lingering or sudden
death is associated with aging” (93):

McCluskey: Your little criminals snuck into my hauand stole my wall clock.
Lynette: What?

McCluskey: It was a hand-painted, purple and wiiddl clock. My son made it.
Lynette: Are you sure you didn’t displace it. Ndesfce, but you probably forget
where you put things.

McCluskey: No offense, but you should be sterilized

Lynette: Look, my boys do not break into peoplems$es. Sure they may have
stolen your flowerpot.

[Later in the episodg.

McCluskey: Maybe it's my dementia but | still haltsiound my white wall clock.
Lynette: Nobody in my family knows or cares wheeiystupid clock is. (“Love is
in the Air”, 1.14)

As Eva Krainitzki argues,[&]geist stereotypes express predominant ideas
about the ageing process, constructing ageing @®aess of decline and
reifying ageism as acceptable” (35) and it is thageist assumptions that
underpin Lynette and her children’s initial attiesd and responses.
Lynette’s default response is steeped in a predambinultural stereotype
of old age that automatically equates it with mew@tline even though
their exchange presents Mrs McCluskey as quick-a/itted also clearly
aware of the cultural tropes that Lynette is empigyagainst her.

By the end of the episode, the audience is invibeshed its initial per-
ceptions of Mrs McCluskey as a selfish old womanblmao sympathise
with Lynette’s difficult situation. Not only does shiern out to be correct,
Lynette’s children had actually stolen her preciatieck’, but when

4 We learn that the clock was given to her by loer who died when he was 12
years old.
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Lynette’s children go round to apologise she irsviteem in for tea and
biscuits. The audience is given a glimpse of a nhor@ane and less irasci-
ble side to her character. However, when the Scavs bogne to apolo-

gise, as the following exchange between them andMMGluskey demon-

strates, the underlying interplay of chronologicsbcial and individual

understandings of age in operation between the dogshe older woman
illustrates just how much perceptions of age areéucally inscribed and

highly subjective:

Boys: We're sorry.

McCluskey: That's it uh? Didn’t you know that stiegl is wrong? How old are you
anyway?

Boys: We're six.

McCluskey: And how old are you?

Parker: Five. [...]

Porter: And how old are you?

McCluskey: How old do you think?

Porter: 150. (“Love is in the Air", 1.14)

Roles And Representation: The Older Female Body

Cruickshank suggests that, culturally, “old womee seen as old bodies,
physical appearance encompasses their whole bei#)g”Hor women,
menopause is considered to be ‘the change ofuiféch transitions them
into old age (Sontag; Greer; de Beauvoir). Accordiageritics such as
Kaplan (1999) and Woodward (1999), the negativeestgpes associated
with old age and the older body serve to make the & youth especially
traumatic for women.

In Desperate Housewivethe dominance of the postfeminist sensibility
(Gill) reinforces negative associations with becomamgold woman. For
the series’ main protagonists, Bree, Lynette, SasahGabrielle, every day
is a perpetual battle to maintain the “sleek tonedtrolled figure [which]
is normatively essential for portraying success”ll(®50). The less than
perfectly groomed Karen McCluskey provides a cawtstaminder to her
four neighbours of the work involved in maintainiagpropriate youthful
femininity. The ongoing project of ‘successful aggithat Bree, Lynette,
Susan and Gabrielle are engaged in, requires bettisiavowal of old age
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and the physical abilities and material circumsgsnto do so. As John
Bell’s analysis of the television seribturder, She WrotandThe Golden
Girls concludes, despite the fact that both programnage lolder women
as their main protagonists, they are imbued withci§ipecharacteristics
which make them difficult models to achieve by thetrof the population.
In the same way as the central protagonists of Viésteane, the protago-
nists of Murder, She Wroteand Golden Girlsare powerful members of
their communities, they live in an affluent envinoent and are affluent
themselves. In addition, they are generally healgocially active and
quick-witted. An important contrast between the desgehousewives and
the postmenopausal protagonists in Bell's studhad “they may be sexy
but not sexual” (308-309). Bell argues that altHotige representation of
successful ageing in television drama “may satiaftasies of many older
or younger viewers, it hardly presents an accuriatene of American life”
(310). As Cruickshank argues, successful ageingliimiting concept de-
spite the apparent positive overtones of the tesnit & embedded in the
neoliberal capitalist context where profit definagaess. As such, “the
often substantial differences in aging createdthypieity, class and gender
are covered up by the falsely universalizing phtasecessful aging™ (3).

Mrs McCluskey's circumstances exclude her from ping the goal of
successful ageing. From season 1, we learn thdtashbad quite a difficult
life; she had endured the loss of a son, a failadiage and her last hus-
band had died. She was living on a fixed income wiichnot allow her
many luxuries and, above all, she was suffering faothritis which she
had to keep under control in order to keep mohilé maintain her inde-
pendence. The realities of Karen McCluskey's piiecar financial situa-
tion is explored in tru®esperate Housewiveserio-comic style in season
3, when it is discovered that she kept the bodyeofdead husband, Gilbert,
in her freezer so she could cash his pension clse@sehe had signed his
pension over to his first wife. By means of this tplbevice, Karen
McCluskey’'s own ‘desperation’ to keep her indeperdds made clear.

It is significant that once women have gone beydralr tfertile years
and have raised a family, their fictional roles &éi&een traditionally limited
to those of the mother or motherly figure (Marks@uupland). Through-
out the series, Mrs McCluskey is not portrayed h&s mother or grand-
mother, the stereotypical positive image of theebldomen as pointed out
by Markson. Despite the fact that she occasionallyybits for her neigh-



HEROINE AND/OR CARICATURE? | 8

bours, she never actually takes that role. In facy, time she takes care of
Lynette Scavo’s children, she asks the Scavo’séone kind of economic

compensation. In the beginning, Tom and LynettevS8eae sceptical that

an older woman will be able to keep their childredemcontrol, especially

when Lynette struggles to do so herself:

Lynette: A million teenagers in this street and yine McCluskey?

Tom: What's the big deal?

Lynette: Well, for starters, she’s ancient.

[Later in the episode, McCluskey and Lyngtte

McCluskey: What exactly is it you look for in a lyakitter? | may be ancient, like
you said, but I've never gotten drunk and lostkratthree kids.

Lynette: What?

McCluskey: | smelled wine on Bree Van de Kamp wkbae was looking for your
boys. (“Thank You So Much”, 2.15)

In this episode, Mrs McCluskey confronts Lynetti@siting conceptions of
old age and makes clear that being old does notrhek incapable but
rather gives her certain experiential advantage® @rthe advantages of
Desperate Housewivasserial format is that, by virtue of a narrative and
generic complexity that is developing over timegdnstructs a televisual
space where the four main younger women protagogestsgreater under-
standings of themselves as well as others. In #nses as the series ad-
vances, the four desperate housewives understahdviisaMcCluskey’s
blunt and bold character is the result of havinguovive in an environment
in which entering old age and being female are mgdo valuable catego-
ries. In the particular episode between Lynette leinsl McCluskey men-
tioned above, as well as in other small fights betwbese two characters,
Lynette is ultimately the one who has to confront tin fears about the
fact that she herself is ageing in a society in Wwhieing old equates to
decline, loss and disempowerment. As Cruickshank|ag “aging in
North America is shaped more by culture than biolaggre by beliefs,
customs, and traditions than by bodily changeg): (iynette’s interactions
with Karen McCluskey therefore provide important atarpoints for self-
reflection.

Karen McCluskey's age, her lack of conformity tesffeminist notions
of appearance and neo-liberal constructions ofessfal ageing result in
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her abilities being consistently underestimatedhegyresidents of Wisteria
Lane. The often-discussed concept of the invisibitif older women in
society (Lovgren) frequently works to Karen McClugkeadvantage with-
in the plot lines oDesperate Housewive®n some occasions, she is por-
trayed as an amateur sleuth in the tradition oéwoflctional older women
such as Jessica Fletchddurder, She Wrofjeand Agatha Christie’s Jane
Marple. For instance in season 5, enlisting the leélher sister Roberta
(Lily Tomlin), Karen McCluskey solves the mysterfyEedie Britt's (Nicol-
lette Sheridan) new husband, Dave Williams (Neil McDagtg and his
unstable behaviour, discovering that Dave's ex-wifd daughter were
killed in the accident that involved Mike and Sug&aifino.

As she moves from peripheral character to a cestigporting charac-
ter through the course of the eight seasons, ibrbes clear that although
she eschews the role of a nurturing motherly type,is loyal and protec-
tive of her neighbours. She is a source of bold aigk advice to the
younger women protagonists and does not sugar-eeattlities of life in
her advice. Above all she is proactive on their lfebélising, as discussed
earlier, her older woman’s ‘cloak of invisibilityptgo unnoticed and garner
important information whilst also drawing on cultlyatlenigrated attrib-
utes of the older woman busy body, such as gossifetbthem to dangers
that might befall them.

Ironic and sarcastic on the outside but generodsusaerstanding on
the inside, Karen McCluskey is a complex characé¢her than a one-
dimensional stereotype. She encompasses Karin edigyconceptualisa-
tion of the ‘tant,’” who is a contradictory older womégure in Swedish
culture. Like Karen McCluskey, the ‘tant’ is at oard the same time an
admirable figure and a frumpish gossip.

Postmenopausal Sexuality

As Julia Twigg contends, the aging body is “not raltuis not prediscur-
sive, but fashioned within and by culture” (60). Gequently, despite the
increasing visibility in recent decades of oldemamtters in films, their
portrayals have generally strengthened, rather tessened, the cultural
associations that connect older characters witronstof unattractiveness,
decline and abjection (Krainitzki; Chivers). To eeat extent this results
from the cultural celebration of the physiologieatception. The exception-
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al ageing body has taken a certain hold in theipuilagination through

the celebration of glamourous older women stars Wbk ‘good for their

age®: their presence acting as a fetish against theicity” of decay and

decline (Twigg 61). At the same time, actresses whargter, or are sus-
pected of going under, the plastic surgeon’s kaike vilified in the press
and on social media for taking their own more coteceteps to avert the
perceived bodily ravages of age.

In terms of the physical signs of ageing and hegirag body, Mrs
McCluskey does not try to make her body look yourggefitter than it is.
She does not police herself about her appearantdgeisame way as the
four main protagonists. Referring to Bree, Susaynelite and Gabrielle,
Janet McCabe suggests that: “Of course, none dathies violate our con-
temporary obsession with bodies obedient to theakeowirm, the toned,
waxed, slender youthful-looking female body” (76). deason 5, Karen
McCluskey celebrates her seventieth birthday. Thssribes her age as
being different to that of the central female pgutaists and marks her
chronologically as older. It also confirms that shmesses, if only just, into
the broad age spectrum that would place her inp#lvental generation in
relation to the others. The concept of age andrgéina also corresponds
to common debates in relation to feminism and positiism and as Chris-
tine Holmlund explains, “postfeminists are genergthyng; a few are mid-
dle-aged; none seem old (Botox helps)” (116). im&e of chronological
age, at seventy, Karen McCluskey corresponds tadkeprofile of women
who might have been directly involved in second wiareinism’s battles
for women’s liberation. Her fierce independence drelfact that she does
not subject herself to the appropriate level ofegppnce anxiety dictated
by postfeminism would also connect her to the leg#csecond wave fem-
inism. Her humour and desire, however, contradictfeosnist assump-
tions about sex-hating humourless second wave fetaiand this also po-
sitions her within the dominant framework of ambivele thatDesperate
Housewivesnanipulates as its core approach.

Although the situation is gradually changing, fersimihas said little so
far about old age (Woodward 1999) and the older ferbady (Twigg).
Preoccupied with issues of reproduction, objectifica and desire, femi-
nism has concentrated on the premenopausal bodyodreger, sexy, de-

5 For instance British actress Dame Helen Mirren.
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sired and desiring body. Arber, Davidson and Ginn artipat “although
sex has assumed a greater importance within sdtietyperhaps ever be-
fore, old age remains outside this sexualized wavith the stereotype of
an asexual old age pervading not only popular ceiltout also policy, prac-
tice and research” (64). When forced to confrom #Httuality of sexual
activity in older age, Bouman et al. suggest thegd of the most common
cultural responses are silence, distaste and twisien (i.e. limited and
narrow definitions of heterosexual intercourse).éfaMcCluskey’s role in
Desperate Housewiveserves to challenge the negativity of these discou
es on several levels. In contrast to her youngeveationally heterosexual-
ly attractive neighbours, Mrs McCluskey frequendiges about her lack of
sex appeal and the fact that she is no longerctitieain the way that she
was when she was younger. She is still, however, aakexd desiring
body. She is not coy about the fact that she missgs In season 6, she
starts dating Roy Bender (Orson Bean) and they dmtmara relationship
where sex is an important component. In the followdngversation with
Gabrielle it becomes apparent that not only is sealder age almost cul-
turally inconceivable but there is additionally &t level of cultural
squeamishness involved when younger people aredfdmeonsider the
older sexually intimate body:

Gabrielle: | think it's sweet that you’ve found angpanion at this stage of your life.
McCluskey: Roy's no companion. The man has seeis.Parat’s right. I'm back in

the saddle. See, it started one night when Roydagkay bathtub was big enough
for two.

Gabrielle: Hey, hey, hey! You want me to crash ¢he? Cause | will. (“Nice is

Different than Good”, 6.1)

Within Desperate Housewivesuch of the humour generated in relation to
Roy and Karen'’s relationship stems from dominartucal attitudes com-
ing face to face with the realities of postmenophsea& and desire which,
as people live longer, will need to be reconsidefgdalitative studies of
later life sexuality and sexual practices (Arber, idagn and Ginn; Gott
and Hinchliff) suggest that sexuality remains andom@nt aspect of identity
and well-being. Increasingly, however, the neo-liberaject of ‘success-
ful ageing’ extends to notions of successful oivadater life sex (Katz and
Marshall) which suggests that the four postfemiprstagonists will need
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to be as obedient and disciplined in their purstippostmenopausal sexual
‘fitness’ (Marshall) as they have been in the pitrstiappropriate feminine
grooming and style.

The humour displayed when Karen McCluskey sharesshea has a
fulfilling sex life with her younger female neighhmsus in sharp contrast to
the pathos present in the scenes in which Roy amelnkexpress their feel-
ings for each other. When later life sexuality imlgsed in academic re-
search, there is a tendency to discuss it merelyerms of the ‘perfor-
mance’ of a narrowly defined act of heterosexualiaeactivity (Bouman
et al.; Katz and Marshall). As Bouman et al. indégahis overconcentra-
tion on sexual intercourse obscures more holistdeusstandings of sexuali-
ty, namely that: “Sexuality, in the old as well && tyoung, encompasses
far more than this. It includes all the physicdinracies” (151).

Ageing, lliness And Death

In Eva Krainitzki's study of older lesbians in cine, she identifies that one
of the main narrative cinematic devices to disavtdeinsame-sex desire is
to desexualise these relationships through notdrikness and the reduc-
tion of physical intimacies to those of nursing aratting tasks. Research
(Bouman et al.; Gott and Hinchliff) suggests thath@igh illness and in-
firmity is likely to have discernible impact on bosexual desire and ex-
pressions of sexual desire, it does not necessamitlythem. When Karen
McCluskey’s lung cancer returns in season 8, arfduad to be terminal,
the negotiation of everyday sexuality that encormgagpressions of “loyal-
ty, passion, affection, esteem and affirmation oé€’s body and its func-
tioning” (Bouman et al. 151) can be identified ir melationship with Roy.
To achieve this, the narrative requires the charaand also the audience
to navigate their way through the implications asduanptions that under-
lie both the wider cultural constructions and alse internalized cultural
conceptions of age and narratives of dependency dautine (Cruick-
shank). As indicated earlier, the complex genertestdopted irDesper-
ate Housewivesdlictates that the exploration of Karen McCluskegésicer
is addressed along a spectrum of approaches aniibamthat range from
black humour to exquisite tenderness.

In American culture, self-reliance is a key elemeihpersonal and na-
tional identity and moving to a stage where helmégded “often brings
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anguish and humiliation” (Cruickshank 10). Over toairse of the series,
Karen McCluskey has been as constructed as vahgngndependence and
as she faces this final stage of her life she wantsmain autonomous. She
decides initially not to tell Roy because he hasaly endured the death of
his first wife and does not want to put him througsirailar situation. She
decides to commit suicide so that she can taker@ooit what will happen
to her. This results in a range of darkly comic &atical scenésall of
which are ultimately foiled and end in failure. Bynsidering suicide, Mrs
McCluskey is resisting what Cruickshank, among ahbave defined as
the overmedicalisation and institutionalisationadd age. In the last epi-
sode of the final season @fesperate Housewivelsaren McCluskey is
fully embraced into a community of women at the hedirthe Wisteria
Lane. This comes about once Roy assures her heoigysenough to be
with her to the end and Bree, Lynette, Susan andi@lgbinsist on taking
care of her so that she can die at home with minimedical intervention.
As the voice over articulates: “she was pleased sooder, after all those
years, that they thought of her as a friend” (“Give the Blame”, 8.22).
Admittedly the affluent context of Wisteria Lane pides her carers
with time and resources to support her and alsardartable environment
in which to do it, but the material circumstancesna lessen the overall
psychological and cultural impact of the act its€tiis engagement with an
impending death dismantles some of the fears atidralibarriers related
to disease and death in Western society (Twigg).igslighted earlier, the
audience is able to see that Karen and Roy’s oglsttip is one that contin-
ues to find new forms of sensual and emotional esgioe; particularly in
her deathbed scene when Roy tenderly kisses to tthinss of Johnny
Mathis’s Wonderful, Wonderfyplaying on the record player. This diegetic
use of music rather than using the underscore pbradiegetic musical
soundtrack emphasises the choice, considerati@aspte and love that
they are able to share even at this final stage.ifitergenerational friend-
ship that is forged between Karen and her neighbiswatso significant and
counters what Norbert Elias denounces as the fatt ith an increasingly
individualised society defined by economic and ab'success’, the old are

6  Her various methods, from asking Bree to helpdoenmit suicide while Bree
makes up silly excuses to avoid the situation t@lfy lying down behind
Lynette’s car and waiting for her to leave the leasd run her over
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now generally left in institutions rather than spegdtheir last years
amongst families and friends.

The fact that as an older woman character, Karenl@y is the on-
ly person in the series who dies due to diseaser#tlhn murder, accident
or suicide is not a signifier of the usual sterpatsl construction of older
age and decline so common in film and televisicemdas. The final narra-
tive trajectory is primarily driven by the intertesal circumstances of the
actress who plays Karen McCluskey, Kathryn Joosté, at the time was
herself suffering from terminal cancer herself. sten died only 20 days
after the screening of the final episode, at the a@g7Z. In terms of the
portrayal of illness and older ageresperate Housewiveantil the termi-
nal cancer storyline, Karen McCluskey is shown a&toic character who
needs to manage her chronic arthritis but who waerméted to live as full
a life as possible. The diagnosis of Lynette’s Hadgklymphoma in sea-
son 4 also suggested that cancer, and indeedslinggeneral, can strike at
any stage of the lifecourse rather than being thegsve of older people.

Heroine And/Or Caricature?

The final episode oDesperate Housewivegould seem to direct the audi-
ence towards viewing Karen McCluskey as a heroinertiyhbefore her
death, and knowing that she has nothing furtheose,l Mrs McCluskey
decides to accuse herself of having killed andafied of the body of Ga-
brielle’s abusive father, Alejandro, and thus, s@abrielle’s husband and
the younger woman protagonist from being charged thiéhcrime. The
overall fictional space oDesperate Housewivehowever hinges on am-
bivalence. The space and openness afforded byeties'shybrid synthesis
of different generic conventions produces comples eontradictory char-
acterisations that are open to a high degree efprgtation. None of the
female characters are purely positive or purely atigg and Karen
McCluskey is no different. By means of her shampgtee and her com-
plaints, she conforms to the stereotype of the gsuaid woman but simul-
taneously her quick wit and keen observations fdron her neighbours
and the audience to question their gut ageist fsedied assumptions. Mrs

7 See Guardian obituary, 4 June 2012, http://www.theguardian.cerafid-
radio/2012/jun/04/kathryn-joosten.
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McCluskey’s role irDesperate Housewivés in some ways the token older
women who bears the burden of representing undeisgmdnd misunder-
standings of older age in Western culture. She doesonform to the doc-
ile restrictions of the selfless nurturing mothergoanny figure or to the
postfeminist ideal of disciplined and glamourousiyadn addition, despite
not conforming to the standards of the sexy oldema she is shown as a
sexual woman and thereby confronts dominant notmnelder women
being asexual and beyond sex.

The dominant mode of ambivalence that operatesitiiroutDesperate
Housewivesonstructs Mrs McCluskey as both caricature arrdihe, and
does so by letting the contradictions of the twsifians play out at multi-
ple levels and in multiple interactions with theatlcharacters. Rather than
investing Karen McCluskey with the status of a heeoof older age, her
character and role aligns closely with Sandbergi®naoof affirmative old
age, where she “does not aspire to agelessnesempato reject and fight
old age, but instead seeks a conceptualisatioraecgptance of old age in
all its diversity, from active to sedentary, froexsally vibrant to sexually
indifferent” (35).
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