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Chapter 6

The Church Lady

1982
Eugene, Oregon

One summer afternoon, my neighbor Lois came to my front door with an older woman I’d never seen before. 

“This is my friend, Emily Watson,” Lois said brightly. “She wanted to tell you about the new class she’s teaching at Vacation Bible School this August.” 

Lois had one of those faces that always seemed to smile, even when she wasn’t particularly happy. She and her husband, Steve, lived in the house next to ours with their three children, Shandy, Stephanie, and Stephen. A visit from Lois and her family was always a welcome event at our house. 

I invited Lois and Emily into my living room and gestured for them to sit on the couch. I settled onto the piano bench across from them and pulled a sleepy Farema onto my lap.  

Emily smiled and said, “Lois mentioned that you have a toddler who is too young to attend VBS with your other daughter, so I thought you might be interested in the new class we’re offering this year. We want to minister to mothers in the community by giving them a little time to themselves during VBS. Would you like to sign Farema up for the class?”  

“I’d love to have her attend if you think it’s okay,” I answered. I was thrilled to have a couple of hours to myself, if only for a week. I didn’t think Farema would cause the teachers any trouble but would probably just sit quietly on the floor the entire time. It amazed me that a toddler could sit for hours so contentedly without seeming to need any interaction with others.   

Emily sat on the edge of the couch holding a small Polaroid camera and fixing her gaze on Farema as she spoke. Farema was hanging over my arm like a rag doll, a vacant expression on her face. She always looked this way when she was in need of a nap. 

I normally wouldn’t have let anyone see my baby until she was more rested and animated, but I had let down my guard when I saw Lois at the door. Now I felt my defenses scrambling back to high alert under Emily’s scrutiny. I was becoming increasingly sensitive about the way my toddler looked and acted, especially when she seemed so disconnected from the world around her, and I felt a fierce need to shield her from stares and unwelcome comments. 

“Farema’s about to pop off,” I quickly explained. “I was just on my way to lay her down when I saw you coming to the door.” 

In the past seventeen months, I’d become adept at offering explanations and excuses for Farema’s odd behaviors. I could pull any number of responses out of my hat at a moment’s notice if someone looked askance at my little girl. 

On more than one occasion at the grocery store or mall, Farema would throw herself on the floor without warning and begin to shriek in terror. Every eye would turn in our direction, and I feared that someone would suspect me of child abuse. I never knew when an explosion was coming, and when it did, no amount of consoling would appease my distraught child.  

“Oh, you poor thing,” I’d coo in my most soothing voice. “You shouldn’t have missed that nap!” 

Making sure my comment was loud enough to reach nearby gawkers, I’d bend over, scoop my screeching child off the filthy floor, and quickly carry her out the nearest exit. 

I’d left countless baskets of groceries abandoned in aisles and collections of toiletries and clothing heaped in the strangest places. My apologies were often only silent thoughts directed toward the confused and irritated shoppers standing transfixed before me. I knew that taking away the noise was the kindest thing I could do for them. 

On this particular occasion, it was Farema’s rag-doll listlessness, not a temper tantrum, that was drawing unwelcome attention from the stranger sitting across from me.

Emily smiled and nodded sympathetically at me, but instead of taking this as a cue to leave, she kept on talking. “Do you mind if I take a picture of you and your little one for the class. We need to have one for safety reasons.” 

Her request made sense to me, but I didn’t want anyone taking a picture of my daughter when she looked so worn out. That afternoon, Farema seemed especially detached for some reason. I tried to get her to sit up in my lap and smile, but she just slumped limply and stared off into space, a glazed look in her eyes. I knew the moment I put her down, she would fall asleep, but I wanted my company to leave first so I could sit in her room and watch her sleep for a while. 

I’d been watching Farema a lot more recently, trying to understand what was so different about her. But I couldn’t put my finger on it. I had been concerned for some time about the way she seemed to separate herself from the rest of us. She didn’t care to cuddle much, which was so unlike my other three girls, who had thrived on my hugs and kisses at that age. The only time Farema would allow me to hold her was when she was just about to nod off. I’d rock her to sleep in my arms, then I’d put her in her crib for her nap.  

Emily and Lois continued talking about VBS, and I felt a weariness fill my body as I listened halfheartedly. When they finally got up to leave, I mustered a smile and walked them to the door. I sighed with relief as soon as the door closed behind them, then I carried Farema into her room and lay her in her crib. Instantly she was asleep. I sat on the twin bed next to her crib and gazed at her, my mind spinning as I thought about how different she was from her sisters when they were toddlers.

The fact that she didn’t interact or communicate with other children her age bothered me the most. It wasn’t just the absence of verbal communication that concerned me; she completely ignored the children playing around her. My older girls had always loved playing with their little friends and had been willing participants in nearly every activity. One moment they would chase one another around the house, giggling wildly; the next, they would get into a fight over the same toy when there were dozens of others to enjoy. But Farema would do neither. No matter how much her playmates tried to coax her into joining the communal fun, she just sat slumped over in the middle of the action, seemingly oblivious to what was happening around her. Nothing seemed to move her, upset her, or elicit any sort of reaction at all. It didn’t matter whether another child tried to get her attention in a nice way or selfishly grabbed a toy from her; she had no interest in interacting with anyone. She had no real playmates to speak of, and I had come to think of Farema as a loner.

Even noises, whether loud or soft, didn’t seem to distract her or get her attention. As I sat by Farema’s crib and watched the rise and fall of her chest, I wondered whether she might have a hearing problem. That could explain why she didn’t mind being alone, I mused. Maybe, just maybe, this poor little child had given up on trying to interact normally because she hadn’t understood what was actually going on around her!

***

The summer of 1982 came to an end, and fall settled over Eugene. Chilly late-September breezes were blowing, and warm winter coats would soon be taken out of mothballs. Memories of summer were fading, though at times I wistfully recalled that blissful VBS week in August when I had several precious hours to myself, enjoying a luxurious bubble bath and going shopping without any interruptions. I hadn’t been able to do that since Farema was born.

One afternoon, I donned my waitressing uniform and primped in front of the bathroom mirror before heading to work. It was Cody’s day off, and I had agreed to work the evening shift at a nearby restaurant for a good friend who was having emergency surgery.

“Okay, I’m leaving!” I called out. 

I walked into the bedroom, picked up my purse, and rooted around for my car keys. No luck. 

“Cody, have you seen my keys? I lost ’em again.” 

I hurried into the living room and ran my hands along the sides of the couch, wondering if my keys, like so many other items, had disappeared into the bottomless pit that existed beneath the cushions. 

Still no keys.

After looking in the bathroom and kitchen, I finally spotted them on the bedroom floor, where they’d apparently fallen out of my purse. I made my way back down the hall and stuck my head into the family room to say good-bye to Cody, but he was fast asleep on the couch. Farema was in her crib sleeping as well, so I tiptoed to the front door. I didn’t want to disturb such a rare, peaceful scene, especially since Farema was still up crying several times a night with gas pains or earaches or something. None of us had been getting much sleep, and after more than a year of nightly vigils, it was taking a toll. 

Earlier that afternoon, Lisa and Lainee had gone off with friends who lived down the street, and they had taken their little sister Farah with them. I knew they’d be gone for a while and that my twenty-month-old probably wouldn’t wake up until after Cody had finished his nap. Even if she did, Cody would hear her on the baby monitor.

As I retraced my steps to the door, I happened to glance outside and noticed a woman coming up the walk. 

“Good grief,” I muttered under my breath. “Who could that be?” 

I didn’t want to wake poor Cody, so I opened the door, slipped outside, and quickly pulled it shut before turning to face the stranger on my porch. 

“Ooh!” the woman gasped, stepping back awkwardly and looking as startled as she sounded. 

“Can I help you?” I said, forcing a slight smile as I waited to hear what she was selling.

“Do you remember me, Lauri?” she asked, looking flustered. She stepped back again and teetered precariously on the edge of the porch.

“Uh…well…not really,” I answered, surprised that she knew my name. 

The gray-haired woman looked somewhat familiar, but I couldn’t seem to place her.

“I’m Emily Butler…from the church where your two little daughters attended VBS this summer…” 

Then it came to me. This was the woman who had come by with my neighbor Lois in July to talk about VBS and take a picture of Farema for the Birth-to-Two class.

“Oh, yes, I remember… I’d love to chat with you, Emily, but I really need to go. I’m on my way to work, and I’m almost running late.”

Somehow I felt uneasy about Emily’s spontaneous visit, but I wasn‘t sure why. 

“I really do need to speak with you for a few minutes. I was hoping we could go inside and talk…” 

The urgency in Emily’s voice bothered me. No, it frightened me.

“You see,” she continued, “ever since Farema attended my class, I’ve been feeling that I need to tell you something, but I didn’t want to be the one. I’ve been praying about this for weeks, trying to convince myself it wasn’t necessary. Every time I thought about coming over or calling, I talked myself out of it. But now, I honestly feel that God sent me here today.” 

I was dumbfounded. For a fleeting moment, I wanted someone else with me on the porch to hold me steady. Something about this woman’s body language, the tone of her voice, and the words she spoke sent a cold shiver through my bones. I tried to force a smile, but it was useless. I could hear my heart pounding as I stared at her in stunned silence. My mind was churning with incomplete retorts, but I couldn’t think clearly enough to ask why she felt that God had sent her to talk to me.

Where are my girls? I need them!  The thought screamed inside my head. I wanted my children near to shield me from whatever this woman was about to say. I felt a sudden impulse to run to my car and leave her standing on my porch. I didn’t want to hear another word.

As I gazed at Emily, I realized that she looked older than I’d remembered her. Her face was lined and careworn, and her gray hair was pulled back in a small bun, which made her look even older. With thin, frail-looking fingers, she captured a few strands of hair that were blowing free in the breeze and absent-mindedly rolled them back into place. 

I’d never been able to be purposely rude to anyone, so I knew I wouldn’t get away until I’d heard her out. I started toward the car in an attempt to lead her closer to hers, but after a few steps, I realized she hadn’t moved. I stopped and turned to face her, bracing myself for what she would say next.

“When I saw your little girl the first time I visited with Lois,” she began, “I felt there was something familiar about her. She reminded me of my oldest son, Stephen. Stephen was born with severe mental retardation, and by the time I had our second child, he was so big that we had to put him in an institution to keep him from possibly harming the baby.” 

As I listened to this insanity, I wondered if the woman standing before me was crazy. 

“Of course, I’m not suggesting you should do what we did,” she continued. “Times are different now…” 

I stood frozen in place as my brain tried to process what I was hearing.

“What exactly are you trying to say?” I finally managed. “Do you think there’s something wrong with Farema?” My voice came out too shrill, too blunt. I knew I sounded like the crazy one now.

“Well…yes,” she answered slowly, her eyes fixed on mine. “I do believe that she may be retarded—and possibly autistic.” 

She’d done it now. I couldn’t listen another minute. I’d spent many afternoons in the library, secretly flipping through child-development books, and whenever the A word came up, I’d turn the page as fast as I could. I wouldn’t, I couldn’t go there.

“I have to go to work,” I said woodenly, then I turned and walked around my car to the driver’s-side door. 

I was glad that Cody had slept through this unwelcome encounter. At least he’d been spared from hearing such an unwarranted accusation. As I unlocked the car door, I felt the blood drain from my face, and my legs were starting to become very heavy. All I wanted to do was escape this moment in time, to rid myself of this person who had invaded my home.

“Please, just listen for a few minutes,” Emily begged. “I’m so sorry I upset you. I remember how bad I felt when they told me about my son.” 

I paused with my hand on the door handle, then I released my grip and walked back to where she stood on the porch. 

“Can you tell me why you think my daughter is retarded or autistic?” I asked.

I told myself that nothing she said could possibly be true. But this woman had claimed that God had sent her, and I desperately needed to know why. 

“It’s the way her hands feel. And the look she has in her eyes. She doesn’t make eye contact. Haven’t you noticed?” 

For what seemed like an eternity, I simply stared at her. Then I returned to my car. Without looking at her, I opened the door, hopped in, and turned the key in the ignition.

As I backed out of the driveway, I felt torn. Part of me felt sorry for this woman who must have thought she was doing the right thing by coming to me. But another part of me was outraged that she had said such things about my child. I had to prove her wrong! I couldn’t let myself believe that such a terrible fate had been inflicted on my sweet, silent, strange little Farema. 

In a matter of minutes, this stranger had exposed the secret fears I’d been hiding deep inside. She had forced me to entertain, even for a moment, the heartbreaking possibility that my daughter might not be normal. And worst of all, she had invoked the name of God as a way to get my attention and make me wonder whether her theory might actually be true. 

My eyes welled with tears as I glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw Emily walking slowly toward her car. I noticed that more of her long, silvery hairs had sprung loose from their communal bun and now flapped awkwardly in the breeze. She looked pitiful, but I was too emotionally distraught to care about her feelings.

As I drove toward the restaurant, images of Farema’s strange reactions flashed through my mind in an endless stream. One scene, in particular, would repeat itself every time I came home from my waitressing job. After running around for six or seven hours straight, I’d burst through the front door, intent on getting my uniform off, especially my tight panty hose. Baby Fee would run over to me, and I would reach out for her, a huge smile on my face, ready to sweep my little one into my arms and kiss her soft baby cheeks. But she would never look at my face. No matter how hard I tried to engage her eyes, she’d pull away and, with open hands, gesture excitedly toward my legs. I knew what she was waiting for, but I longed to hold her close instead, to feel any reciprocation on her part. It was not to be.

“Okay, baby. Come on with Mommy. I have to sit down to take them off.” 

As soon as I’d pull my nylons down over my knees and off my feet, she’d stare intently at the indentations the elastic had left on my skin, her little nose almost touching my leg. Then she’d reach out a tiny index finger and trace the lines. 


“You know Mommy’s nylons leave those marks, honey. See? Here are some on your tummy.” 

She would usually ignore me or glance for a moment at the marks I was pointing at around her waist. Then she’d go right back to studying the marks on my legs until she seemed satisfied. At that point, she would stop abruptly and walk away, as if a switch had been turned off. 

I’d stare after her, confused and dismayed that my little one didn’t seem to care that Mommy was home. I was just an object of curiosity. She had only needed to check the elastic marks on my skin, and as soon as that task was done, she was off to do whatever she’d been up to before I’d walked in. I had no reasonable explanation for such puzzling behavior, so I’d buried it in a secret place in my mind, along with all the other weird things she did that I couldn’t understand. 

But Emily’s visit had blown the door off that secret place, and all the scary things I’d stashed there began floating to the surface of my consciousness. I tried to push the thoughts away, but they kept coming fast and furious. On an impulse, I turned down the street that led to my best friend Randee’s house. Work would have to wait. The tears I’d been holding back began trickling down my face the closer I got to her home. My memory had opened up, and everything I hadn’t wanted to see or acknowledge came gushing out. 

I’d often wondered why Farema stared right through me as if I were a pane of glass. Why didn’t she show any attachment to me? I was her mommy! Why didn’t she look into my eyes like my other girls did? Why didn’t she respond when I called and called her name? Why did she have such a weird, glazed-over expression most of the time? Why wasn’t she talking yet? And why did she do that alien-baby thing, with her fingers twitching in front of her eyes and the vibrating and all? 

I pulled my car up to the curb in front of Randee’s house and hurried to the front door. Randee had been my best friend since childhood. We’d been together through our teenage years and had weathered the numerous youthful disasters that came with the territory. She’d been there when I’d gone through my divorce and when I married Cody, and she’d been there when all four of my children were born. I shared things with her that I never shared with Cody because I wanted to protect him from worry. Randee knew my secrets and fears, my heartaches and joys. 

When she opened the door and smiled in surprise to see me, I burst into uncontrollable sobs. She could tell that something was terribly wrong, but she didn’t ask what had reduced me to tears and incoherent phrases like “My baby!” and “How could she?” Instead, she led me to the couch and handed me a cold washcloth to hold over my face. She sat down beside me and lightly patted my back until the sobs began to subside and I was able to recount the incident that had just taken place.

After pouring out the story, I asked her if she thought there was something wrong with my toddler. This wasn’t the first time I’d asked for her opinion about Farema, though I tried not to let on that I had serious concerns about her. I’d asked Randee what she thought of the alien-baby antics, and she was convinced it was Farema’s way of getting attention. I had also confided my concerns about Farema’s slowness in reaching certain developmental milestones. But no matter how worried I was about Farema, my dear, level-headed friend always had a way of calming me down and offering words of comfort and hope. She always pointed out Farema’s strengths, reminding me of the things that seemed normal about her.

“I think Farema is fine,” Randee assured me as we sat together on the couch. “She’s just a little slow, that’s all. Remember, Einstein didn’t talk until he was at least four years old. And little Fee is so smart! How many kids her age can remember the things she does! She never forgets where anything is, and she always finds her toys when no one else can!” 

Randee was right. Farema had a great memory, though I often wondered if it was a way to compensate for her inability to speak or follow simple instructions. She certainly danced to a different drum. Unlike most little girls her age, she never played with her Barbies or her My Little Pony dolls. Instead, she’d line them up or tear them apart and use the appendages to hammer things. And for some reason, her dolls had to be the same color. Whenever I let her pick one out at the store, she always chose the same color as the last four or five. I’d always wondered why. Still, my pediatrician had said, “No two children are the same,” and that gave me some comfort too.

Thanks to Randee’s encouragement and TLC, I began to feel a little better. I dried my face and reapplied my makeup while Randee called the restaurant and told them I would be arriving a little late. A few minutes later, I gave her a big hug and thanked her for letting me barge in. 

As I drove to the restaurant, I silently thanked God for Randee and decided I would reflect on my encounter with Emily when I had time to really give it some thought. I was relieved that I didn’t work at Cody’s restaurant. He never had to know about what had happened that day. I could stash the event in that secret place in my mind, along with all my other concerns about Farema. From now on, I would be more vigilant about guarding the door.

A few days after Emily’s surprise visit, I walked over to Lois’s house and knocked on the front door. I was embarrassed to let her see the panic in my eyes, but I had to know what she thought about Farema. For all I knew, Emily Watson was mentally unstable, but I trusted Lois. 

“Have you noticed anything unusual about Farema?” I asked, bracing myself for her reply.

Lois hesitated a moment and then answered, “Well, I have noticed that little Fee doesn’t look in our faces when we talk to her.” 

Lois always had such a gentle demeanor. Her words stung, but I knew they had been spoken with kindness and sympathy.

I thanked her and tried to hide how devastated I felt. As I walked back across the grass to my house, I fell apart, tears streaming down my cheeks. 

Over the next couple of weeks, Emily tried to call me at work, but I told a co-worker to say that I’d call her back later. I never did. Her calls to my house went unanswered as well. She must have called back at least four times before giving up. 

It was too threatening to talk to this woman again. With her scrutiny and her words, she had torn away the protective cloak I had wrapped my youngest child in. I couldn’t let her destroy the defenses I’d worked so hard to build. For now, I wanted to pretend that Farema was normal. I knew she was a little different from most children her age, but I told myself that things couldn’t possibly be as bad as I feared. Emily had to be wrong, and I was determined to prove it.
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