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Other People’s Children does not neatly tie up loose ends concerning the fate of some of the children portrayed in this book. This is because the outcome of most foster children is rarely known to the foster parent—the pain of the uncertainty being just one facet to the heartache of foster parenting.

I dedicate this book to my foster parent partner, my constant source of support and encouragement, the man I am blessed to call my husband. 

 


PROLOGUE

“Why are children so childish?” Robin groused to herself as she sat valiantly attempting to put two coherent thoughts together for her newspaper column that was due tomorrow. But every time she had an idea, it disappeared through the leaky sieve of her brain before she could formulate it into meaningful words on her computer screen. Her powers of concentration were becoming increasingly more difficult due to the continuous racket of yelling, slamming, stomping, and arguing threatening to tear the house apart. Tuning it out had not worked. Nor had ignoring it—and she was becoming concerned about what she would find beyond her office door. 

Muttering under her breath, she threw open the door and ventured forth into the fray. God, give me patience and give it to me now!

Of course. They were arguing about the fly swatter. There were only two million, five hundred thousand, six hundred and seventy-four (give or take) assorted toys of every shape, size, color, and model in the playroom, as well as enough outdoor play equipment to make it look like their home was the site of a perpetual yard sale, and the kids were arguing about the fly swatter. She put her hands on her hips and glared at the three youngsters engaged in the heat of the battle.

“I had it first!” Jeremy declared.

“But I saw the fly!” Jenny countered.

“Miss Robin,” Melody cried, turning her big blue “Precious Moment” eyes on Robin, “Jeremy said he had it first, but I really did! Honest!”

James is right. Robin’s shoulders sagged wearily. We really do need a new hobby. Maybe skydiving. Or running with the bulls. Either would certainly be less stressful and less dangerous!

It was times like this that made Robin tend to believe the propaganda about people like her. With the exasperation rising up in her, wanting to screech at the unreasonable urchins to “grow up,” she was feeling less and less godly at that moment. Women like her shouldn’t be given such an overwhelming responsibility. Yes, Robin was a horrible person. The worst of the worst. Worse even than the proverbial wicked stepmother in the Grimm’s fairy tales (although she was that, too). She and her husband, James, were the type of people who were always plastered in the media—television shows and movies, books, newspaper and magazine articles—the type of folks who made shivers run down people’s spines at the mere mention of what they did. More sinister than axe murderers, more malevolent than terrorists!

They were foster parents! They took in other people’s children in order to rake in big bucks from the state Department of Children and Families, and once they had the helpless miniature humans in their evil clutches, they abused them for their own deviant amusement, forced them into unpaid servitude, locked them in dark closets, starved them, and otherwise ignored and neglected them. 

She took in a deep, sighing breath. Gently removing the fly swatter from Jenny’s fisted hand, she set it on top of the refrigerator out of the children’s reach. Amid protests of “that’s not fair” and other objections, she attempted to explain to the three maligned urchins just why one didn’t play with fly swatters. 

As her sound reasoning fell on deaf ears, the phone rang. She answered it, placing one hand over her other ear to block out the ongoing arguing.

“Mrs. Seville?” a formal-sounding woman’s voice queried from the other end of the phone.

“Yes.” Robin struggled to hear over all the commotion. She gestured for the children to be quiet. Of course nobody paid any attention. They had abandoned the fly swatter squabble and were now arguing about an old copy of House and Garden that one child had found under the sofa. The dust-covered magazine was being ripped apart in three different directions as each child angrily declared it to be “mine.” Actually, the magazine belonged to Robin, but it had been so long since she had had the time to sit down and leaf through a magazine, she figured the decorating ideas were passé by now, anyway. Not that she ever tried any of the suggestions. Somehow in her hands, the desired effect was never quite achieved and simply looked retro tacky or Early American hideous.

And the garden? Forget it. The only thriving green in her yard were the weeds. She cowered each time she entered the garden center, afraid someone would recognize her as the plant murderer and throw her out. On the other hand, the garden center did make a lot of money off of her, as she steadfastly refused to give up purchasing more plants to slaughter with her black thumb, just knowing that this time they would thrive!

Suppressing a sneeze from the cloud of dust waved and fanned through the air by six little hands, she attempted to walk into the other room. The three little persecuted human beings trotted after her, each trying to outyell the other to have his or her case heard. 

“This is Beth Hampton with the Department of Children and Families. I’m the new caseworker for Jeremy and Jenny Haynes. I am in the neighborhood and I need to stop by and see them.”

Now? Robin groaned inwardly. As she fought a momentary urge to give in to a fit of hysteria, her eyes took in her surroundings. The house was a mess—as in worse than the customary mess. As in somebody might alert the Health Department kind of mess. Laundry waited to be folded on the coffee table. At least seven hundred toys had migrated from the playroom into the living room, scattered in an obstacle course between the sofa and the television set. She had meant to clean up the dishes, which still sat on the kitchen table from lunch and which she forgot about when she received the news that the deadline for her column had to be moved up due to the holiday weekend. At least a dozen pairs of smelly shoes littered the foyer floor, as well as backpacks that had been left where they were thrown, the contents of which were spilling out helter-skelter. 

She smacked her hand to her forehead in a dramatic gesture and tried very hard not to say a bad word. Saying bad words in front of children was not only an un-Christian thing to do, but would likely be repeated at the worst possible moment. “Um, how long will it take you to get here?”

“Miss Robin,” Melody interrupted. “The dog pooped in the hall.”

“Eeeewwwww!” the twins, Jeremy and Jenny, chimed in. “It stinks!”

“Oh, I can be there in five minutes,” Beth assured her cheerfully. “I’m right down the street.”

Swell! 

“All right.” Robin’s mood soured even more. What else could she say? Please give me two hours to shovel out the house? Oh, and by the way, I am on a deadline at work and don’t have time for this now? “See you in a minute.” 

She hoped her voice didn’t convey the annoyance she felt. She hastily hung up the phone, grabbed a tissue and dealt with the dog’s deposit, then sprayed a liberal blast of Febreze in all directions. She should have bought stock in Proctor and Gamble. For all the Febreze she went through, she could have been rich by now.

“Listen,” she told the little group hovering around her holding their noses, “I need for all of you to pick up your shoes and backpacks and take them to your rooms.”

They stared at her like she was speaking a foreign language. 

“Can I have a Popsicle?” asked Jeremy. 

“Me too! Me too! I want a purple one!” cried Jenny.

“No, I get the purple one! There’s only one left!” insisted Melody.

“You got the purple one the last time!”

“Did not!”

“Did too! Miss Robin, Melody got the purple one the last time!”

“Listen.” Robin struggled to defuse the situation and attempted to shift the focus away from Popsicles and to the imminent disaster at hand. “We have a visitor who’s going to be here in just a minute. We’ll have Popsicles later, but right now I need for you to—”

“Doorbell!” they all announced at once. The dog began barking her I’m going to eat whoever is on the other side of that door threat. As if anyone would be afraid of Pixie. They really should put up a “Beware of Dog” sign to stroke her fragile canine ego.

“I’ll get it,” Jenny stated.

“No, I’ll get it,” Jeremy countered.

“It’s my turn! No fair!” Melody objected. 

All three children pushed and shoved each other to the front door, where they fought over the doorknob. Robin stepped in, earning a well-placed, foot-bruising stomp on her instep from at least two scuffling little feet. She separated the tangle of small bodies and opened the door, plastering on a fake smile. Man, did her foot throb!

“Miss Hampton, won’t you come in?” she greeted pleasantly, noting with a sinking realization and pure mortification that the poor woman had had to wade through an obstacle course of discarded bicycles, scooters, skateboards, basketballs, baseball bats, and several miscellaneous things that didn’t even belong on the porch to reach the door. Things probably weren’t this disheveled in the homes where children were actually removed for dangerous living conditions. 

“Pixie! Be quiet!” she hissed at the yapping dog.

Beth Hampton stepped gingerly around the shoes, backpacks, and toys and made her way into the living room, Pixie hot on her heels, barking her head off.

“What happened to Ginger?” Robin referred to the twins’ previous caseworker. She had to raise her voice a little to be heard over the din of the dog and the excited children.

“She left for another job.”

“Oh. Where?”

“I think it had something to do with a manager training position at Burger Buddy.”

Robin nodded. The one before that had left to be a maid at a Quaint Inn. 

“Please, have a seat.” Shoving books and toys off the couch, Robin made a small spot for Miss Hampton, who perched on the edge as if the debris would somehow engulf her and drag her down into the depths of the sofa cushions amongst the other unmentionable items that lived there, never to be seen again. She reached down and took a clipboard and a thick folder out of her briefcase.

Pixie jumped up next to her and attempted to lick her face. The children tried to outdo each other in a bid for her attention. 

Robin shooed the dog away, but not before Pixie passed a particularly offensive cloud of gas.

“Eeeewww! Pixie far—”

“We don’t say that word!” Robin chided. “Why don’t you go play in the playroom?”

Of course the children ignored her, hovering in the living room, holding their noses and making rude faces at each other to express their distress about the aroma. 

Beth Hampton managed to maintain her persona of professional dignity. Robin sat back and appraised the young woman opposite her, who sat with a tight smile on her face. Beth Hampton couldn’t be more than twenty-two, although she apparently had taken great pains to appear older. Her dark hair was severely pulled back into a neat bun reminiscent of an old schoolmarm, and her tailored pantsuit screamed I am a mature professional. Robin half expected her to pull out a pair of spectacles to give herself an aura of wisdom. Too bad she couldn’t grow a mustache—that always worked for young men wanting to give the impression of age. 

But in spite of the image she seemingly worked so desperately to portray, she had to be fresh out of school. This was probably her first assignment. 

“Now, then,” Beth began, in a firm, authoritative voice. “I need to see the school and immunization records for Jeremy and Jenny.”

Robin suppressed her irritation. “I emailed those to Ginger twice. Just in the last couple of weeks.”

“Hhmmm.” The young woman frowned and flipped through more papers. “Well, I don’t see them here. Would you mind sending them again? Here is my email information.” She handed Robin a business card. 

Of course not. I don’t have anything else to do but resubmit paperwork that’s already been submitted twice. “Why don’t I print you a copy? Everything’s scanned into our computer.” Robin rose, but Beth Hampton waved her down.

“No, email would be better, if you don’t mind. Now, have you made a dental appointment for Jenny and Jeremy yet?”

“I tried. The health department isn’t taking new patients right now for dental procedures. They said to call back in six months.”

Beth frowned again. “They really need to be examined sooner than that. You’ll need to call them again or find another clinic.”

“The health department is the only place that takes children on Medicaid,” Robin explained with overexaggerated patience, because Miss Hampton, being the professional social worker, should have already been aware of that. 

“Hhmmmmm. Okay. Well, I need to give you this.” The young woman shuffled through her paperwork again and handed over a booklet titled Proper Nutrition for Growing Children.

Robin made a noble attempt to appear interested and even thumbed through it casually, planning to toss it in the circular file as soon as Miss Hampton left. Surely by now she knew how to fix a decent meal, although a little prickle of guilt wormed its way into her conscience for the frozen pizza she had fed the kids for lunch. 

“I need you and Mr. Seville to read through this, take the test in the back, and send it back to me.”

Melody chose just that moment to pipe up. “Can I have some of my candy you gave us for Valentine’s Day?”

“Me too!” added Jenny.

“No, you ate all yours,” Jeremy pointed out.

“Did not! You took mine! Miss Robin!”

Robin ignored them. “Is this some sort of new requirement?” she asked, incredulous, while the children continued to noisily bicker with one another as to whose candy was still uneaten. 

“Yes, there are a number of new requirements,” Miss Hampton informed her. “You will also need another set of fingerprints by the end of June.”

“What’s wrong with the old fingerprints? I don’t believe my old ones have changed.” Robin attempted a stab at humor.

“It’s a mandatory new rule,” the young woman replied, unruffled. 

“Why, may I ask?”

Miss Hampton shrugged. “It just is. Department policy.” 

“Of course, I understand.” Oh, I understand, all right. “Departmental policy” is just another term for some overpaid and underworked bureaucrat who has too much time on his or her hands!

“Also, the parental visitations have changed. Judge Olson ordered a third visit on Wednesday afternoons between three and four.”

“But that’s when the twins have their after-school tutoring!” Robin cried. “You do realize that Jeremy and Jenny are hopelessly behind due to their mother failing to register them in school.”

But unfortunately, biological parents had all the rights, regardless of their suitability to raise children. And that included visitations even when the timing was unreasonable, such as during school or nap times. 

Miss Hampton shrugged again. “That’s what Judge Olson ordered.”

“Fine,” Robin said through tight lips, “we’ll rearrange our schedule.” 

Again!

Robin wished all judges in the child welfare system actually had to work for at least six months in the field with a caseworker to appreciate how many hoops had to be jumped through in order to implement the numerous mandates they ordered. Perhaps they should even be required to be a foster parent for a year or so. She was convinced that this particular judge, Judge Carrie Olson, stayed up nights thinking of new ways to inconvenience everyone connected with a case, as she passed down her indiscriminate and seemingly lack of common sense rulings. The judge had once even admonished Robin in open court, when she had complained about the department not doing what they had promised, that with her experience in working with the department as a foster and adoptive parent she should have known better than to trust the department. Seriously!

“I need to do an inspection of your house,” Beth announced abruptly, changing the subject.

“Again?” 

“Yes, I realize it has already been inspected, but since I’m taking over the case, I need to do it personally.”

Dear Lord, don’t let her look in the children’s bathroom. No telling what kind of science project is growing in there.

“Of course, where would you like to start?” And how long is this going to take? I’m on a deadline for work. Of course, she couldn’t actually say this out loud. But a lot of people who worked in “the department” seemed to think foster parents had no life. 

“I need to see the thermometers in your refrigerator and freezer.”

Robin led the way to the kitchen, wincing at the spilled juice on the counter and floor that someone had not cleaned up. Beth opened the refrigerator. A bowl of leftover applesauce balancing precariously close to the edge of the shelf lost its battle with gravity and toppled out, landing with a “splat” at her feet. She jumped back, a little too late.

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Robin apologized, looking around for a paper towel. “The kids don’t always put their food away properly.” In fact, she hadn’t even realized that someone had not eaten his or her applesauce for lunch. Children were good at hiding what they didn’t want to eat. Usually they just tried to sneak it into the garbage when she or James wasn’t looking, but occasionally it got put back in the refrigerator on the pretext of “eating it later.”

Miss Hampton accepted the wet paper towel and wiped the offending sticky substance from her shoe. “The temperature in your refrigerator is too warm,” she proclaimed, showing Robin the tattletale thermometer.

“No, the temperature is fine. The problem is the children open the refrigerator hundreds of times a day and either take detailed inventory or stare into it as if it should change channels.”

“Well, nevertheless, I’m resetting your thermostat.” The young woman reached down and adjusted the setting from 3 to a colder 4. 

“But then my fresh produce will freeze!” objected Robin. She made a mental note to set it back to 3 when Beth Hampton left. 

Next Miss Hampton walked over to the kitchen sink and turned the tap on full blast to hot. Letting the water run for several minutes (she, after all, didn’t have to pay the water or the electric bill), she produced a thermometer and took the temperature of the tap water. “Hhhmmm, your water temperature is too high. You need to turn down the setting on your water heater.”

Robin merely nodded. She refrained from mentioning that when they turned the setting down the last time, they had all taken lukewarm showers. Smile and nod, smile and nod. Remember to turn it down the next time Miss Hampton comes by. Assuming she gives you some notice before just showing up.

Fortunately, the swing set was anchored to department specifications and the windows were large enough to accommodate a firefighter. The dog and cat were up to date on their vaccinations, the fire extinguisher was current on its inspection, and the fire evacuation plan was still prominently posted as required, where little people, although they couldn’t actually read it or follow it, couldn’t destroy it, either. 

Medications were inconveniently locked away where it took an act of God to get to the Tylenol for a headache. The guns were locked away, too, separately from the ammunition, which was probably a good thing, as it would probably have been as easy to just shoot herself in the head as it was to get to the Tylenol. 

“Just let me know if there’s anything I can do to help you with parenting issues,” Miss Hampton offered, as she lingered at the front door.

“Oh,” Robin replied, a bit of surprise in her voice, “do you have children?”  

“Um, no, but I have a degree in early childhood development and child psychology.”

“I see.” Just you wait, sister. I’ve been where you are—of course, without the “degree” behind my name. But I’ve had more than forty kids in my home and I highly doubt there’s much you can help me with on the parenting front. Babysitting? Now that’s a whole ’nother matter entirely! She almost snorted. Yeah, like that will ever happen!

“Thank you, I’ll certainly let you know if there’s anything I need.” And then your phone will go to voicemail and I’ll be lucky if I can hunt you down in a week. 

Satisfied, Miss Hampton finally took her leave. 

Robin leaned against the closed door and breathed a sigh of relief. Then her brow furrowed. Something was not right. Uh-oh. What was that noise? It was a strange sound, one she couldn’t readily identify. Then she realized what it was. It was the sound of quiet. That could only mean one thing. “Dear God, give me patience and give it to me now,” she prayed, as she scurried to ferret out the suspicious silence. She walked into the dining room, and her last nerve unraveled as she took in the scene. The children had taken the opportunity to finger paint while she was tied up with Miss Hampton. Despite the fact they had been repeatedly told that finger painting was only to be done when Robin could “help” them, and then only at the kitchen table, they had painted the dining room table, the floor, the walls, the dog (the cat had the good sense to hide), and each other. Everything but the papers spread out in front of them. 

As she stood there surveying the damage, she envisioned herself as one of those cartoon characters whose head opens up allowing an avalanche of steam to escape. 

The trio looked up and spied her. 

“It was Melody’s idea!” Jeremy accused, pointing a green index finger.

“Yeah, it was Melody,” echoed Jenny. Both twins knew, however, that Melody was too small to reach the paints. As it was, one of them had had to do a bit of climbing to get to the contraband, which had been placed high up on a shelf where “kids couldn’t get to it.” 

Hah! There was no such thing!

Jenny and Jeremy, being fraternal twins, and two years older than Melody, often ganged up on her, the odd one out. But on occasion, the two girls took sides against Jeremy. Jenny was usually safe regardless of whose side she was on. 

Okay, you have a choice. You can leave all this and go cook these growing children a nutritious dinner or you can clean up this mess. She opted for the latter. After spending the better part of the next hour wiping up the paint, bathing the dog, and then the children, she made dinner—hot dogs and boxed macaroni and cheese. 

***

“You have bedtime duty,” she informed her husband as she stacked the dishes into the dishwasher. She tossed a handful of silverware into the basket, wincing as it clanged. “Mommy shift ended ten minutes ago.”

Obediently and without comment, James ushered the children toward their respective bedrooms to change into pajamas. It was like herding cats, but he eventually got the job done and the children tucked in for the night. He came back downstairs to find his wife collapsed on the sofa—the small spot not covered with toys, shoes, books, crayons, and papers. 

“Are they asleep?” she dared to ask.

“Just about. Want anything from the kitchen?”

She felt a smile break out on her face. She had hidden the last two ice cream sandwiches behind the frozen carrots to save as a reward for herself and her hubby. “Wait here.” Grinning, she hopped up and retrieved the goodies, turned on the television just in time to catch her favorite show, and proceeded to unwrap the treat. Just as she was about to take the first bite, she heard a little voice behind her. 

“Miss Robin, Jenny called me a tattletale!” 

Looking up, she saw Melody leaning over her shoulder. 

Melody’s eyes grew big. “Hey! I want an ice cream, too!” 

 


CHAPTER 1

She hadn’t started out with the intention of being a mother to other people’s children. But God, in His benevolent mercy, brought James into her life and saved her from the fate of being an old maid and a crazy cat lady. Well . . . technically, that wasn’t exactly true. The fact was she had been married at one time, but her husband left her for an older woman, leaving her with the stigma of the unpardonable sin of being a divorcee. She wished it could have been for something more exotic, say, like her husband had contracted a rare, highly contagious tropical disease and had altruistically banished himself from society to protect her, freeing her to go on with her life. Still, she was in the same boat as the beautiful Princess Diana, whose husband, Prince Charles, preferred the company of old horsey-faced Camilla; so perhaps Robin was in good company after all. However, she would rather be thought of as an old maid than a hungry divorcee on the prowl—which she most certainly was not. Besides, at her advanced age of thirty-six, who would want an old, used up secondhand wife?

The second limitation to her aforementioned fate was she only owned one cat, the reason being that Yankee, the cat in question, didn’t like other felines. Could a woman officially be a crazy cat lady with only one cat? Probably not. Yankee’s full name was D_ _ _ Yankee, because she refused to allow her ex to call him D _ _ _ Cat. In the divorce, she obtained custody. However, she did have three dogs, of which she also had custody. Was it possible to be a crazy dog lady? Did that designation even exist? And come to think of it, why were there no crazy cat men? She didn’t really know, but surely James had rescued her from something disastrous concerning her future sanity and moniker.

She wasn’t exactly looking for husband number two, but one night at church she turned around and there he was. The Air Force had just transferred handsome Major James Seville to the nearby air base in Middleton. Although Robin didn’t know an F-16 from an F-stop, and therefore didn’t realize she was supposed to be awestruck by the dashing ace fighter pilot, he seemed to be a nice man. Truth be told, she was more impressed with the fact he was at church on a Sunday night than she was with his fighter pilot status. They spent a few Sundays after church making small talk before he finally asked her out.

“Say, I was wondering. I have a coupon for a two-for-one dinner at the Officer’s Club that is getting ready to expire. I would sure hate for it to go to waste. Would you like to go with me?” His disinterested tone of voice in posing the invitation sounded as if he didn’t particularly care one way or the other whether or not she would accept.

It was hardly the passionate declaration of desire to spend time in her charming company that she would have hoped for. Nevertheless, it was an invitation, and, well, it really would be a shame for the coupon to expire. Being a coupon-clipping queen herself she was well acquainted with the pain of missed opportunities on bogos (“buy one get one”). Still, she doubted the lure of the coupon in order to procure a date would have worked on anyone but her.

“I would love to,” she replied.

One thing led to another, and before she knew it she had become Mrs. James Seville. That is, the second Mrs. James Seville—the first Mrs. James Seville, having decided she no longer wanted the title, departed for greener pastures as Mrs. Elmer Beckelheimer. However, along with James came three readymade children, two of whom opted to move in with him and Robin.

So now she was an official wicked stepmother, having literally acquired someone else’s children overnight. And not just children, but teenagers, no less. Was it mentioned earlier James saved her from future insanity? Crazy cat lady with only one cat was sounding better and better all the time. Having had no previous experience with children, it was a monumental step. Ordinarily teenagers started out as precious babies and adorable toddlers who endeared themselves to their parents’ hearts, so when they got to be teenagers, parents had those sweet memories upon which to draw—which was probably the only thing that kept them from strangling the pubescent monsters. That, plus the unspoken wish they would someday produce offspring just like themselves. Fortunately, however, as teenagers went, James’s two were much better than most, although Robin worked hard to restrain herself from overstepping her bounds. She didn’t want to give the appearance she was in any way trying to “co-parent” with Mrs. Elmer—plus teenagers didn’t automatically consider a woman a mother authority just because she happened to marry their father. Since they were James’s children and it was his job to be their parent, she bit her tongue on more than one occasion. After all, who was she to them, really? An appendage of their father’s, acquired through no fault or choice of theirs, and she wanted to make their difficult transition into the two family broken homes as pleasant as possible. So she quietly went about picking up dirty dishes left in the most unlikely places, suppressing her irritation when she went to get something in the cupboard only to find an empty box, tracking down “borrowed” items which never seemed to find their way back to where they belonged, chauffeuring at all hours of the day and night to school and important teenage social events while trying to make herself invisible, ignoring the teenage drama, and not complaining about the telephone being tied up for hours—this being in the dark ages before the evolution of the cell phone.

It slowly dawned on her, however, as she drove her stepdaughter to the mall for the umpteenth time and waited at the dentist with her stepson, helped James pay for clothes, food, entertainment, required school necessities—yearbooks, senior pictures, class rings, and later college—attempted to cook food the kids would actually eat, washed, dried, and folded endless baskets of laundry, helped pay for airline tickets for the children to fly out over Christmas, spring, and summer breaks for a visit with their real mother, and tried to make as few demands as possible upon their lives, that she had all the responsibilities of a mother, but few of the privileges. Although this seemed inherently unfair, it was what it was and there wasn’t anything to be done but accept it graciously. After all, in spite of Mrs. Elmer Beckelheimer’s admonition that Robin was not their mother, she still had to act like one. What was she supposed to do? Put her feet up, eat bonbons, watch soap operas, and totally leave the youngsters to fend for themselves? 

So she patiently taught the two teenagers how to drive, as James, the ace fighter pilot, didn’t have the patience or the nerves. She attended all the school concerts, church youth activities, sports events, open houses, and graduations, and applauded proudly for her stepchildren’s accomplishments. And she really and truly loved it all. She felt blessed that James’s children were such good kids. And to their credit, her stepchildren did try hard to make sure she was included in everything. Still, it wasn’t as if she could take any credit in their accomplishments, nor could she bask in maternal pride. She was proud of them and happy for them and happy for James that he had such smart, beautiful, talented children, but none of it reflected on her. She knew her feelings seemed incredibly selfish, but sometimes it felt like James and the kids were the family and she was the outsider. And it was still Mrs. James Seville number one who took the place of honor at all the major life events, such as graduations, weddings, and the birth of grandchildren—as it should be. Robin understood and accepted her secondary place, but the vague, nagging emptiness in her heart refused to abate.

It was difficult, however, to hold her tongue when Robin knew everything there was to know about raising children. After all, who had had years of observing other parents’ mistakes with their less than perfect offspring? And on more than one occasion she had muttered, “My child would never act like that!” or “Why don’t they do something with that kid?” So it was only natural that now, since she had found the perfect mate, they should produce and raise the perfect child.

Alas, producing that perfect child proved easier said than done. After two years with no success, doctors were consulted and tests were run.

“What if there’s a woman at the desk?” James fretted, a bright crimson spreading across his face when Robin informed him of his need to submit a “specimen” to the lab.

With a great deal of restraint, Robin resisted the urge to throw something at him. “Then you hand it to her and tell her to have a nice day,” she growled through gritted teeth. For Pete’s sake, she had been the one to procure the specimen cup and plain brown paper bag in which to submit it.

“B-but—” he stammered.

“Do you have any idea of the extreme humiliation and ultimate invasion of privacy I have been subjected to over the past few months?” she screeched at him. “Not to mention the pain of those stupid hormone injections and the fact that they have turned me into a walking looney bird?” As her voice became more hysterical, James recoiled under her tirade. “Look at me!” She waved her hands. “I used to be a sane and reasonable woman! But forgive me if I’m having a little trouble dredging up much sympathy about your embarrassment for handing over a brown paper bag to a receptionist who may or may not be a woman!”

James stared at her, his mouth agape. 

Realizing the poor man had good reason to wonder why he had married Dr. Jekyll and ended up with Mrs. Hyde, she stopped, collected herself, and took a deep breath. “James, I love you with all my heart. So please don’t make me have to hurt you.”

In the end, James managed to sum up the courage to drop off said specimen. Robin figured his mental anguish couldn’t compare to the thought of having to face her again with another lame argument.

Unfortunately, however, even the miracles of modern medicine failed to produce the desired results. Dejectedly, they turned to adoption, fearing their advanced age would make that avenue impossible. But either by the grace of God or—as they were later to discover—His profound sense of humor, they were informed by their adoption lawyer, five months after submitting the application, they were to be parents in a little less than a month. 

Unlike most parents with the luxury of several months to anticipate and plan for the birth of their baby, Robin and James waited quietly and secretly, electing not to prepare the baby’s room or even to tell their friends and family.

“I don’t think I could bear it if the birth mother changes her mind and I have to look at an empty nursery,” Robin worried, “or explain to people what happened.”

“I understand,” James agreed. “There are too many horror stories of adoptions falling through at the last minute.”

So when Jason was born and parental rights surrendered, they had exactly two hours to get the essentials a newborn required. As James carefully examined infant car seats, Robin paced and wrung her hands.

“Just pick one! We have to meet the lawyer at the hospital in an hour.”

“We still need to make sure we have the right car seat.”

Robin pointed to the display. “There. I like that one.”

James frowned. “I think that one will be harder to buckle.”

Aaahhh! Why did I have to marry a man who makes sense? “I’ll go look for baby clothes and bottles while you decide.”

After what seemed like an eternity, they arrived at the hospital with the carefully selected infant carrier in hand. Robin jabbed the button for the elevator and bounced on the balls of her feet. “Hurry up, stupid elevator!” She poked the button again for good measure.

“You already pressed the button,” James pointed out. “Pressing it again won’t make the elevator come any faster.”

“Stop being reasonable,” she muttered, as the door to the elevator opened. 

The elevator lumbered slowly to the fourth floor where the maternity wing was located. Miraculously it didn’t stop on the second and third floors. Robin took off as fast as could be decorously allowed in a hospital corridor, James on her heels. They found their lawyer, Kathleen, in the maternity waiting room, bent over her open briefcase. 

“Oh, we hope you weren’t waiting long,” Robin apologized.

“No, I just arrived,” she assured them, taking out a stack of paperwork. “Before we go in, I just need for you sign the final papers. I have colored indicators on each page.” 

James pulled his reading glasses from his front pocket and examined the documents Kathleen handed to him. Entering his name, he passed them to Robin. She scribbled her signature quickly, not caring whether or not it was readable.

“Okay, I guess that takes care of everything,” Kathleen said, gathering up the papers and placing them neatly into her briefcase. She snapped the case shut and stood up. “Are you ready to see your baby?” Not waiting for an answer, she led them from the waiting room to the nursery across the hall and knocked lightly on the window. A nurse looked up and crossed the room to unlock the door. 

“The Sevilles are here to take the baby,” Kathleen explained, indicating for them to proceed into the room. The joy in Robin’s heart was so full she was afraid she would burst. How long had she prayed and waited for a child of her own? Her cheeks already ached with the broad smile on her face. 

The nurse smiled and led them to a bassinet in the middle of the room. Robin’s breath caught in her throat with her first glimpse of her son. Her son! Kathleen was talking to the nurse, but Robin’s mind blocked out everything but the sight of the swaddled infant lying on his left side. A thick thatch of dark hair covered his little head and his brilliant blue eyes appeared to be following her.

“I guess that about does it,” Kathleen said. “Do you have any questions before I go?”

Kathleen’s
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