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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Jazmin, Pearl and Chrissie, and all the children who have passed through my home. It’s been a privilege to have cared for you and to be able to share your stories. And to the children who live with me now: thank you for your determination, strength and joy, and for sharing your lives with me.

This is an older story from my collection, but now feels like the right time to share it with you.



A Sister for Christmas

The true story of one girl’s life-changing decision and a bond like no other

Maggie Hartley
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A Message from Maggie

I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account about what it’s like to be a foster carer, to talk about some of the challenges that I face on a day-to-day basis and some of the children I’ve helped.

My main concern throughout all this is to protect the children who have been in my care. For this reason, all names and identifying details have been changed, including my own, and no locations have been included.

Being a foster carer is a privilege and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else. My house is never quiet but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I hope perhaps my stories inspire other people to consider fostering as new carers are always desperately needed. In fact, the latest statistics are alarming. Ofsted figures from 2022 showed that the number of available homes for foster children in England had fallen by almost a quarter in four years. This comes at the same time as the number of children in the UK care system is at a record high. Foster carers are needed more than ever so please do look into it if it’s something that you or someone you know has ever considered.



Prologue

Safe with a Sister

As Jazmin walked down the landing to the seventh-floor flat, she could hear the music blaring before she even got to the door. The curtains were all drawn, and the bass was so loud that the paper-thin windows were practically shaking.

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Jazmin hammered on the front door.

‘Mum!’ she yelled. ‘Mum, it’s Jaz. Let me in.’

Nothing.

The music was so loud that it made her chest throb.

‘Mum, please. Open up.’

In desperation, she pounded on the door one last time. Much to her surprise, it suddenly swung open and she realised that it hadn’t been locked.

Jazmin walked into the hallway and peered into the living room, her eyes blinking in the gloomy light. The air was thick with smoke and the pungent smell of marijuana stung her nostrils and made her head spin. The room was filled with people she didn’t recognise – a couple of men were sitting on the sofa, two more lying on the floor. There were empty bottles and cans littered all over the tatty carpet – cider, strong lager, vodka, whisky – along with packets of Rizla papers, cigarettes and overflowing ashtrays.

Finally, she saw her – a figure slumped on a chair in the corner.

‘Mum,’ she said, rushing over to her. ‘Where is she? Where’s Pearl?’

Her mum, Mandy, looked up at her. Even in the gloomy darkness, Jazmin could see that her mum’s pupils were dilated and she had that vacant look in her eyes that told Jazmin she was out of it on drugs.

‘Mum,’ she shouted, shaking her. ‘Tell me where Pearl is!’

Her mum gave her a big grin and her eyes rolled back into her head.

‘Pearl who?’ she slurred. ‘Go home, Jazzy.’

Jazmin could feel the panic rising in her chest.

‘You want a puff, sexy?’ leered one of the men on the sofa, offering her a joint with one hand and squeezing her bum with the other.

‘Get off me,’ Jazmin yelled, pushing his hand away.

‘Silly bitch,’ he sneered. ‘You’re not like your mother.’

Her mum cackled, her head lolling forward in the chair.

Jazmin felt sick to her stomach. She stepped over the bottles and debris, and ran down the hallway to the small box room at the back of the flat. It was only as she pushed open the bedroom door that she heard whimpering.

‘Pearl,’ she gasped. ‘It’s OK. Jazzy is here.’

Her four-month-old sister lay in her cot. Jazmin could tell from how red her face was and the way her cheeks were still wet with tears that she’d been crying for a while. There was no sheet on the cot and the mattress was stained and filthy. As Jazmin picked Pearl up, she realised her tatty babygro was soaked with urine and had poo all the way up the back of it.

‘Oh, Pearl,’ she soothed, cuddling her close. ‘You’re going to be OK.’

Jazmin could tell from how heavy the nappy was that it was hours since it had been changed. Pearl shivered in her arms and she realised that the room was freezing. There was no warmth coming out of the storage heater and Pearl’s skin was cold to the touch.

It was late September and there was no bedding or blankets in the cot.

‘Let’s get your nappy changed and get you in some dry clothes,’ Jazmin told Pearl.

Jazmin put her sister down in the cot while she searched the room for clean clothes and nappies. But no matter where she looked, she couldn’t find any. There was no proper furniture; the floor was littered with various carrier bags but all she could find were stained babygros, dirty disposable nappies and mouldy bottles of formula.

Jazmin might only have been eighteen but she knew this no way for a baby to live. Her sister was in danger.

Just then, Pearl started howling. This time they were proper loud, guttural cries.

She was cold, wet and probably hungry.

Jazmin knew there was only one option if she wanted to make sure her sister was safe. She took off her coat and wrapped Pearl up in it, then bundled her into her arms.

‘Come on, Pearl,’ she whispered. ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

She was shaking with nerves as she walked past her mum and her druggie mates but they were too stoned to notice her leaving. She sighed with relief as she walked straight out of the front door and quietly closed it behind them.

‘You’re safe now, Pearl,’ Jazmin whispered, holding her sister close. ‘I won’t let anyone ever hurt you again.’
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