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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

with Heather Bishop


[image: image]






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.’






ONE


Missing Visitor


‘Oh no, you’ve beaten me again,’ I laughed as I slammed my cards onto the table, pretending to be cross that I’d lost.


‘I can’t help it if I’m really good at Cheat,’ smiled Chrissie.


It was a cold Sunday afternoon and, after a busy week, Chrissie and I were having a quiet day at home. I’d been catching up on some washing and admin while Chrissie had been hanging out in her room and doing homework. Finally, I’d managed to persuade her to come downstairs and play a few rounds of her favourite card game, Cheat.


Chrissie was fifteen and had been with me for the past couple of months. Her mum, Sheila, had a long history of depression. Sadly, after Sheila’s recent relationship had ended, her mental health had spiralled and she’d had a breakdown. She had been sectioned and was currently being treated in hospital. With her only other family being hundreds of miles away in Ireland, Chrissie had come to live with me.


‘Right, I’m going to retire from playing cards and make us a lasagne for tea,’ I told Chrissie, getting up from the kitchen table.


‘Can I make some brownies?’ she asked.


‘Course you can, lovey,’ I replied.


As I got the baking ingredients out of the kitchen cupboards, I was struck by how nice it was to spend time with Chrissie. She was a really easy-going child and I enjoyed her company. For the past two weeks, we’d had two sisters staying with us, an eight- and a ten-year-old, who had come to my house while their foster carer recovered from a hysterectomy. They both had ADHD and other behavioural issues, and to say they had been a handful was an understatement. It had been a hectic couple of weeks where I couldn’t leave them alone for a minute, so it was nice to have some time with just Chrissie and I again.


I was just about to start cooking when my mobile rang. The number that flashed up was that of my fostering agency.


‘Hi, Maggie, I’m so sorry to bother you on a weekend,’ said a voice that I recognised as belonging to Jennifer, one of the duty workers.


‘That’s OK, Jen,’ I told her.


It was a fairly small agency so I knew most of the people who worked there – the main one being my supervising social worker, Becky, although she wasn’t on call this weekend. When my agency rang me outside of office hours, it was pretty much always going to be about one thing.


‘Are you calling about a placement?’ I asked her.


‘Yep,’ she told me. ‘As you know, Social Services are desperate for carers at the moment – there’s a real shortage in the area.’


Sadly, it was a problem that was reflected throughout the country. There were more children coming into the care system than there were foster carers to look after them.


‘I saw that your latest respite placement has ended and you’ve gone back on the available list, and they’ve just called about a four-month-old baby,’ continued Jenny.


‘Oh,’ I gasped. ‘A baby.’


Chrissie’s ears pricked up.


‘Are we getting a baby?’ she whispered excitedly.


I always felt a deep sense of sadness when babies ended up in the care system; however, I was always happy to help. I was one of those people who loved babies. I’d smile and coo at them in cafés and on the bus, and I loved their gummy smiles, their tiny little hands and feet, and their (mostly) sweet smell. I didn’t even mind changing nappies or suffering the broken sleep.


‘I don’t think I could ever say no to fostering a baby,’ I told Jennifer.


She explained that she didn’t have a huge amount of information but that the social worker could fill me in when she brought her round later in the afternoon.


‘All I know is that it’s a little girl and she’s called Pearl,’ she told me.


‘That’s such a pretty name,’ I replied.


My mind was already ticking over, thinking about what I needed. I had a cot and some baby clothes in the loft, and I could quickly dash to the shops to grab any other essentials.


‘Are they coming straight away?’ I asked.


‘I imagine it will be at least an hour or so by the time they get the paperwork sorted from the courts,’ Jennifer told me.


‘OK,’ I said.


As soon as I put the phone down, Chrissie jumped on me.


‘Is there a baby coming to stay with us?’ she asked me excitedly.


‘Yes, there is,’ I told her.


I explained what little I knew about Pearl.


‘Is she coming for a long time?’ she asked.


‘I honestly don’t know at this stage, flower,’ I added. ‘It might end up being for a couple of days or it could be longer.’


That was the tricky thing about fostering. When a child was taken into the care system suddenly, you often got your information in dribs and drabs and the true situation wasn’t always immediately apparent.


‘I’m going to have to pop out to the supermarket before it closes and make sure that I have everything I need for when Pearl arrives,’ I told Chrissie. ‘I’ll start on dinner when I get back.’


‘Do you think the baby will like lasagne?’ Chrissie asked me.


‘She’s too little to have food,’ I smiled. ‘She’s only four months old so she just has milk.’


‘I can come with you to the shop and help?’ she asked.
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