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Gemma Atkinson is an actress, radio presenter and fitness guru. She currently hosts Drive Time on Hits Radio and co-hosts Steph’s Packed Lunch on Channel 4. Gemma made it to the final of Strictly Come Dancing in 2017 and her partner – and father to Mia – is professional dancer Gorka Marquez. Gemma is passionate about working with ethically sourced brands, from fitness to health foods, household goods, beauty products and baby lines. In 2018, Gemma released her first book The Ultimate Body Plan.




About the Book

Thank you for picking up The Ultimate Body Plan for New Mums. This, my second health and fitness book, is designed to help new mums feel and look their best.

Containing a 12-week postpartum ‘Baby Steps Body Plan’ and 75 delicious, nutritious and speedy recipes, plus wellbeing strategies to help keep you sane during this period of immense change, this book will ensure you feel physically and mentally strong enough to handle whatever is thrown at you (probably apple purée).

I assure you that the phrase ‘snapping back’ does not appear within these pages in anything other than an angry way! Instead, this is a ‘feel stronger, healthier and more confident’ plan. By dedicating just 12 weeks to training sensibly, eating well and being kind to yourself, I promise you will start to feel like you again.

It’s the plan that’s kept me together ever since giving birth to my own little bundle of joy and sleep-thief, Mia, and I couldn’t be more proud or excited to take you on this journey.

Gemma

xxx




Also by Gemma Atkinson:

The Ultimate Body Plan




To my little Mia, and to all the strong women out there.

‘She believed she could, so she did.’
(Anon)
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DEAR READER

Thank you for picking up The Ultimate Body Plan for New Mums, designed to help new mums feel and look their best!

This, my second health and fitness book, contains a twelve-week postpartum fitness plan, seventy-five delicious, nutritious and speedy recipes, and also a section dedicated solely to self-care and wellbeing. The Ultimate Body Plan for New Mums will ensure you feel physically and mentally strong enough to handle whatever is thrown at you (probably apple purée) during this period of immense change. It’s what’s kept me sane ever since giving birth to my own little bundle of joy and sleep-thief, Mia, in July 2019.

At the risk of sounding like I’m at one of those cringey work away-days, I’d like to formally introduce myself: Hello, I’m Gemma. I’m thirty-seven years old, and I’m mum to Mia (as well as to Ollie and Norman, my beloved dogs) and partner to Gorka Marquez, who looks better in sequins than I do (he’s a dancer, BTW, he doesn’t just wear them on the reg). I love my jobs as a radio DJ, actress, presenter and model. I’m a proud Mancunian, and the strangest fact about me is that I once had a wee on the Great Wall of China next to Olivia Newton-John. Genuinely!

At fifteen years old, I was cast as grumpy schoolgirl Lisa Hunter on the Channel 4 soap Hollyoaks, and the rest, as they say, is history. I’ve worked in TV, radio broadcasting, modelling and the media for the last twenty-two years. I’ve travelled all over the world in different roles for different jobs, visiting everywhere from China, (see above – ahem) to the USA and Russia. But by far my biggest, most challenging and yet most rewarding job to date has been becoming a mum. Mia is the reason I decided to write this book, and I’m so happy you’re reading it. Whatever encouraged you to pick it up – whether you’re familiar with my work or have just had a baby and want to be able to recognise yourself in the mirror again – welcome! This plan will gently introduce, or reintroduce, fitness into your life at a pace that suits you, and it will revamp your diet for maximum energy levels.

Having a baby affects everything: your body, mind, hormones, relationships, future plans – even the state of your house, clothes and hair. I can’t think of an equivalent life choice that has the same all-encompassing impact, so it’s natural to feel overwhelmed and find yourself wondering, ‘Wait, who am I meant to be today again?’ To be clear: this is absolutely NOT a ‘get your body back’ plan. I assure you that the phrase ‘snapping back’ does not appear within these pages in anything other than an angry way. This is a ‘feel stronger, healthier and more confident’ plan. By dedicating just twelve weeks to training sensibly, eating well and being kind to yourself, I promise you will not only feel like you again, but also be more able to handle your shit (and your baby’s shit – literally. TMI?).

I couldn’t be more proud or excited to take you on this journey. Good luck!
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GLOW? WHAT GLOW?

‘Come on then, where the hell is this famous “pregnancy glow” everyone’s always talking about?’

I was standing in front of my big bathroom mirror wearing just a sports bra and knickers, with a pile of discarded clothes on the floor next to me. It was late May 2019, I was seven months pregnant during one of the hottest Mays since records began (true – feel free to google it), and I couldn’t recall ever feeling more uncomfortable or hotter (not in a sexy way) in my life. I wiped my sticky forehead and peered at my reflection more closely – or as close as I could get with my huge bump and boobs in the way.

I was looking for ‘the Glow’. You know the one I’m talking about: where your skin looks all dewy and flushed with health (not fever) and people stop you in the street to gasp, ‘Wow! Doesn’t pregnancy suit you!’ and you laugh off the compliment modestly, knowing that, yes, in fact, you’ve never looked more radiant. The Glow is believed to be a result of hormonal changes: an increase in oestrogen and progesterone that gives skin a ‘rosy’ appearance. Increased cell turnover means knackered old cells are replaced faster, and skin looks super fresh and smooth. Not all women experience the Glow, it turns out. In fact, the hormonal changes can also cause pregnancy acne and other less-than-joyful issues, which, on top of the nausea and tiredness often associated with pregnancy, might well mean that ‘glowing’ is the last thing you feel like you’re doing!

But I’d been really looking forward to it. Yet… nothing. Not for seven whole months. I’d had seven months of my body changing in ways I’d never dreamed of. Seven months of cramps and sweats and cravings, and not even being able to shave myself. The least I deserved, I thought, was a sodding glow. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I had a glow all right – of pure sweat. My head was sweating (I don’t mean just my face but my entire head), my back was sweating and, if I’m completely honest, my tits were sweating.

‘The joys of having a baby,’ I muttered to myself. ‘You don’t see this on Instagram or magazine covers.’

The least I deserved was a sodding glow.
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WHY I’M WRITING THIS BOOK

Looking after yourself is always important, but never more so than when you’re expecting a baby or have recently given birth. You’ll discover amazing – and awful – things about your body, about your expectations of your body and about your self-esteem.

When you become a parent, everything suddenly seems beautiful and terrifying in equal measure. And, on top of the mental and physical self-reflection, you’ve only gone and thrown a live grenade into your home. A screaming, crying and incredibly demanding (but cute) grenade. Goodbye sleep! Goodbye showers! Goodbye sexy knickers!

Some days, you’ll feel like you don’t even have time to breathe. Other days, you’ll feel like a fraud. And occasionally (very rarely), you’ll wonder what other mums are moaning about. But, throughout it all, you’ll feel better able to handle the madness if you’re healthy, both physically and mentally – and the two go hand-in-hand. Looking after your body will have a direct, knock-on positive effect on your mind, and vice versa.

A lot of parenting books seem to say everything is going to be either wonderful – all flowers and unicorns – or total crap. However, my experience has been that motherhood slides up and down a constantly moving scale. Being a new mum means massive highs and big lows, and days of not much at all. I want to give women realistic guidance and advice on how to negotiate that from what I know has helped me: exercising, eating well and being kind to myself. It’s like putting on your own life jacket first before helping anyone else with theirs. You’ll be a better parent if you’re feeling strong AF.

As I said in the welcome note, this is NOT JUST A WEIGHT-LOSS BOOK. The last thing new mums need is to be told they should lose 10lb in a month, or anything like that. This book is about how to feel strong for you and your baby, inside and out, so you can best care for your new family. It’s about learning to stop comparing yourself to others and accepting that it’s not about looking a certain way: it’s about building self-esteem, prioritising yourself and feeling like Xena Warrior Princess (millennials may need to google that reference, but it’ll be worth it).

I train and eat well because it makes me feel amazing, NOT because it makes me look a certain way. I care more about what my body can do than what it looks like – and what your body can do once you start treating it right is extraordinary.

I have spent over twenty years in the public eye and, while I am incredibly proud of and grateful for my career, being a woman working in the entertainment industry means having your appearance scrutinised every single goddamn day. I’ll be honest, that’s not always been easy (understatement of the decade). So, a few years ago, I decided to take control over how I felt about my body. I can’t control how the newspapers, magazines or social-media trolls feel about it, but I absolutely can control how I feel about it.

I took up training and eating healthily and it changed my life. A real ‘Eureka!’ moment came in 2014 (readers of my first book will remember this story) when my personal trainer and friend, Olly Foster, asked me who in the world I most wanted to look like. I immediately replied ‘Kylie Minogue!’ But, instead of promising to make me look like my idol, Olly actually snorted. ‘You’re NEVER going to look like Kylie Minogue!’ he said. ‘She’s five foot, and you’re five-nine. You probably looked like her when you were twelve years old. Let’s be realistic.’ I was mortally offended. Even more so when he then flagged up how we could utilise my strong thighs (or ‘thunder thighs’ as they’d been called at school) and add more weights to my leg workouts. Now wait just a minute…

For the first time in my life, I was being told to celebrate all the bits of my body that I’d spent years trying to hide and minimise. The things I was insecure about – my legs, broad shoulders and height – were things he was telling me to embrace and to use. It was like one of those scenes in a movie where a spotlight from the heavens illuminates the narrator, who is in the midst of a life-changing revelation.

Olly was right: I could never look like Kylie Minogue, but I could damn well look like the best version of me. I had been actively working against my body, punishing it for not being something it could never actually be. I’d been trying to make myself less, when the whole time I should have been building on and embracing what I already had – making myself more.

Since then, I’ve never looked back. I started training in ways that would maximise my strengths and, in doing so, I learned to appreciate my body. I felt healthier, happier and more energetic. My skin became clearer, my eyes brighter, my nails and hair stronger and I slept like a baby (a ridiculous phrase, bearing in mind what I now know). Above all, though, my confidence levels rocketed. I started not giving a f*** about what strangers thought of me, instead prioritising myself and the people I love. I was able to recognise toxic situations and acknowledge that I deserved better.

I train and eat well because it makes me feel amazing, NOT because it makes me look a certain way.
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Accepting yourself and appreciating your body is more important than ever when you’ve had a baby. Your body has done something extraordinary, yet instead of constantly high-fiving ourselves for having BIRTHED AN ACTUAL HUMAN, we’re made to feel ashamed of our pooches, stretch marks and cellulite. We’re bombarded with congratulatory images of new mums who have ‘snapped back’ after giving birth. ‘Sharon’s got her pre-baby body back,’ the headlines scream. Back from where? Her body didn’t go anywhere! It’s like carrying a handbag around filled with loads of paperwork, then, when you take the paperwork out, saying, ‘Great, I’ve got my handbag back!’ Wait, what? Your bag was still there – it was just doing a job. And it did it fantastically, thanks very much.

So, that’s why I’m writing this book. To prove that training and eating right will make you appreciate your body so much more. It’s about showing it some love and treating it right, in a safe and compassionate way. It took me six months to be able to get back to my pre-pregnancy training regime safely and I’m a fitness fanatic – my body was primed to get back into the gym. So imagine how long it’ll take someone who doesn’t train regularly and isn’t familiar with nutrition to feel and look their best. Comparing yourself and feeling a failure for not looking the same as someone else is madness. It’s so important to me that you’re committing to this plan to feel and look better on your own terms, not because you feel you should or because someone else is putting you under pressure. The only way to stay motivated is to choose to do this for you and your new baby.

Accepting yourself and appreciating your body is more important than ever when you’ve had a baby.
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A personal challenge

I’m hoping you’ll embrace this plan as a new challenge, like I did. I’d never been as big, unfit or knackered as I was after giving birth, but I’d also never had access to so much information on how to feel better. In late August 2019, a month or so after having Mia, I was asked if I’d film the Strictly Come Dancing Christmas special that November, dancing a jive with Gorka. A jive, of all things! What’s wrong with a slow, romantic waltz, FFS? I was so tempted to say no. That would only be four months after my caesarean, and I knew I wouldn’t be in the kind of shape I was used to. But then I thought about how wonderful it would be for Mia to see her mum and dad dancing together on the TV, and what an ace challenge it would be for me – both physically and mentally. I do love a transformation story; this time it would be my own! So I did it. And yes, when the time came, I was a bit heavier and definitely more tired than I would have liked, but I look back now and wonder what on earth I was worried about. I looked fantastic and was so proud of myself. I’d gone from sitting on my arse for sixteen hours a day to jiving on TV!

It’s commonly known that there is a direct correlation between exercising and better mental health – and that’s always been true for me. It’s not only from the endorphins and serotonin released, but the fact you’re giving yourself some ‘me time’ – something that’s no doubt in incredibly short supply when you have a new baby. That’s why choosing to dedicate time to this plan is a really big deal. You’re telling yourself you deserve to feel better. You’re investing in your own self-worth – and that’s something to be proud of.

Whatever stage you’re at right now, we’ll have you up and doing a jive soon enough. (And, with your newly strengthened pelvic floor, courtesy of the exercise plan, you won’t piss yourself during it, either!) While this is designed as a twelve-week plan, it can take as long as you like. There’s no time pressure. This is a lifestyle change, not a quick fix. I want you to enjoy it! It’s exciting seeing what your body can do, as long as you’re doing it for the right reasons (for yourself) and in the right way.

Everyone is welcome! (Not just new mums.)

While tailored to new mums, this training programme will actually help anyone, whatever age or gender, to feel their best. Because it’s been designed for people who are taking training slowly and gently, it will be particularly useful for those who are either introducing fitness into their lives properly for the first time, or reintroducing it after having a fitness break or an operation… or a baby, of course. While I refer to mums throughout, and while the introduction deals with a lot of the physical changes that happen while pregnant or postpartum, please don’t feel left out if that’s not your situation. The pelvic floor exercises and core work are suitable for both women and men at any stage of life, the recipes are bloody delicious, whoever you are, and the self-care tips are universal.


THE BENEFITS YOU’LL SEE

• You’ll feel more energetic and motivated.

• Your body will get stronger, leaner and more toned.

• You’ll experience better quality of sleep (when you’re allowed to sleep, that is).

• Your skin and eyes will become brighter and healthier.

• Your hair and nails will get stronger.

• You’ll become more productive: taking the time to work out actually saves you time in the long run, because you have more energy and higher concentration levels.

• By strengthening your core and pelvic floor, you’ll repair what’s been stretched, pulled or even broken.

• By being kind to yourself and looking after your mental health, you’ll build up resilience.

Of course there will be bad days when you feel like crap, because, hey, that’s life. But you’ll be in a better position to cope with those days if your all-round physical and mental health is stronger.





HOW THE BOOK WORKS

First up, I delve into my personal experiences of pregnancy and birth (WARNING: my birth story is not for the faint-hearted), and of being a new mum.

I hope my honesty about both the ups and the downs will strike a chord and make you feel less alone. I think talking about this kind of stuff – hormones, cellulite, social media pressure, having sex after having a baby, self-esteem, the size of your post-birth knickers (WTF?) – is integral when it comes to feeling less isolated and to recognising that you do have control over how you both feel and look going forwards.

After my personal story, you’ll find the training plan, which is specially designed to strengthen the parts of your body that have been most tested during pregnancy, while giving birth and also postpartum. It’s divided into three phases of four weeks each (so twelve weeks altogether) that will get tougher as you do. Please don’t be intimidated by the words ‘training plan’ or ‘fitness plan’. As I mentioned before, this is a very gentle introduction or reintroduction to fitness, taking into account the stresses and strains new mums’ bodies will have gone through. It is not a get-fit-quick plan. Take it at your own pace and enjoy it! (Yes, I have total faith you will enjoy it eventually, once you begin to feel and see the difference.)

Next, you’ll find seventy-five delicious recipes (pages 132–275) that you’ll wonder how you ever survived without. There are breakfasts, snacks, lunches, dinners, desserts and drinks, all created with speed and nutrition in mind. They’ve been designed for busy people who want to fuel themselves and their families with tasty, nutritious and balanced meals. You should integrate these into your life during the training plan.

And last, but definitely not least, you’ll find the wellbeing section, starting on page 276. All who enter here must shed any guilt for having ‘me time’, and must accept that self-care is essential. This section is packed with tips and strategies that have both calmed me down and built me up during the last couple of years.

So, are you ready for this? Then let’s get cracking! (I genuinely couldn’t think of a line there that didn’t sound weird in a pregnancy and birth context: ‘Let’s dive in’? Absolutely not. ‘Let’s push on’? Unacceptable. Even ‘cracking’ is dubious, but I’m going with it.)
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Are you ready for this?
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THE PREGNANCY TEST

For me, the whole experience of being pregnant can be summed up by one image: the exploding head emoji. It was joyful, nerve-wracking and all the emotions in between. It also made me feel both vulnerable and powerful – which sounds conflicting, because it is.

I’d never thought of myself as maternal before, because, if I’m totally honest, I never liked other people’s children! I was always the person rolling my eyes at the screaming kid in the restaurant or scowling at the family sitting in the row behind me on the plane. Who doesn’t love their chair being kicked by a screaming toddler for the duration of a four-hour flight? Of course, I adored my young relatives, but that’s different, isn’t it? The kids in your own family are always amazing, while everyone else’s are monsters. It’s funny though, because my mum always scoffed when I said I wasn’t maternal, pointing out how my dogs are the most spoiled animals in the world (they do live like kings) and that my mates always come to me when they need a shoulder to cry on. I guess being ‘maternal’ is just about being loving to those you love.

While my elder sister, Nina, had always known she wanted kids and had three in her early twenties, motherhood really wasn’t on my radar until Gorka and I discussed trying when we’d been together for just over a year. I’d known in a vague way that I’d like a family one day, but I had never felt in a position personally or professionally to consider it seriously. Then, at thirty-three years old, I was. I felt secure within my career, I’d travelled the world, I had my finances in place, I’d ticked a lot of things off my bucket list… and I was totally in love.

Gorka and I met while filming Strictly Come Dancing in 2017. He was one of the professional dancers and I was a contestant. And, even though we were both partnered with other people on the show, we started hanging out behind the scenes. After the main programme finished, the cast and crew spent two weeks touring the country together, and that was that: Gorka and I fell for each other. The whole team was crammed on the tour bus (more like the party bus) and Gorka and I got on ridiculously well – although I do remember thinking, ‘I hope he’s not this much of a party animal in real life!’ Outside of Strictly and the tour, I had to get up at 4 a.m. every day for my radio show. There was no way I could party like this all the time – I’d die. Funnily enough, though, I later found out that Gorka was thinking exactly the same thing! Giovanni Pernice and Aljaž Škorjanec, two of the other professional Strictly dancers (Aljaž was my dance partner), said to me: ‘We’re so glad Gorka found you on this tour, because he was so boring on the last one – he’d be in bed by 9 p.m.!’ When I heard that, I thought: ‘Yes – my perfect match!’

I quickly realised I’d met someone very special. Gorka makes me feel beautiful even when I’m at my most disgusting. He makes me laugh until I wet myself. He looks after me and lets me look after him. He calls me out when I’m being an arse, and lets me call him out when he’s being one. He’s broken down my barriers, shown me a different side to myself, and supported me in everything I’ve wanted to do. He’s the only boyfriend I’ve ever had that’s made me think, ‘Yes, let’s make a mini-you or mini-me.’ (Although we’ve both admitted that the thought of having to raise teenage versions of ourselves is terrifying!)

I look back at the relationships I was in during my mid-to-late twenties and think that if I’d had a baby with any of those people, I’d now be a single parent. Those relationships didn’t work out for a reason. I’m still mates with some of
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SCARY SECRETS














THIS ROUTE HAS TOLLS







SEX, CELLULITE & SELF-ESTEEM









GIVING BIRTH:

Strap in for a bumpy ride






















Bloody terrifying












‘Will you stop having these episodes, Gemma?’

















MIA, MYSELF AND I







10 THINGS NO ONE TELLS YOU WILL HAPPEN AFTER HAVING A BABY














A labour of love











WHY YOU MAY FEEL SAD, MAD OR JUST PLAIN BAD











LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF ISNOT SELFISH





Start taking photographic evidence of your awesomeness









5 NEW-MUM MYTHS BUSTED

1/ I’LL MAGICALLY FORGET ALL ABOUT THE BIRTH


2. I’LL NEVER SETTLE INTO A ‘NEW NORMAL’


3. I MUST ENJOY EVERY SINGLE MOMENT


4. EVERYONE ELSE KNOWS WHAT THEY’RE DOING


5. YOU’LL NEVER HAVE ALONE TIME OR ‘COUPLE TIME’ AGAIN





THE FUTURE’S BRIGHT…
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