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From the moment you become a mother, your life will never be easy, predictable or smoothly go the way you expect it to again. Will you still be effortlessly glamorous and spontaneous like you could be in your pre-parent days? Probably not. Will you be tired and confused? On many days, sadly, yes. Will this new version of you feel a love deeper than you ever imagined, and will your days be touched with wonder and beauty? Oh God, yes – but it will all be a bit messy and exhausting as you shape your family into the healthy, happy unit you are determined to build. That’s reality. And that’s what I’m here to help with.

Let me share a very real example of this straight from the delivery room, seconds after I’d given birth to my second child, my son Wolfie. He’d arrived pink and squealing, gorgeous, after an 11-hour labour, and we were in that exhausted glow of unrequited love that washes over you when you meet your child for the first time. The midwife asked my husband Max if he’d like to cut the umbilical cord. He didn’t want to really, I could tell, but he felt pressured to be at least some part of the physical process after watching me squeeze and strain and sweat a human being out of my vagina for the last few hours, so he reluctantly took the scissors . . . and just as he moved round to the end of the bed to make the snip, my placenta flew out and up, through the air, before landing on the floor next to his feet with a thwack, splattering everyone within 2 metres of its landing spot with blood. It was like something from a horror movie – it was humongous! Disgusting! Our happy smiles twisting into disturbed grimaces!

And Max still has the blood stains on his trainers. The brand-new, bright white trainers he’d just bought. I don’t think he’ll ever wash the blood off. I don’t think he’ll ever wear them again, either, because that would be stinking gross. But as he says, those trainers are a very, very gruesome reminder of a very, very lovely day. And that’s parenthood and family life right there in one anecdote. It’s mucky and magical, funny and fleeting, difficult and delicious. Working hard to make my family work brings all those things to me every single day. Mostly, though, it brings gratitude.

Why gratitude? Because struggling with the lows of mothering – and relishing the highs – has also been the making of me. It has changed me, given me clear purpose, and made me feel wholesome in a way I didn’t know would ever be possible after years of being bullied as a child, living through my parents’ difficult divorce as a teenager and being on reality TV in my twenties. Being a mother has grounded me and made me the happiest I have ever been in my life.

I’ll share a secret with you. Before India came along, I didn’t really know what I was doing. I was going out and having fun, being a typical twentysomething, drinking until I fell over then waking up with anxiety attacks. I had no idea what I could do or become. I didn’t have any qualifications, so knew I was never going to be a brain surgeon or become Prime Minister. I never went to university because my mum, affectionately known as Mummy Felstead, had said, quite rightly, that paying for me to study for a degree would be like tearing up £10 notes and throwing them into a fire. After school, I did odd jobs and internships, showing up for interviews in Ugg boots – which I didn’t know was unacceptable – then got my first job as a receptionist at Candy & Candy, which was great fun, then at a hedge fund, where I answered the phones and slept off my hangovers on the sofa while the bosses were out to lunch . . . I fell into Made in Chelsea – which was tremendously lucky of me, and fun – but everyone knows celebrity is fickle and oftentimes shallow, and too frequently leads to even more insecurities and self-doubt than before the fame, money and adoration gets handed to you on a silver platter . . . And that’s where I was when I became a mother to India, aged twenty-six, in the public eye, and the first of my friends to get pregnant and have a baby.
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After the shock, the solicited and unsolicited lessons started flooding in. Motherhood taught me who I am, what is important to me, and it’s given me the drive to be as successful as I can so that I make my kids proud. I want to make my own money so India knows how it’s done. I want to collaborate on big ideas so I’m a role model for Wolfie. I’ve never been more inspired; I’ve never been more fulfilled – and too often in the day-to-day grind, exhaustion and swapping of war stories about the hardships of motherhood, we forget the lessons and blessings. I’d love The Making of You to be a reminder that every shitty moment as a mum has a glorious silver lining if we simply know where to look.

Even though I was (I am!) a young mum, I felt ready. I was the one who played with dollies, and who was naturally good with babies, since being a baby herself. I can’t remember a time I didn’t dream of being a mother. I wanted, and still want, the country house crammed with kids, supper warming in the Aga, ducks and chickens running around outside while I teach the children how to make daisy chains in the shade. I suppose I want to replicate the family life of my early childhood. I can still vividly remember the safety and joy I felt when I was really small, having a bath in our old country home with the window open to the garden, feeling the sun streaming through on to my skin, listening to the birds tweeting their merry song, and smelling a bonfire from across the fields. It gave me a warm rush then and it still does now – the happy family home of my childhood is still somewhere I take myself to when I’m feeling low or uncertain, and I’d love to give that to my children. That desire gives me direction.

And of course, the legend that is Mummy Felstead informs how I mother, too. Growing up, my mum had an open-door policy where her friends were always welcome for a glass of champagne while their offspring – my friends – were running wild and stealing drinks. Mummy was an amazing hostess, always looking so pretty and serving delicious feasts. We had the best parties. She was definitely a cool mum, and I really enjoyed that. She still is to be fair! As fans of Made in Chelsea will remember, she was always entertaining my friends, in on the gossip.
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Things did take a downhill turn when my dad lost his job, and my parents got divorced when I was a pre-teen. Suddenly I’d find my once gregarious, excitable mum crying in the bathroom, and our privileged life was constrained. It felt like life had suddenly got much tougher but it wasn’t that dramatic. We never wanted for anything, but life felt very different to what I’d been accustomed to for the first ten years of my life. Two things kept me going. Firstly, I was happy to still be able to visit the pony I’d ridden since I was little, as mucking out in the mornings lent consistency to my daily routine, and it got me out of the house, so I didn’t have to hear the arguments. Secondly, Mummy and I grew incredibly close – we still are today – and I learned a lot about motherhood during that time, about how to enjoy it and create those safe spaces that turn into fuzzy lifelong memories . . . and how to survive the tougher moments.

Through any trauma, I remember having carefree, sunny days with my mum – picnics on the beach, rock pooling, paddling, and that is what I want to give my children, not the five-star resort-style holiday that money and guilt buy. My favourite moments with my children are our morning walks to a nearby pond to feed the swans, long lunches in pub gardens, dancing to ‘We Don’t Talk About Bruno’ in the kitchen while I make roast chicken. I don’t want my kids to be spoiled.

At heart, I’m just a mother who doesn’t understand her children sometimes; a girl next door who sometimes finds herself dressed up on red carpets but would rather be watching movies on the sofa snuggled up with her family; a woman who frequently makes mistakes like everyone else, and gets back up because she has to – and that’s what I want to share with you in this book about my experiences of life and motherhood. Max is the same. He isn’t a posh boy, he’s a proper grafter, and he grafts just as hard to make our family work as I do, despite setbacks, hurdles and pitfalls.

Maybe that’s what I most want to get across in the pages of The Making of You. There is no easy route to being a perfect mother or raising perfect children. In fact, there is no such thing as perfection. But you can try hard to make it work in a way that allows your family to be as happy and healthy as possible. Try your best, put in some effort and don’t beat yourself up. Ask for help. I have! Not only from my family and friends but from people who I will gladly admit know more about parenting than me. I’m blessed to have access to the UK’s most brilliant pregnancy, motherhood and medical experts on Bloss, the app I set up with another amazing mama, Steph Desmond, and I am so excited that many of them are sharing their educated insights, bright ideas and pearls of wisdom with you here in this book. In each chapter, along with my personal anecdotes, angles and anxieties, these extraordinary leaders in their field will share easily digestible information to help you navigate not only how you parent but how you look after yourself, too.

At the back of the book, you’ll find a notes section for you to journal about your own experiences and jot down any pointers that might help you. I find writing lists and affirmations helps to encourage me to make good decisions and keep me on track.

I’d argue – as would this wonderful tribe of experts – that looking after your own mental and physical health is probably the most important thing you can do as a mother. I’ve known so many women over the years, close friends – boss ladies who are so strong and powerful in other areas of their life – who beat themselves up over minor issues, struggle mentally because they are afraid to ask questions, allow external judgement to depress them, or second guess their instincts as a mother to the point of derailment. Of course, there is a spectrum of struggling mentally and emotionally post-partum and through parenthood and knowing when to seek help is crucial. In the back of the book I have listed some useful resources in the UK. Please also speak to your family, midwife, GP, etc. Help is available, even if it sometimes doesn’t feel like it.

As an example, just the debate about whether you breastfeed or not is so loaded and harmful during those first few days – even hours! – of motherhood, when women are tired and vulnerable. Yes, breast is best but, for God’s sake, give yourself a break and do what you want or need to do! It’s perhaps not fashionable to think about yourself – but that’s where I’ve always been grateful for the straight-talking common sense that I’ve got from Mummy. Early on with India I was a mess one night because she wouldn’t sleep, so I couldn’t sleep, because she wasn’t full enough and I felt I had to keep trying with my boob, and in an old-fashioned, brilliant way, Mummy said, ‘Give her a bottle, it’ll be fine.’ And it was, and we both slept. She did the same when in those first few weeks I felt I couldn’t let India leave my sight for a second. Mummy insisted I could and should take 10 minutes to go and have a hot shower, wash my hair and, of course, we all survived.

Do-gooders and naysayers may encourage you to second guess every decision you make as you parent your child. I felt that pressure, I do understand! But think about it: you’ve made some good decisions in your life up until this point, right? And no one loves your child more than you. Trust your gut rather than following the crowd. Ask people you trust for their opinion, but don’t listen to everyone’s because you’ll go mad.

Don’t just look for guidance on social media. If you’re feeling a bit shit and down on yourself, heading to social media will make you feel bad. Strangers displaying their curated best bits is a sure way to make you feel even worse about your own life. Even people you know can make you feel lesser – there’s a mum I know who is always posting videos of her looking glamorous and her child looking neat as they bake cakes, which makes me second guess myself – especially when I know she’s not like that in real life. Block, mute, delete and look away, especially in moments of mothering self-doubt. I remember going on This Morning when India was a brand-new baby and getting so much abuse on Twitter about how I was holding her, it was really hurtful and unjustified. Any judgement can hit hard. This book is here to remind you to keep focused on yourself and your own family; your version of good might look different to everyone else’s and that’s okay.
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Try to enjoy motherhood! Enjoy the gang you’ve created. Be the boss of the family business. I never felt worthy or like I belonged until I became a mother. I was a loser at school, bullied and lacking in confidence. I was shocked I was chosen for Made in Chelsea over dozens of other girls who were prettier, slimmer, more fashionable; confused that the producers saw something in me that I didn’t see in myself. India made me grow up and realise for the first time in my life that I didn’t have to give two shits about anyone else. It was me and her against the world. She was born on 12 June 2017, and I turned twenty-seven just two days later. I had no idea at that point that I needed her as much as she needed me. But she truly changed my life for the better, despite the sudden changes to my freedom, my social life, my identity, and that her father and I split up just over a year later. For a year, India and I were a strong twosome, doing everything together, forging a bond we’ll have for ever, although it’s adapted to our new life with our two boys, Max and Wolfie.

Whatever your current circumstances, things are going to be okay. That’s the hope I want The Making of You to bring you. If you’re trapped in a relationship that isn’t working, know you can leave – you’re not alone any more, you have your child. If you’re raising your child alone, there’s magic in the closeness you’ll find together. If you’re single and unhappy about it, read my story. It took another single mum writing to me on Instagram, warning me about hiding myself away – just when I’d met Max – that pushed me to take a chance and go on a date with him . . . and the rest is history. This book will provide snapshots of positivity wherever you are on your motherhood journey.

And the main thing you’ll get from me, and the experts whose advice will be shared throughout the chapters, and that I hope you’ll find in yourself as the book prompts you to consider your own life as a mother, is gratitude – an appreciation for the things you get to experience as a parent. A business conversation might have gone badly, but when I take India for a walk in the sunshine and she gasps at the beauty of the trees, it reminds me to stop and appreciate small, simple pleasures too. You get to watch your child watch the world, and that’s a privilege that has made me happier than any money, or fame, or fancy gift. And if this sounds a bit twee or rose-tinted, do know that I fully expect to mess up my kids in some way. Just ask any therapist. We try our best, but we’ll still mess them up somehow – and I know, because I’ve had lots of therapists myself, that the mother always takes the lion’s share of any blame – but my children make me want to learn, to improve, to make them proud, and they make me excited for the future. And I hope this book will help you celebrate the life you’ve made for your family – whatever shape, size or situation it is currently in! You can make it work.

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]



[image: Illustration]



 

 

My final stages of pregnancy with my two children couldn’t have been more different. Being pregnant with India came with a lot of chaos and mental exhaustion. Mixed in with the excitement about meeting my little girl was fear and nerves, like most first-time pregnant women I’m sure, but especially because it very much wasn’t planned. I was the UK ambassador for Reebok at the time I got pregnant, so I was really training hard, and thought that was why I wasn’t getting any periods. It was my mum that suspected something when I’d gone out for a big fry-up breakfast and couldn’t touch it – even though I normally eat like a horse – and made me take a test. Off we went to the pharmacy, and luckily bought a couple, because I peed on the wrong end of the first one. The second test stick showed I was pregnant. A scan at nine weeks confirmed the news. The Made in Chelsea producers wanted to get the news out before the paparazzi broke the story, so rushed to shoot a new scene of me showing scan photos to Rosie Fortescue, Stephanie Pratt and Louise Thompson, but the news broke before the cameras had finished rolling.

That night, India’s dad and I went to The Shard for dinner to celebrate our news – we were the first reality television couple to have a baby, so it felt exciting for so many reasons. It felt like the whole of England was celebrating this with us. But then things got a bit more real. He and I were filming a two-part spin-off show to Made in Chelsea called Born in Chelsea, so I was being watched and listened to, prepared for public consumption the whole time, and my flat was being renovated so there was crap piled on top of crap on every floor while the builders kept getting further and further behind. I had no mental or physical space in which to relax or to nest, and that is all I wanted to do: prepare for my baby. I was overwhelmed and pissed off, obviously hormonal and just wanting to get everything in place, which was impossible. I felt trapped and confused for a lot of that last trimester, so the birth was actually an endpoint I was nervously looking forward to.
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Mummy Felstead gave me the best bloody advice ever when it came to delivering India. Knowing I’m terrified of pain, and like to be organised, she told me that if I was ever going to spend money on anything, it should be on delivering my baby in the best way possible (for me!), with as predictable a birth as we could manage and an epidural, picking the date and the doctor. I didn’t want India popping out on my birthday, so I chose two days before, and got induced – and she ventured out with the help of a doctor, Tom Setchell, whose father Marcus had delivered me, my brother and my sister decades earlier. He was also the Queen’s gynaecologist and delayed his retirement to safely deliver Prince George, which is quite cool. The birth bit was fine . . . it was the aftermath I didn’t love, my forced entry into a negative mummy club with unsolicited advice about how I’d never brush my teeth or have a shower again.

I brought India home from the hospital on my birthday, to a flat full of carpenters banging and clattering away, and I just burst into tears. I told them to leave and Mummy calmed me down with a cup of tea. Friends came over and did all those annoying post-renovation tasks that needed doing – like putting cutlery back in the drawers – and I had help to get India’s nursery ready. Everyone says you should always add on three months to what the builders originally say because they’re all assholes, so my advice is don’t move or decorate in your last trimester. It’s a major disruptor.

I couldn’t openly lose my shit though, because the birth was in the press and I knew everyone was watching me. It was intense, but a cool time. My house was so full of flowers it looked like someone had died, and there were enough cakes being sent to set up a bakery stall on the pavement outside. But after those first few weeks of excitement when everyone wants to meet the baby, it all quietens down, and it’s just you – who has had zero sleep – and a tiny little human, navigating this new life together. The flowers are dead and need to be chucked away; the cakes have all been eaten and you feel bloated, you’re realising your boyfriend is still going to the gym or work every day, while you’re at home in a tracksuit and you don’t love it . . . and then the hormones really get crazy, your boobs are sore and leaky, and you’re not getting the support from your partner that you need. It can be bloody hard.

My second last trimester

My pregnancy with Wolfie was a different ballgame because I was settled and content with Max, and already knew what to expect. I had a lovely time eating beige carbs and not caring because I knew I was loved – and I wasn’t being watched so intensely by the media. Max is a very cool, dry guy – he’s very Virgo, super-organised – which made me feel secure and looked after. He did lots of practical things in those final few weeks before my due date, like planning the route to the hospital and how to use the baby car seat, he even went and found the nearest parking spaces so I wouldn’t have to hobble far to the entrance of the hospital. One thing he couldn’t prepare for though was how much he was going to fall in love with this new little human, and that was fun to observe. He knew he was having a son, because instead of reading the gender result for our scan, I forwarded the email straight to a friend who filled a balloon with blue confetti which we popped in front of our family in the kitchen. It was fun to listen to him talk about the plans he had for the future, the moments from his boyhood he’d recreate for his boy.

I got induced again with Wolfie, as I had been for India, so we made our way to the hospital calmly – although Max’s parking plan didn’t work out, and we ended up having to leave the car in a road scattered with syringes, and prostitutes and pimps running around barefoot. I remember thinking our car would have been turned into a drug den or knocking shop on our return, but at that moment I didn’t care. We just grabbed my hospital bag and rushed off. With India, everything happened within a couple of hours and I thought that would happen again. It didn’t. This labour lasted for ever, and I was so tired and drugged up I couldn’t even open my eyes and certainly didn’t want to move, until – finally, after what felt like an age – this amazing midwife called Mona forced me to get up, get in position, and told me to push when I got the push sensation.

I was so out there, but I remember Max holding my hand throughout, telling me stupid jokes to try and make me laugh and take my mind off the fact I was pushing a giant thing through my vagina. And then Wolfie was here – and I saw tears in Max’s eyes – and I remember that feeling of having a baby placed in my arms for the first time and doing that instinctive check for ten fingers and ten toes . . . and that overwhelming instant love I’d felt once before with India swept over me – but this time, without any fear or worry about what was to come next. Then of course my placenta flew out and ruined Max’s trainers, and he went down to the lobby for the pizza he’d ordered just before Wolfie had come out, because I was starving and hadn’t eaten all day.

I was exhausted after the long birth. When the nurses offered to take Wolfie to the nursery so I could sleep that first night, at first I felt too guilty to accept but Mummy Felstead came to the rescue again. ‘He won’t remember, don’t be so ridiculous,’ so I let him go and got the rest I needed. It wasn’t just the labour that had worn me out but the few months before labour, when I’d had pregnancy insomnia and a constant need to wee throughout the night. ‘You’re not going to sleep properly the rest of your life,’ she continued. ‘Grab
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