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For my children,
so you’ll always be okay.




‘Although the author of this work has made every effort to ensure that the information contained in this book is as accurate and up-to-date as possible at the time of publication, medical and other life-skills knowledge are constantly changing and the application of it to particular circumstances depends on many factors. Therefore it is recommended that readers always consult a qualified medical professional, and other specialists, for individual advice. This book should not be used as an alternative to seeking specialist medical and other advice, which should be sought before any action is taken. The author and publishers cannot be held responsible for any errors and omissions that may be found in the text, or any actions that may be taken by a reader as a result of any reliance on the information contained in the text, which is taken entirely at the reader’s own risk.’
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Introduction

‘They didn’t teach this at school.’

How many times have you said that? More importantly, how many times have you wished that they had?

We learned about Pythagoras, the cells of a plant, how to analyse prose, but there were huge gaps. If it wasn’t in the curriculum, we missed it out. Then we went out into the world and were expected to know how to budget for a household, set up a bank account, send an invoice, call someone when the boiler broke or the taps leaked, understand when people became toxic, or our kids needed help online. We were just expected to know everything.

I was raised by a Navy dad and a mum who worked as an NHS nurse. Due to the nature of my dad’s job, he was away for long periods of time, so from an early age he taught me how to help around the house when he was absent. I don’t mean clearing the plates away after dinner. I mean relighting the pilot light when the boiler was down, putting oil in the car, wallpapering and decorating the house, bleeding radiators, carving chicken.

I didn’t think anything of it at the time but now, living the life I do, having raised my children as a single mum for many years and now heading up a blended family of seven while also holding down a career, I am so grateful for my practical, if unconventional, upbringing - reliant on it in fact.

The worst thing anyone can ever feel is helpless. It’s frustrating when you don’t know what to do or don’t have the power to do something.

I wanted to write this book and share how we get through it all in my household.

My girls don’t bat an eyelid when they have to find the fuse box when the power trips. Both have had ledgers since they were 5 years old, so they can write down their earnings and formulate an invoice. I did this because, as a woman in the workplace, I know just how hard it can be to ask for what is owed and then get it. I want my children to feel empowered every step of the way and know their worth. I have raised them to be strong in their bodies and minds, and capable. For example, Ava has seven piano students. I have never given her pocket money. Her money is all hers.

I also wanted to raise my girls to be enabled, independent (especially financially) and, ultimately, confident.


When you have information, you have the tools you need. This is what this book is - a toolkit for life, full of the skills they didn’t teach you in the classroom.



We do ‘fire musters’ in my house, just like my dad used to do when away at sea … and then at home. I used to hate doing them as a kid as they would happen at 4 a.m. for the shock factor and general discombobulation. Now here I am doing them in my own house (not at 4 a.m.!), because although the thought of fire is scary, the actuality of it would be worse. Whenever we go to a concert or hotel, we identify all the exits and meeting points.

The girls change light bulbs, batteries, even door handles for me. They know their way around a car, how to check the oil, the tyre pressures and how to manage a household budget - something that some of my adult friends still struggle with.

Life throws so much at us. Having the basic skillset at your fingertips to survive these challenges can make all the difference. It feels positive to be arming the next generation, helping them stand on their own two feet, providing them with not what to think but how to think for themselves and so, be able to adapt and get out of tricky situations.

I’ve travelled the world and been in all kinds of situations myself on NGO trips and through my work as a broadcaster, and have used many of these skills and not felt vulnerable. Indeed, I have felt decidedly capable. And, as a result of these skills, I have saved not one life, but two - both of whom just happened to be my own daughters.

I hope this book - your toolkit for life - informs and empowers both you and your tribe.
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CHAPTER 1
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HOW TO

Get a good night’s sleep
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This is a subject very close to my heart. In the past I’ve slept through an earthquake and a fire alarm in a hotel - to the point where the fire brigade hammered on my door to wake me up! But since having children I always find myself sleeping with one ear open and I have no idea what that total oblivion, the way I see my teenage daughter sleep, feels like any more.

All those things my parents used to say about getting enough sleep are true! It’s only now I have kids of my own that I realize that going to bed early is actually a pleasure not a punishment. One of my kids is a great sleeper, while one is shocking: she wanders the house like a spectre, is super-charged all the time, and sees sleep as punishment. No matter what time she goes to bed, she’s always wide awake by 6.30a.m. But she needs sleep, just as we all need sleep. I know that if I’ve had a decent night the next day will be so much better, and it’s the same for them. They might not thank me for it, but then nobody’s going to thank me if they are tired and grumpy.

If you don’t sleep the knock-on effects can be massive. I know people say it all the time, but there’s a reason that sleep deprivation is used as a form of torture. You can’t think straight. You can’t function. If I don’t sleep I either get teary or clumsy (or both). Sleep helps you regulate your moods. It’s highly, highly undervalued. If you’re like me and craving a perfect - or just a better - night’s sleep, it’s really worth following the suggestions below to change your bedtime habits and make a positive difference.
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	Make sure the room is dark and quiet. If you’re trying to help a child to sleep and total darkness is an issue for them, having a night-light on is fine - there’s no point making them stressed, as then they definitely won’t sleep.

	Make sure you’re not too hot or too cold.

	Make sure your bed is comfortable.

	Avoid screens. Light from tablets and computers and some e-readers can trick the body into thinking it’s daylight when it’s not (it’s all about the circadian rhythms). If your body doesn’t know night from day then it’s small wonder it does its best to keep you awake when you should really be asleep, which then leaves you exhausted when you need to concentrate on work, school, or anything else. The rule in our house is no screens in bedrooms - or it was until home schooling. It’s a rule that’s much harder to enforce when they are working in their bedrooms. The goalposts have moved, but outside of school and homework it’s still an absolute no.

	Getting out and doing some exercise during the day will help you feel tired and relaxed when it comes to bedtime.

	Create a routine in which you go to bed and get up at the same time every day (set your alarm if you need to).

	Turn your alarm clock away from the bed - clockwatching makes things worse, not better.

	For little ones afraid of monsters that come out at night, I recommend using ‘monster spray’ (room spray/air freshener) in cupboards and under the bed, to get rid of scary creatures. Whenever Ava smells sandalwood, she remembers me doing this.
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	Have too much caffeine - especially in the late afternoon and evening. People typically think of coffee as the main culprit here, but tea, cola drinks and chocolate can all have the same effect. You should avoid all these for at least six hours before going to bed.

	Eat a heavy meal or do strenuous exercise too close to bedtime.

	Nap during the day.

	Work or study in the hour and a half before bed. A racing or stimulated brain won’t help you drop off easily.

	Drink alcohol (one for the adults, obviously). When people talk about nightcaps it promotes the idea that alcohol can help you sleep, but actually it’s the opposite and is more likely to cause broken sleep or make you wake early.

	Smoke - another one for the grown-ups. Nicotine is a stimulant, so it’s the last thing that will help you when you’re worried you’re not getting enough sleep.



And if you can’t get to sleep don’t lie there stressing about it (it really won’t help!). Get up, go into another room and read quietly for 30 minutes or so, then go back to bed when you start to feel sleepy. I love reading, but if I’m tired I find it really helps me to switch off and get to sleep; I find as soon as I get to the third page I can’t keep my eyes open. So I make sure I always give my girls half an hour to read before bed, irrespective of what else is going on, so that they have that half an hour of chill time. It’s so important to have the time and space to decompress.






HOW TO

Get a good skin routine going
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If you have good skin it’s easy to think you don’t need to bother with a routine, but one day you’ll actually be very glad you did. And if you have problem skin - be it dry, greasy, or prone to spots - a simple routine can make all the difference.

However, whatever your skin type, I have one rule above all others:

TAKE YOUR MAKE-UP OFF!
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It’s never too early to get into good habits, and a bit of self-care is always a good thing. Although these days my own routine is really quite basic, I think back to my teens when I had loads of different products and I don’t want to take that fun away from them.

Now my girls are forming their own skincare routines. I look at what they have out on their sink - enough to fill a Boots counter, with everything from unicorn bath bombs through to lotions and potions - but as long as it’s not ruining their skin. I’m happy with them experimenting and enjoying it. They just need to know that if they do put on a bit of make-up they have to remove it or it will block or clog their pores.



THE BASICS

You don’t have to fill your bathroom or dressing table with loads of different creams and products to take good care of your skin, just get yourself into a routine and repeat it in the morning and just before you go to bed. If you’re not sure where to start, here’s a guide to the basics.

Cleanse

Basically, this does what it says on the tin; it’s effectively washing your face with a product that’s kinder to your skin than soap and water and that gets rid of the dirt that clogs your pores. Finding the right cleanser is important. It doesn’t have to be expensive but it does have to be one that suits your skin. If your skin is greasy, for example, you don’t want one that’s oily; if it’s sensitive you’ll want one that doesn’t contain potential irritants such as perfume or alcohol, and so on. So get to know your skin and get the right products for it.

Tone

This is basically all about rebalancing the skin. Some toners, acids, or serums hydrate the skin, while others exfoliate. Again, what you use should be governed by your skin type. I also use an eye cream before moving to the next stage:

Moisturize

This is all about rehydrating your skin. Just as with the other products in your routine, you’ll need a moisturizer that suits your skin.

SPF

As a final step in the morning, after applying moisturizer always apply sunscreen with a SPF of at least 30, to keep your skin healthy and protected from sun damage. If you get your kids into the routine of applying SPF now, you’ll set them up with good habits for the rest of their life.
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Here are a few top tips that I have shared with my girls about looking after their skin:


	Never share make-up with your friends! Hygiene is really important. I’ve worked with countless make-up artists and they clean and resharpen everything in between different clients and jobs. I was on set once when a less-experienced assistant got into trouble for using the same sponge to dab down all the different models. Not good!

	If you drop a brush onto the floor, clean it before using it again (would you smear your face all over the floor? No!). When it comes to cleaning make-up brushes, the best thing to use is good old-fashioned shampoo and warm water. You can get special remover sprays and things that do it very quickly, but if you’re at home this works wonders and is much cheaper!

	I’ll say it again: always wear an SPF.

	Going to bed with make-up on is a cardinal sin.





Don’t forget, a lot of products feed on your fears about your skin to make you buy them. ‘Use this and your spots will vanish!’ ‘Use this and you’ll look ten years younger!’ So to prevent yourself falling for the hype, I think it’s important to have to have a very clear idea about what creams are there to do, as opposed to thinking that they are some kind of magic potion.

You also need to remember that we all have different skins and a lot of what will work for you is down to your ethnicity, your skin type, your background, your age and so many other components - including cold weather, hot weather, hormones and more. I’ve got girlfriends who are Black and they live by their moisturizer; I didn’t realize that without it your skin can look quite grey and sallow. The important thing is to find out what works for YOU.

IS EXPENSIVE ALWAYS BETTER?

No! Having worked in the creation of brands and understanding what goes into them, I’ve learned that using what works with your skin is the most important thing. If you throw more money at it, it’s not necessarily going to give you better results. With expensive brands so much of the money goes into the packaging and the marketing.

If you are paying more for a cream understand what the components are. I learned when I was producing make-up myself that one of the High-Street brands was coming out of the same factory as one of the very top brands, so understanding what you are getting for your money really matters.






HOW TO

Keep plaits pristine overnight
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Most mornings there’s no way I have time to do the girls’ hair for school in between making sure everyone is up, dressed, teeth brushed, piano practice done, baby fed, and all while getting myself ready for work. So I have found that the trick is to do whatever plaits they’re after the night before - especially on blended family days when there are three of them to do in a row.

But how do you make sure the style stays pristine overnight? Simple - you just need the tights trick.


	Plait and fasten the hair as desired.

	Take a pair of tights and pull them down carefully over the hair.

	Tie the legs round and fasten them in a bow at the front.

	School hair - ready to go!




Note: While tights work brilliantly for my girls’ hair, a friend, whose children have incredible afro curls, finds that they can be too harsh and swears by using a silk scarf instead. It’s worth experimenting with what works best for you and your hair type.








HOW TO

Cope with spots

[image: No image description]

Managing acne and skin conditions that linger is something that’s very close to my heart, having seen a close family member really suffer with their skin. And I say suffer because it can be hugely debilitating and affect people’s confidence massively.

Everyone gets the odd spot or outbreak. It might be down to hormones (period spots, anyone?) or all manner of other things, but this is very different from having acne or other severe skin problems that are continuous.

FOR EVERYDAY PROBLEMS


	A good skincare routine (see here) is extra important if you are prone to breakouts or spots.

	Never squeeze spots. I know it’s tempting, but it can cause scarring or infection. The more you touch your spot, the more dirt you bring to the affected area and the worse you’ll make it.

	Flare-ups won’t disappear overnight, but it’s important to always use the right products to help with spots or blemishes. Don’t resort to applying ‘homemade’ treatments such as surgical spirit, toothpaste or perfume to the spot. (Yes, I tried this in the hope it would dry the spot out. It didn’t, it just lingered and looked red and angry!) Do your research and find a product that works but won’t damage your skin long term.
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WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

Acne is something that you need professional, clinical help to deal with. It’s not a case of throwing products at your skin; it requires an understanding of what your hormones are doing (teenage acne often goes hand in hand with very heavy periods and even hair loss) and you might need professional advice to find the cause and corresponding treatment.

The investigations can be difficult and the treatment can take time to get right. It’s a tough journey; it can knock your confidence and require courage to do things that would be otherwise quite normal, such as going to school, but it’s worth the effort in order to solve the problem and not create new issues for the future.

If it’s a young person who’s going through it, it’s essential to learn how to discuss their skin and how they feel about it without making them feel worse. Of course there is more to someone than their skin, but when you are a teenager how you look is so important. So, acknowledge how hard it is and make time and space for them to have a cry, but don’t let it take over their lives. The most important thing to do if you think you or your child has a problem is to visit your doctor, get it diagnosed properly, and get the help you really need.

If you know someone suffering with acne …
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	Think before you speak. I truly cannot believe how insensitive some people can be. It’s not something to joke about or make personal comments about. If in doubt, say nothing.

	Understand that the person will be only too aware of their condition. You won’t be the first to notice it! It’s also probable that they will be doing everything possible to treat it. It takes time.
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	Don’t suggest trying this, that, and the other if they haven’t asked your advice. If someone is receiving proper medical treatment they will already be using the best things to treat their skin type and issue.

	Don’t tell someone that they should stop putting make-up on their skin. Often sufferers wear make-up to cover the spots and give themselves the confidence to face other people.








HOW TO

Remove unwanted body hair
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Some women are happy to let their body hair grow and flow, others prefer to get rid of the lot - and then there’s pretty much everything in between.

The decision about how much hair to remove, if any, and where from can also vary enormously; different people (and cultures) can have very different views on this. I remember when Julia Roberts didn’t shave her armpits and it was front-page news in the UK. In many other European countries that would have been so confusing, with everyone wondering what all the fuss was about.

We’ve been really open about it in our household. Even before Ava hit puberty, this was something we started to talk about. I’ve told the girls, this is what society says, this is what you can do, and this is how some people treat it - I’ve even shown them photos where people dye their body hair pink and highlight it! I don’t agree with telling them it has to be a certain way. I have friends whose mothers told them they had to lose weight, or remove hair, or cut their hair, or change what they were wearing when they were kids, and there comes a point when you’re projecting so much of yourself and your beliefs onto your child that you’re not really teaching them to think for themselves. They may well have different views from me, and that’s not a problem.

The girls know they need to figure out what works for them and I will help them get to grips with whatever method they choose. I remember all too well not being allowed to shave my legs as a teenager. I was determined to do it anyway, so locked the bathroom door, took my dad’s cut-throat razor, and attempted to do it dry. So many cuts! I didn’t have a clue. So it’s probably no great surprise that my view is that they’re going to do it anyway, so they should be shown how to do it properly and safely.

I find it fascinating how differently men and women approach shaving. For boys it is a rite of passage that’s almost celebratory, whereas for girls it’s hush-hush and seems shrouded in shame. I didn’t want that for my girls so it was important to me to approach it in an open and light-hearted way. So I’ve said to them, look here’s the deal. There are the various things you can do to get rid of excess hair if it makes you feel uncomfortable, and it’s your choice and no one else’s, but I do think it’s really important to present all the options:

TWEEZING: Good for eyebrows or those stray facial hairs that appear from nowhere when you reach a certain age. (I remember clearly how my granny used to have a few hairs on her chin and I was fascinated by them as a child!) Tweezers are not so good for large areas - though I do wonder how long it would take to do one leg …

THREADING: A simple strand of cotton turns out to be a suprisingly useful opponent when up against unwanted hair. It traps, pulls, and removes in the same way as tweezers and is brilliant for eyebrows - if you know what you are doing! If you don’t, you may end up losing the lot, so this is definitely one that’s best left in the hands of the experts.

CREAMS: The most off-putting thing about these was always the smell, which could almost strip the lining of your nostrils if you got too close. But that’s vastly improved these days, making this a good, economical, and pain-free option. It’s great for those just starting out on hair removal for all those reasons - and the fact that it doesn’t involve sharp blades. The downsides are that you’ll need to do it fairly regularly and it can get messy. You should also avoid using it on facial hair. Always follow the instructions on the packaging, and do a test patch before starting on a large area, to check for skin sensitivity.

EPILATORS: Effective but not for the faint-hearted. If we are giving the various methods a fear-factor score, this is right up there. I’ve got loads of friends who swear by it but it can hurt! These are useful if you have sensitive skin or are on a certain medication that doesn’t allow the use of cream or waxing. There are lots of different models on the market - some for dry use and some for wet - but they all work in much the same way, with either tweezer heads or rotating blades to lift and remove hair from the root. They can come with different attachments for different areas and the results can be excellent and long-lasting.

WAXING: Another solution that follows the no-pain, no-gain philosophy. It’s quick, it works well, but it’s also fair to say that it smarts a bit (which is a bit of an understatement depending on what and where on your body you do this). No one told me that if you take a pain killer half an hour before you’re going to have a much better time of it. I could really have done with that information! You can do it yourself with a kit or lie back and think of England while a professional does it for you. The upside is that it will help to slow future hair growth; the downside is that you may end up with the odd ingrowing hair.

IPL OR LASER: Considerably more expensive but this technique can permanently reduce regrowth after a number of regular sessions. I’m not very hairy anyway but because I model bikinis, this is what I went for. That said, I wouldn’t allow my
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