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To my wonderful husband, Wesley, and my parents, Diane and Chris, thank you for your unwavering love, support and encouragement.


To my children, Sophia, Hugo and Oscar, this book is for you. I love you beyond words, for ever and always.




INTRODUCTION


My aim in writing this book about our struggles with fertility – the long and challenging surrogacy journey we undertook to have our daughter, Sophia, followed by the joy of welcoming naturally conceived identical twin boys less than a year later – is to help normalise the conversation about infertility and pregnancy loss. I feel that sharing my story about the frustration and loneliness I experienced as we struggled to have a family may encourage others to speak out about their difficulties. Contributing to the growing conversation about miscarriage will hopefully help us to realise that it’s an experience sadly shared by many people and hiding it only further stigmatises pregnancy loss and infertility. By sharing the heartbreak and hope on my path to motherhood, I hope to give others struggling with fertility issues or even new parenthood the comfort and support to feel less alone on what can be a difficult and traumatic road.


I understand that for so many of you on your own fertility journeys your family dream hasn’t yet come true. You may still be in the midst of it, feeling emotionally and physically drained. Perhaps you’re starting to believe that it’ll never happen, that your chance to hold your much-wanted baby is dwindling with each month and year that passes. Or maybe you’re struggling with intense guilt and self-blame for not being able to have a baby. I know exactly how that feels because I experienced disappointment and loss month after month and began to despair of my ‘broken’ body as I struggled through fourteen early miscarriages and a shock fifteenth pregnancy loss at just over ten weeks, before discovering that I was expecting our boys, Hugo and Oscar, only six weeks later.


Today, I’m a proud mother of three beautiful children aged one and under. They were born just under a year apart and together they’ve changed our lives in the best possible way. I wrote this book for Sophia, Hugo and Oscar to read in the future so they’ll know how they came into the world, how much we longed for them and how deeply loved they are. I hope that they’ll show it to their children, and perhaps their grandchildren will one day read our story of love, loss, hope and a family dream come true.




CHAPTER 1


SLIDING DOORS


I feel extremely lucky to be able to say that I had a very happy, normal childhood with my two younger brothers, Michael and Hubert, or Hubie as we know him. My dad spent months away on the road and we’d go with him sometimes when he was touring Europe – we even joined him on tours in Australia and Canada – but my mum, Diane, made sure that we were sheltered from certain aspects of the music business. We weren’t spoiled and had as regular a life as possible. We have a strong work ethic that comes from both of our parents, who have always worked hard. They encouraged us to study and to work for our independence. We still had to do our chores on a Saturday morning and behave well! We were an outdoor-loving, sporty family and also spent a lot of our younger childhoods running around the garden playing with Milly, our much-loved black Labrador, and I really want my own children to have the same kind of carefree experience packed with adventures. The focus was on family, spending as much time as possible outdoors and, apart from watching Saturday-morning cartoons while snuggled up under a duvet on the sitting-room sofa, we had very little screen time. We had wonderful holidays in my grandparents’ home, Bargy Castle in Wexford, where we helped on the farm and had great fun paddling and later swimming in the sea at the local beaches. Some of my happiest childhood memories are from my time spent on the farm with my grandmother. I’m incredibly grateful that my children have a great-grandmother and I hope to keep her memory alive for them in the future through this book and my own recollections.


I was always most content in my wellies and old waxed jacket, helping her during lambing season. The lambing pens were affectionately referred to as ‘Shepherd’s Hotel’ and there was usually a pen in the yard for orphaned or poorly lambs who needed extra care and attention. I used to love helping my granny prepare bottles for feeding the lambs by hand. In fact, prepping Sophia’s bottles by mixing cooled boiled water with scoops of powdered formula brought all of those memories flooding back.


As a horse-mad child and teenager, I pestered my mum to buy me the pony magazines in our local newsagent’s and dreamed of one day owning my own pony. I loved my weekly horse-riding lessons, competed in hunter trials and showjumping events on friends’ ponies, enjoyed long blissful summers at pony camp and read every equine book I could get my hands on. Granny even bred racehorses at one point during her incredibly interesting life, before building up a herd of Aberdeen Angus cattle with an Aberdeen bull she persuaded her farmhand Billy to lead around the parade ring in order to win competitions. She ran Bargy Castle as a hotel with my grandfather Charles Davison from the early 1960s until the late ’80s, doing all the cooking for guests, buying produce and running the farm. I only discovered in my mid-twenties, through filming an episode of Who Do You Think You Are? for RTÉ, that they had spent some time together in Malta in the 1950s working in espionage during the Cold War. Like a storyline straight out of a James Bond thriller, their Maltese mission was to train young Albanians to work as spies and experts in destruction by means of explosives, to enable them to overturn the tyrannical communist government in Albania.


I’m in awe of my granny’s strength and stoicism, and I love to hear her colourful stories from her time spent playing polo in Lagos in the 1950s or her early life in India, but we’ve bonded most over our shared love of horses. As a family, we spent much of our summer holidays, and Easter and Halloween mid-term breaks, down in Wexford at Littlebridge, my parents’ farmhouse adjacent to Bargy Castle. I have many wonderful memories of long hazy days running among the golden hay bales, Easter-egg hunts under frothy cherry blossoms and autumnal bonfire nights toasting marshmallows, our breath visible in the frosty air.


One rainy night in early November 1996, we had just finished supper in the warm and spacious old-fashioned kitchen at Bargy when Granny suggested we take a walk down the yard to the stables, where she promised that a surprise was waiting. At just twelve years old, I was perplexed. But, after wrapping up against the cold, I grabbed a torch and we walked down towards the farm outbuildings. As a floodlight lit up the yard, I heard the unmistakable shrill whinny of a pony ringing out across the cobbles. ‘But what is a horse doing here?’ I thought while I walked closer to investigate. I peered into the murky darkness of the stable and saw a dark, shiny eyeball staring back at me as the bay mare moved closer towards the half-door. ‘She’s for you to try out if you’d like to?’ Granny smiled at me. My very own pony! It was the moment I had been dreaming of since my aunt Sarah had brought me for my first horse-riding lesson at the age of seven.


Granny had arranged with a friend to buy the Welsh mare, whom I named Molly, and for her to be cared for at Bargy when I couldn’t be there to groom and exercise her. But I spent most weekends with Molly at Bargy, enjoying long hacks across the fields, exploring little lanes and forests, setting up jumps with a long plank of wood across two oil drums and entering as many local gymkhanas as I could. Later on, I would take the train from Dublin to Wexford and stay with Granny in the castle. I used to spend hours carefully polishing Molly’s saddle and bridle, plaiting her mane and tail, grooming her glistening coat and painting hoof oil onto her hooves, before Granny would help me to load her into the horse-box and drive me to various competitions in the area. In hindsight, I probably caused her and my parents plenty of worry with my fearless exploits. During the summer of ’97, I entered us into a local hunter trials competition, designed to test the ability of horse and rider to jump a series of natural fences and obstacles. I loved the speed and thrill of a cross-country course, and all was going well until we reached the coffin jump. Molly stumbled as she attempted to clear the fence and I was thrown off, landing heavily on my left shoulder, hand awkwardly bent back. Later that day, my whole hand swelled up, but it was only after I played a tennis match the following morning that it began to feel really painful. Mum drove me to Wexford Hospital and an X-ray diagnosed a hairline fracture. I was devastated to be told to avoid horse-riding for three weeks, but the day the cast came off I was back in the saddle.


I enjoyed four blissful years with Molly and many wonderful adventures, from summer pony camps to bareback sunset beach hacks and dips in the ocean. She was just thirteen hands tall so I sadly grew too big for her, and when I was sixteen Granny found a horse called Walnut. We decided to keep Molly as a companion for Walnut and, later, Granny sourced a suitable sire to put her into foal. She gave birth the following year to a gorgeous dun colt foal we named Harley Davison, and he was later sold to a Swedish family. Walnut and I enjoyed many fun moments too, and she was a wonderful jumper – most of the time. I remember on one occasion attempting a huge fence with Walnut at a showjumping event. As she lifted her front hooves, she clipped the pole and lost her balance, causing her to lunge sideways and crash into the left-hand standard. I toppled off her and she rolled right over me. We both stood up, dazed and shocked but unhurt, as a crowd of people came rushing over to check on us. The experience didn’t stop me from horse-riding but it gave Granny a fright, as she witnessed the accident from where she had been standing on the sidelines, cheering and clapping me on.


Granny has always been hugely encouraging and supportive towards me and my brothers, so we love to make her feel special and appreciated. She celebrated her ninety-fourth birthday on 22 June 2020, and Hubie, Michael and I each wrote a letter for her with a selection of our favourite memories of happy times spent with her.


Dear Granny,


As we celebrate your ninety-fourth birthday, I’m delighted to share some special memories of you from my childhood, teenage and adult life to illustrate just how important you are to us as a family, the enormous impact you have had and continue to have on our lives and how much you’ve helped to shape and encourage our hobbies and interests.


As a little girl with a big love for animals, helping you around the farm was a huge highlight of my year, and I have so many fond memories of lambing season. I was by your side as you attended to sick ewes or orphaned lambs and your animals clearly adored you, as anytime I wore your battered old waxed jacket, they would gather around with huge excitement, pawing and nibbling at it, thinking that I was you! I almost have too many wonderful memories of horse-riding at Bargy through my teenage years to describe, but I’ll never forget the tears of joy and magical excitement of having my very own pony and the many times you drove us to pony camps and gymkhanas around Wexford using your horse-box. It was such a special time for us, enjoying our mutual passion for horses.


Many of my other distinctive childhood memories of spending time with you at Bargy involve food – especially your delicious scones and coffee cakes, and the smell of sizzling sausages in the kitchen as you cooked breakfast for Hubie and Michael. And not to forget, more recently, your appreciation for the chips and the porridge on our family holidays in Mauritius. Having you on holiday with us for those years was really special for all of us, and it was wonderful to see how much you enjoyed the warmth, relaxation and swimming in the sea. Sharing the excitement with you of getting engaged in January 2013 and the subsequent ‘Champagne Sunday’ celebrations is a great memory to have. You always loved making birthdays really memorable for us and went to great efforts to decorate the special birthday throne with pretty flowers. So many happy birthdays were celebrated in the kitchen at Bargy.


Wes and I always love our visits to Littlebridge and Bargy for weekends, and the time we spend sitting chatting with you, either out at lunch, by the fireside over a cup of tea in the sitting room or with a gin and tonic outside on the sunny patio. I know Wes adores being offered a sweet treat from your choccy stash. A favourite visit was on 20 July 2019, when we told you that you had a new great-granddaughter on the way, and then you met Sophia for the first time on 27 December. We’ve shared many laughs and funny stories and look forward to plenty more visits once it’s safe to see you again. We definitely need to stock you up again with hot chocolates!


Thank you for being such an important and special part of all of our lives. Wishing you a birthday filled with love, laughter and yummy cake, and many more happy returns.


Lots of love always,


Rosanna x


Above all, I’m deeply grateful for the kind of carefree, innocent childhood that my brothers and I had, and for all of the love and support we received from the people in our lives. I grew up with constant encouragement from my parents, which gave me the strength and self-confidence that I could do anything I wanted to once I worked hard at it and believed in myself and my abilities. One day, during a chat about my children, my dad shared his own approach to parenting: ‘Surround them with so much love that it makes them strong enough for whatever life brings.’ I feel that has really stood to me in the various experiences and challenges that I’ve faced in life and it’s what I hope to do for Sophia, Hugo and Oscar too.


During summer 2003, in the old Dún Laoghaire shopping centre of all places, my life as I knew it changed. It was serendipity, a casual meeting, but I suppose that’s how many of the important things in life happen, almost without you noticing them. Sometimes I wonder what might have transpired had I not made a particular choice and said yes to one thing and no to another, but that’s life, isn’t it? I have no regrets whatsoever and feel that I’ve been so lucky. At the time I was a first-year student in UCD, studying history of art and sociology. I was always more interested in human physiology, nutrition and sports science, but I couldn’t find a course in Dublin that really appealed, so I was persuaded to opt for a more general degree first. I’m glad I did it, although if I were to have the opportunity again, I’d spend more time thinking about what I would like to achieve. At the age of eighteen, you think you have all the time in the world and that you can always do something else, but as I’ve realised with a shock, the years really begin to speed past!


So, there I was, aged nineteen, queueing at the ATM to withdraw money for a €10 top I’d spotted, when I heard a voice behind me say, ‘Excuse me?’


I turned around to see a woman I didn’t recognise. I thought she was looking for directions or the time until she said, ‘I’m scouting for girls to enter Miss Dún Laoghaire and the competition is this Saturday night. Would you have any interest in entering?’


I’d never even heard of Miss Dún Laoghaire, and beauty pageants definitely didn’t appeal, so I replied, ‘No, sorry, I don’t think it’s for me.’


She said, ‘Oh, please, we’re short of entrants and there’ll be free food and drink! And you can bring your friends. It’ll be a good night out.’ She was persuasive and eventually I agreed, having no idea what I was letting myself in for.


I turned up a few nights later in just a nice top, jeans and heels – the staple going-out outfit back then. I’m generally comfortable with meeting new people and make friends easily, but I remember arriving at the venue with butterflies in my stomach and a sense of nervous anticipation at embarking on the unknown. I had taken part in the UCD fashion show in March of that year and had learned a lot about being on stage and projecting an air of confidence, and I had been taught how to stand up straight, keep my shoulders down and walk properly thanks to the wonderful coaching and choreography by Julian Benson. But I wasn’t used to having all eyes on me, and the thought of that scared me a little. I generally took a very simple approach with my hair and make-up, so hadn’t done much with either, apart from blow-drying my hair and applying a bit of mascara and lip gloss. Thankfully, it wasn’t too intimidating, just a little competition in a nightclub bar; I had to walk the catwalk and answer a few questions from the judges, as well as have my photo taken.


To my utter shock, I won it. I couldn’t believe it. My mother is my biggest supporter and she’d wanted to come and cheer me on with my little brother Michael and a friend, but at the time the boys were under-age, so they weren’t allowed in. When she came and collected me later, I proudly showed her my tiara and sash with ‘Miss Dún Laoghaire’ printed on it in bold blue letters. I’d had a bit of fun, met some nice people and that was that, or so I thought.


I was very focused on my studies so I didn’t want anything to stop me from finishing my degree and following it up with a master’s. What I hadn’t realised was that I would be put forward automatically for the Miss Ireland competition that summer. As it was planned to be held in August, I wouldn’t miss any college and, that time, I took it a bit more seriously. I picked out a long sequinned dress and even had my first spray tan. The competition took place on a Friday night, which was at the end of my third week working in a school summer camp teaching art. At the beginning of that week I’d told my mum that I planned to take the Friday off work and have my hair and nails done. She told me I couldn’t just take time off when I’d agreed to work and that, anyhow, I could easily do my own hair and nails. I still took the day off!


As far as I knew, there were no such things as hair extensions, fake nails or lash extensions in those days, and I wasn’t particularly interested in beauty. I’d never really thought about being attractive or otherwise. I’ve always been much more interested in sports and fitness, so my general look was pretty casual. There’s much more focus now on image, and social media has played a huge part in that. I didn’t join social media until after I finished college, and I feel really grateful that I grew up in an era without camera phones and the often intense pressure and judgement that social media can bring. Back then, there was hardly even email – I would get faxes with details of jobs. And even though I appreciated fashion and dressing up in nice clothes for work, getting highlights was about as far as I went.


So when I won Miss Ireland in August 2003, it came as quite a shock. There had been a big build-up to the competition, with various TV and media commitments, photo calls and interviews. It was an incredibly exciting experience, although one that I had presumed would be short-lived. I had really enjoyed the whole process and made friends with some of the other contestants, but I genuinely didn’t believe I had a hope of winning the competition, which was held in the ballroom at Dublin’s City West Hotel. On the morning of the event, I vividly remember checking into my hotel room to begin preparing for the daytime interviews and feeling utterly petrified. What on earth was I doing there? I thought. My whole body shook throughout the interviews as I was asked relaxed, casual questions about my hobbies, career goals and how I would make a positive impact if I was crowned Miss Ireland. The relief among my fellow contestants once the interview section was over was palpable, and after a bite of lunch, we went upstairs to the hair and make-up suite to get ready for the competition that evening – although I felt more comfortable doing my own make-up, as I just wanted to look like myself. Later that night, as I walked the catwalk for the first time, my whole chin trembled with nerves and I was convinced that everybody in the room could see it. I managed to relax after that and began to enjoy it, as we all had a bit of fun chatting backstage. I can still recall the pumping music, flashing lights and wild cheers from my family and friends in the crowd when my name was announced as the winner. It felt surreal, like an out-of-body experience, as the custom-made Newbridge Silverware tiara was placed on my head and the winner’s sash draped across my evening gown. Heart thumping, I posed for photos as my parents rushed over to hug me, and the celebrations continued long into the night.


I had really enjoyed my first year in college, especially the social side of life. I joined various societies, played netball for UCD and made the most of the campus facilities. Yet when winning Miss Ireland automatically put me forward for the Miss World competition to be held in December of that year, I knew that I’d have to defer. Miss World is a huge international competition and the contract stipulated that if you won, you had to be prepared to commit to a year of work to fulfil your Miss World obligations.


I can’t imagine that my tutors in UCD were used to being asked for a deferral to enter a beauty competition, but they were very supportive, and I’d surprised myself by really enjoying my time as Miss Ireland. I’d been very busy since my win with TV appearances and fashion shows as well as a lot of charity work, which I loved. As you can imagine, it was a whole new world for a nineteen-year-old. I felt that this novel adventure would only ever be temporary so I threw myself into it, travelling all over the country for events, meeting lots of new people, doing photoshoots, having my hair and make-up done by professionals. I never expected to come away from it as Miss World.


Once we had gathered in China, I soon realised that many of the contestants took the competition a great deal more seriously than I did. For many of them, winning Miss World could be a ticket out of a poorer country or would give them a whole new platform. In fact, I remember one girl who had a huge manual that she used to consult, full of instructions about etiquette and outfits. I quickly learned that I was not in the competition to make lifelong friends!


The preparation for the month in China had been pretty demanding. I packed about four giant suitcases with all of the outfits I’d need for the various events, and I quickly realised that I wouldn’t be able to manage it all by myself. A fantastic lady called Lisa Fitzpatrick came over to the house to style me and help me to pack. She was very organised, writing out a list of what I’d need and for which occasion and even arranged for me to borrow some dresses and other outfits. Sometimes, I would need three outfits a day: if we were filming in the morning, we might need a dress, trouser suit or skirt suit, then in the afternoon a cocktail dress, and if there was a gala dinner, I’d need an evening gown complete with clutch bag and jewellery.


Many people have preconceptions about beauty pageants, and I was exactly the same before I took part, but I told myself that, whatever happened, I would embrace it as a new experience. I’d never been to China, so I was excited about exploring a new country. The final competition was to be held in Sanya, but before that, we had a month of touring around the country and it was fascinating. We started off in Hong Kong, which was vast, brimming with energy and bustling with activity, and a melting pot of different nationalities. Secondly, we went on to Shanghai, which was impressive. It feels quite western in many ways, with the colonial buildings on the Bund facing the river, which looks amazing when it’s lit up. I also remember Xi’an, home to the Terracotta Army, and Guangzhou, which was one of the biggest cities I’d ever seen, home to more than forty-six million people. Wherever we went we were mobbed because this was the first time the competition had been held in China and there was a huge buzz about it. The purpose-built Crown of Beauty theatre was designed especially for the final competition, which was in the ‘Hawaii of China’ on Hainan, one of the islands off the coast of mainland China, with its almost tropical climate, holiday resorts and beautiful beaches.


Once I had worked out the logistics, I began to really enjoy myself. It’s intimidating and overwhelming to find yourself in a competition like Miss World, but it’s full of new experiences and I had fun. It shattered my preconceptions about beauty pageants: none of these girls were airheads. They were professionals or undergraduates and ambitious, driven women who were taking unpaid time out of their normal lives, as I was, to enhance their life experience, to gain a platform in their own country or to raise awareness of charity issues. I might not have gone there thinking that I’d take it seriously, but I quickly adapted. The atmosphere was very competitive, so I had to tap into my competitive side. I certainly do have one!


Sometimes, this could get quite funny. The minute a photographer showed up, elbows would be sharpened and we’d all try to push our way to the front, or if the photo involved babies or children, they would be grabbed for the photo. I quickly learned to anticipate the rush to make it into the centre of every picture, complete with my biggest, cheesiest smile. But even though it was highly competitive, it wasn’t bitchy or unpleasant: it was just a professional job for many of the women there – and they were all there to win.


A lot of people ask me about the bikini aspect of the Miss World competition and how I felt about it. I’m not sure what the situation is nowadays, but back then Julia Morley, the competition organiser, was very protective. I remember her saying, ‘I don’t want you girls going onstage in high heels and a bikini. It’s not appropriate. If we are doing a bikini section, I want you barefoot on the beach, as you would usually be when wearing a bikini.’ She was determined that it wouldn’t look tacky in any way. And while the atmosphere in the stadium was pretty intense, it was all very elegant. There was also a number of fast-track competitions that encouraged us to showcase our abilities. Apart from the bikini one, which I was pleasantly surprised to win, there was a sports competition, one to reward charity work and a talent competition. I wrote a poem for it about my experience in China, and some of the girls had impressive talent in music and dance.


We were split into groups of six and had a chaperone, who apparently reported to the organisation on our conduct. It didn’t bother me because Miss World ultimately want a brand ambassador, a representative who can be trusted to speak to the media, to dress and behave appropriately, so I wanted to make a good impression. I was aware that I always had to act professionally, no matter what I was doing; and we were doing a lot. The TV audience only sees the more commercial side of the competition, but we also did a lot of filming, press conferences, dinners with heads of state and visits to hospitals and orphanages. It was great fun and really educational, if exhausting.


I’ll never forget the night I won Miss World and, without a doubt, it changed my life. Winning the bikini section had fast-tracked me into the top twenty finalists, and I was thrilled with that, so when my name was called out as a top five finalist alongside the representatives from Canada, China, India and the Philippines, I almost froze in shock. Just as in the Miss Ireland competition, we were asked a question on stage and judge Jackie Chan asked me what I felt my best qualities are. I answered that I’m a woman of loyalty, integrity and honesty and that being crowned Miss World would give me a voice to support and represent women internationally. We weren’t given our questions in advance and I remember wondering if what I had just said made any sense at all. The surging adrenaline in my system had caused my head to go blank and I’m sure the other girls felt the same. After all, the event organisers estimated the global audience to be around two billion people.


My heart was thumping as Julia Morley began to read out the names of the runners-up, starting with Miss China, Guan Qi, and Miss Canada, Nazanin Afshin-Jam. As I heard the sentence ‘And the winner is … Miss Ireland’ ring out across the packed theatre, I searched for my parents’ faces in the crowd. They were jumping up and down, screaming and waving at me. I simply couldn’t believe it. The rest was a blur as I walked shakily across to the winner’s throne to be crowned by Miss World 2002, Azra Akin, and then proceeded to do the ‘lap of honour’ we had all practised during rehearsals, waving to the cheering crowd. Later that night, I sat at the head table at the final gala dinner of the Miss World 2003 competition, and as I was invited onstage to make my acceptance speech, I remember feeling faint from what was the most exhilarating, exhausting and exciting day of my life. Spotting me wobbling, Mum and Dad brought me upstairs after the main course to relax and I fell fast asleep on the sofa in their hotel room, my Miss World sash still wrapped around me. Waking up the next morning, the events of the night before felt like a wild, vivid dream. Did that all really happen? I still find it hard to believe that I was once Miss World, and someday I’ll tell my children all about it.


I recently came across a clip of me appearing on the Late Late Show with Pat Kenny, after I’d won Miss World, and he asked me if I was aware of the excitement back in Ireland. I wasn’t, but I was so thrilled that everyone at home had enjoyed it. Irish people are fantastic at getting behind someone and really cheering them on, and when I returned to all the press clippings that Mum and Dad had kept for me, I was really touched. I did know that I was the bookies’ favourite for the few days leading up to the final, but I had tried not to dwell on it. Dad said to me, ‘Don’t pay any attention, it’s just speculation,’ and he was right. I had done my best and had represented myself and my country as best I could. The rest was just noise, if you like.


I wasn’t naïve – I did realise that beauty sells – but before the era of social media, there wasn’t nearly as much scrutiny of women, their bodies, their hair, their clothes. I find that an interesting development because I use social media as a tool myself, so I’m aware of the pros and cons and the fact that, if you are a public face, it’s better for your mental health to pay little or no attention to negativity and trolling. Fortunately, the majority of the comments I’ve received over the years have been positive. And when I talked about my fertility issues, people were overwhelmingly kind and supportive. When used in a positive and beneficial way, social media is an effective means to connect with others, promote businesses and stay in contact with family and friends. I can’t stand the negativity and bullying that, all too often, come with it, and while I don’t experience much trolling, I use the block button if I do rather than getting involved, and I don’t tend to read direct messages from people I don’t know because a hateful message can ruin your day if you’re feeling particularly sensitive or vulnerable.


The opinion of a person who doesn’t know me and hasn’t lived a second of my life doesn’t bother me in the slightest, but it’s the idea that they would take time out of their day to spew negativity at a stranger that shocks me most. I like Instagram but I take it with a pinch of salt too and don’t allow myself to either believe everything I see or compare myself to others – I think that’s an important lesson to learn and to keep in mind. Enjoy it but draw a line between social media and reality and don’t allow it to take over your life or get in the way of real events, human face-to-face contact and relationships.


I must admit that I worry about how I will navigate the world of social media with Sophia, Hugo and Oscar when they’re older and start to show an interest in it. We don’t know how it will evolve over the next decade or so, and if it remains as dominant as it is now, then I just hope that I can safely guide my children through it and teach them not to waste their precious time worrying about what people think or say on it. They’re nothing more than strangers seeing curated snapshots of your life, generally without context or understanding of your thought processes, challenges, insecurities, priorities or lifestyle. There’s simply no way you can fully understand another person’s perspective without living their life and that’s why I believe it’s so important to be non-judgemental, open-minded and empathetic towards others. Nobody should feel the need to explain themselves or reveal the more difficult parts of life, but as I have discovered through sharing details of our fertility struggles online, others can appreciate you showing and discussing your vulnerabilities. Acknowledging that life isn’t perfect shows you are human and normal, and almost everybody can relate to feeling scared, anxious or insecure at some stage in their life. None of us gets through life without our fair share of challenges, and I feel that it’s important to recognise that.


In May 2021 I shared an image on Instagram of the bruises I’d developed from injecting myself with heparin for nine months during 2020 due to my inherited Factor V Leiden thrombophilia, and it was eye-opening to discover there are many more women like me who also had to inject themselves to help sustain a pregnancy. Discussing these obstacles in life can help to raise awareness and make others feel less alone. Ultimately, it’s human connection and all of the positive associated emotions that makes life fulfilling and meaningful.


On 6 December 2003, I was very proud to represent Ireland while wearing my hot-pink custom-made evening gown by Irish designer Cathy de Stafford. The following year, 2004, passed in a blur of Miss World travel, promotion and charity work, and for someone who had been a student up to a few months before, it was a new and exciting pace of life. I can still remember Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, because it was fascinating, so rich in culture and history and with such lovely people. Then I’d pop over to Beijing for the weekend to walk for a designer in Beijing Fashion Week; the next, I’d be Grand Marshal of the St Patrick’s Day parade in Toronto or making a TV appearance in the UK or Germany. The following weekend I’d be flying to Chicago for an event and then on to Des Moines, Iowa to co-present a twenty-four-hour charity telethon. At times, my head would spin, but you have the energy for it when you’re nineteen. I quickly learned to embrace it all because it was only for a year, after which my life would return to normal, or so I thought.
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