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with all my heart.
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			Introduction

			Becoming a mother has been the most amazing journey for 
me.

			From the moment I knew my first baby was a girl I started to plan, and to hope and dream. I wanted so much for her – health, friendships, love, work she enjoys – in other words a meaningful and fulfilling life. And, of course, it was just the same the second time around, all those dreams still firmly in place, despite the extra circles under my eyes from lack of sleep, the battered toes from falling over stray toys and the soundtrack from Frozen stuck on a loop in my head.

			Near the top of my list of hopes and dreams for my girls, Belle and Penelope, is the wish for us to enjoy the same great relationship I had with my mum, Diane. The mother–daughter bond is something special, and I couldn’t wait to experience it with my own daughters. But I also knew that the world had changed so much since I was growing up. What would I need to know, to learn, to understand in order to give my daughters the strength to cope with everything that might come their way?

			I want my daughters to be strong, brave women who can speak up for themselves and navigate life’s ups and downs with confidence. The world can be a tough place, and something unexpected can come along and change everything, so I want them to be able to take life in their stride, the good and the bad, and still keep their centre of gravity – the calm place inside that knows ‘I am me, whatever happens’.

			Of course, like almost every parent, I feel protective. I don’t want anyone to hurt my daughters, ever. But the truth is they will get hurt. I can’t protect them from a mean comment, a job that doesn’t work out, a failed relationship. All I can do is teach them how to deal with those things when they happen. The way you manage adversity is the best measure of anyone, because if you can come through the toughest of times in one piece, you can cope with anything.

			I know that the example I set my girls, in all things, will be vital. But what do I teach them about friendships, relationships and a woman’s role? And how do I help them navigate a world that is changing so fast?

			Before writing this book I did a lot of exploring, talking and looking around. I talked to friends, to experts and to mothers – young and older. And I’ve included some of their stories in the book, because there’s nothing like someone else’s insight to help you see what’s happening in your own life. Many of us are single parents, caring for children alone and that’s a tough call. There are times when I find it hard even with the support of a loving, involved partner, so I have enormous respect for the mums, and the dads, who do it alone.

			Some of the most valuable insight and advice came from psychologist Kairen Cullen, who has vast experience of working with mothers and daughters of all ages. Her quiet wisdom and spot-on observations have been a huge help.

			I also talked to my mum, Diane. Who better to turn to for mother–daughter advice? We talked about our own relationship and Mum’s relationship with her own mother. It’s fascinating to follow a line of women, from my grandmother, to my mother, to me, and then my daughters. Each one of those relationships is different to the others, and yet they are all built around the unique mother–daughter dynamic. Loving together, sharing, talking, laughing – infuriating each other at times – but such an important relationship for both of us, and at the heart of the way we see ourselves and the world.

			I talked to Mum about how she did things when she was a young mother, and how she feels now, looking back on bringing up me, my brother and my sister? She’s been amazing, always there for me through everything, steadily by my side. I hope I can do that for my own two girls.

			I’ve asked Mum to contribute her thoughts to the book, adding her own special angle on subjects that are close to her heart. We’ve added a chapter on coping with trauma, as many of us find ourselves having to do, and Mum will have a lot to say there. We’ve included extracts from the diary she kept after my acid attack, which I hope will help others going through unexpected tragedy. She’ll also share what it was like when I left home twice – the first time as an excited teenager, the second time putting a foot tentatively back out in the world, two years after the attack. I think Mum felt a lot of concern then, about how tough life might be for me as I rebuilt my life.

			Mum is also a doting grandmother to Belle and Penelope and she has given me so much good advice – I couldn’t have done it without her. But they’re still very young and I’m still in the early stages of the motherhood journey, whereas Mum is a few steps ahead of me and can talk about what it’s like having adult daughters.

			I think Mum would agree that bringing up happy, healthy daughters has become more challenging. Girls today have more opportunities than those in any previous generation. But they also face unprecedented pressures. They’re expected to become top executives, surgeons and judges, and at the same time to be slim and attractive and to know how to navigate the world of online communications.

			That’s why I want to look at what it means to raise a daughter in the modern world, what we learn as mothers and the incredible power of mother–daughter relationships.

			I’ve looked at many of the issues we mums face in raising our daughters; issues such as body image, the pressures of social media, role models, dating, sex and safety, and mental health. I’ve also looked at the power of the internet (and how to use it wisely), the work/parenting balance and how to teach girls to speak out and to be part of the big conversations in life about the things that matter.

			Although my focus is on daughters in this book, I should mention that much of the information, insight and advice I’ve discovered and brought together is equally true for sons. Boys also face a tough world and many challenges as they grow, and parents have just as many concerns for their sons as they do for their daughters.

			We all know there’s no such thing as the perfect mother–daughter relationship; each one is unique and that’s what makes them special. Some mums and daughters have such an intense relationship that they seem to live in one another’s pockets. Others have so much space that they can go for weeks or months without seeing one another. But the bond is there, no matter what, and none of us would be without it.

		

	
		
			1

			Becoming a Mum

			The moment my daughter Belle was put into my arms I realized that everything in my world had changed. Life had suddenly stopped being about me, it was all about this tiny, perfect person staring up at me with such trust.

			So many mixed emotions swirled through my head. I felt so grateful to have a child – I had known for so long that I might never become a mum that it was almost impossible to believe it had actually happened, and yet here she was, my beautiful baby. I wanted to give her everything – to show her the world, to protect her, to help her grow into a strong, brave woman. And at the same time, I felt helpless. I didn’t even know how to feed her or change her nappy and the thought of taking her home was terrifying. How was I going to take responsibility for this amazing small person when I felt so unprepared and overwhelmed by what lay ahead?

			It was the start of a lifelong journey, and I could only begin one step at a time. I looked at Richie, smiling down at the two of us, and I knew that we’d get there together – getting to know our daughter, learning to care for her and bringing her up to be a happy, healthy woman who can find her own path in life.

			I had already bonded closely with her while I was expecting. I talked to her all the time, peered at the scans, trying to make out her features, delighted in every kick I felt her give and was amazed by my growing bump. But none of that prepared me for the reality of meeting her for the first time – her soft, downy skin, little tufts of hair, huge, curious eyes. She seemed to me like an absolute angel and I hoped that she and I would always be close and share a special bond.

			For most women becoming a mum is just as special as it was for me. A unique experience and completely life-changing. And that’s true, however you become a mum. I have friends who have adopted children – I thought at one point that I would take that route too – and other friends who have become mothers with the help of a surrogate, and in each case the experience is just as powerful and emotional as it was for me. A child coming into your life, by whatever means, is a miracle.

			For me it felt especially lovely to have a daughter. A girl to share girly things with, to gossip and chat with as she grew older. A girl to dress in gorgeous clothes and to giggle with. A girl to bring up in a world where her choices are bigger and brighter than ever before. A girl who can be whatever she wants to be in life.

			The Mother–Daughter Bond

			There’s something very special about the bond between mother and daughter. Most of us who have it take it for granted, but that doesn’t make it any less special. It’s a bond of shared womanhood, shared experiences and emotions, and shared understanding. It can be deeply satisfying and at the same time deeply frustrating.

			Throughout history, the mother–daughter bond has been seen as special and it’s a relationship often portrayed in films – look at Donna and Sophie in Mamma Mia!, Tess and Anna in Freaky Friday (switching roles – something we could probably all do with), Daphne and Milly in Because I Said So, Adele and Ann in Anywhere But Here, Aurora and Emma in Terms of Endearment, Elinor and Merida in Brave (this is a good one to watch with a little girl) – I could go on and on. Then there’s television; remember Absolutely Fabulous, with crazy Edina and her super-sensible daughter Saffy? And as for the celebrity mums and their daughters, they seem to be everywhere – Jerry Hall with her model offspring Elizabeth and Georgia, Kate Moss and Lila Grace, Reese Witherspoon and Ava. All posing beautifully and almost certainly all destined to share the joys and exasperations of the unique mother–daughter bond.

			It’s from our mothers that we learn what it is to be a woman. And the relationship can be so powerful that it influences everything in our lives: our self-esteem, health and life choices. And, of course, it also influences many of our other relationships. The way we behave in adult relationships, the way we mother our own ­children and the way we see ourselves are all profoundly influenced by our mothers.

			This has now been proven by science. New research shows that mothers and daughters share a structure of the brain that regulates emotions. A study published in the Journal of Neuroscience in 2016 found that the association between mothers and daughters was significantly greater than that between mothers and sons, fathers and daughters or fathers and sons. This means that women are more likely to understand and relate to the emotions of their mothers, or daughters, than anyone else. And it creates a powerful bond, for better or worse.

			The love between a mother and her daughter is special. But that doesn’t mean it’s always easy – far from it. The relationship can be emotionally intense and full of unrealistic expectations. We sometimes want our mothers, and our daughters, to be perfect, and that’s never possible.

			At five a daughter adores her mother, at fifteen she may well feel that her mother is always doing embarrassing things, or doesn’t understand her. Mothers and daughters can, and do, fall out spectacularly and it sometimes takes years for the relationship to settle into something comfortable once the daughter is an adult. The mother–daughter relationship can be the source of the greatest love and the deepest anger we feel in our lives.

			The mother–daughter dynamic has been around for as long as time. But in the end every mother–daughter relationship is unique and just that bit different to any other.

			I was incredibly lucky with my mum. She was warm, generous and loving when I was little and she patiently put up with my teenage strops and demands, always there, along with my dad, like a backbone in my life.

			Sometimes the world in which a mother brings up a daughter can be very different to the world in which she herself grew up. My mum was raised by rather formal parents who, typically for the time, did not spend a lot of time with her. I think it made her determined to be there for her own children, so when we came along – first my brother, then me, then my sister – she created a warm, safe and close world for us in which our parents were always there.

			So what did I want for Belle? I pictured the two of us in a warm, loving relationship for life, always there for one another, understanding and supporting one another. Mother and daughter and best friends too. A little candy-coloured dream bubble. But I had to remind myself that in real life it doesn’t go that way. Mothers and daughters have ups and downs and that’s all normal. What matters is that underneath it all, they love one another to bits. So in the end what I realized I truly wanted was for us to be able to talk to one another, always, and for her to feel absolutely sure of my love, and to know that I would always be there for her.

			Becoming a Mother

			When Richie and I got together we both wanted children. We’d both come from close, loving families and we wanted to pass that on to our own children. But after all I had been through in the previous few years – the trauma, injury, skin grafts, multiple operations and anti-rejection drugs – I had been told that I might not be able to conceive. I knew I had to accept that, but I wanted to be a mum so much, I was determined it would happen one way or another.

			For a long time I had thought I wouldn’t even get married, let alone come as far as trying for a baby. After my acid attack, in 2008, I almost died, and my recovery was long and painful. When I was finally able to make decisions about life again I had lost everything – my home, work, social life, the lot. Friends had moved on and were marrying and having children and I was just taking baby steps back to finding some kind of independence. And the first couple of dates I went on were a disaster. It took all my courage to try again, but then I met Richie – kind, funny and warm, and we just clicked. We got together, then moved in together, and starting a family seemed the obvious next step.

			In the end the pregnancy happened soon after we decided to try for a baby. When I began to suspect that I might be pregnant I hardly dared to believe it. I rushed out and bought three pregnancy tests and then locked myself in the bathroom with them. When they were all positive I told Richie. The two of us were stunned; excited and happy, but at the same time both thinking, ‘Help, we’ve got to do this now. There’s no going back.’

			I shot straight off to the doctor where I had another test. ‘Yes, you’re pregnant,’ they said. ‘What next?’ I asked, all excited. ‘Nothing next,’ they said. ‘You’re only six weeks along, come back in another few months.’ I was a bit startled, until I realized that to them I was just another pregnant woman and that felt great, because it was all so normal. My experience of medical things had been very grim and for a long time I hadn’t had the luxury of normal. I practically skipped home, I was so happy.

			The nine months of pregnancy were quite a journey for me. From that moment on I was on alert. I was scared that something might go wrong, so I was careful about everything I did. In restaurants I would be on my phone to check what I could eat and what I should avoid. The foods pregnant women should not eat tend to change with time, so I was constantly looking for the latest updates (unpasteurized cheese, raw eggs, pâté, liver . . .) and trying to do everything perfectly. And it wasn’t just food. I didn’t know what exercise was OK and whether I could walk on the treadmill (yes), or go running (yes), or if there was anything I should avoid (heavy weights, any exercise lying on your back after the first three months).

			I had lots of blood tests and check-ups and took every recommendation very seriously.

			Richie was just the same. He cooked for me and had to keep checking that all the ingredients were alright. We were a couple of novices finding our way through the maze of first pregnancy, determined to get everything right and being ridiculously cautious.

			The second time around, when I was pregnant with Penelope, I was so much more relaxed. I still ate healthily and looked after myself (although in the early months the only thing that stopped me feeling sick was eating cartloads of pastries) but I didn’t check every five minutes and I forgot all about the blood test results.

			Both pregnancies were very normal. With Belle I was filming the series Bodyshockers and my face went all red and rashy – the hormone changes – which was a bit tricky, but it passed and apart from that everything was fine.

			Pregnancy did make me feel exhausted at times, and a bit moody too. There really are a lot of hormone surges and changes going on in your body, so being moody is part of the whole package, a bit like suddenly craving a food you used to loathe. You’re driven by emotion during pregnancy and I got pretty irritable every now and then, which I’m sure meant I wasn’t much fun to live with. Richie had to be very patient.

			The second time around I was even more tired. Not surprising since Belle was three and absolutely full of energy. I wanted to do everything with her just as usual, but sometimes I just had to hand her over to Richie or Mum and sneak off for a snooze. We told Belle about it fairly early on. We wanted her to be a part of it all, and if anything had gone wrong we would have explained that to her too. As it was, once she got over the excitement there was a new baby in Mummy’s tummy, she lost interest until my bump got bigger. Then she would kiss and hug the baby and say she was going to be the best ever big sister. Thankfully she didn’t get jealous; she saved that for the cute little dog we got not long before we knew about my second pregnancy.

			Then there’s the nesting – collecting baby clothes, nappies, toys and the crazy amount of stuff you decide you need for one small child. I loved all that and couldn’t resist buying every adorable little outfit I saw.

			Like other expectant mums, I went along to all my antenatal appointments and scans and as the due date approached I got more and more excited. But the most valuable ‘antenatal’ advice I had was from psychologist Kairen Cullen, who reminded me of some of the most important things about becoming a mum.

			Before Your Baby Arrives

			Preparing for motherhood is unique. It can’t be compared with training for a sporting event, an examination or an interview. It means adapting to a whole life change and having confidence and faith in a positive outcome, as well as support from friends and family.

			Here are some useful questions to ask yourself when you are preparing to become a mum:

			
					How will you use to the full your unique self: your experiences, your learning and your beliefs and values?

					How will you prepare yourself physically, emotionally, financially and practically for motherhood?

					How do you decide which aspects of your mother’s mothering you wish to repeat and which to adapt or even change?

					What kind of support do you need? Social/emotional/practical/financial?

					How will you keep perspective and be realistic, accepting that you are a good enough mother and not perfect?

			

			Some of these were easy for me – others I had to think long and hard about. I’m a bit of a perfectionist, so accepting that this role I was about to begin – being a mum – was full of potential pitfalls and heartache and failure, as well as all the good stuff, wasn’t easy. But it helped me to be more realistic. I didn’t want to expect perfection, only to then come crashing down. So I worked hard on ‘good enough’ as the way forward. And that’s been incredibly valuable ever since.

			Exercise: 
A Caring Circle 

			This exercise is a useful way to think about who is in your life and that of your new baby. After doing the exercise you can think about what it reveals – are there too many people, too few, not enough who are truly close? Is there someone you might bring closer?

			A strong circle of caring people around you will give you the support and love a new mother needs.

			Take a large piece of plain paper and a marker pen. Draw a circle in the centre and then represent – either with drawing or text – yourself, the baby and the baby’s other parent. Choose different coloured markers and draw circles for others involved in yours and your family’s lives. Place these circles nearer or further away in relation to your own circle, to represent how important/involved they are. You can extend the activity by making a list of what these different people contribute to you and your family’s wellbeing. You might extend this exercise by finding a way of acknowledging and thanking everyone involved.

			A-N-T-E-N-A-T-A-L

			This mnemomic is a great way of remembering all the things that matter most when you are becoming a mum:

			Affirmation – ‘I will be a great mum and perfect for my child’

			Nutrition of the highest quality

			Tenderness to and from yourself and significant others, e.g. other parent, mother, extended family

			Empathy – this is a time when having one’s needs understood and anticipated is particularly precious and welcomed

			Nature – if possible, try to spend some time every day in nature in order to gain perspective, tranquility and peace of mind

			Alone time is important – meditation and mindfulness can be helpful

			Together time is also important – choose wisely and spend time with those people who bring you joy and calm

			Advice from trusted sources – professional and personal that is right for you at the time you need it  

			Love – yourself, your family and friends and this special time

			Being a mother is a dynamic, ever-changing process with different demands, challenges and rewards at every stage. The pregnancy is just the start, but it’s as important as every other stage. So look after yourself, nourish yourself, bond with your baby and get some sleep while you can!

			The Birth

			When Belle was born, I had a planned caesarean – my doctors thought it the safest option given my medical history – and I was expecting a terrible time. I’d read all kinds of horror stories – all about how they cut through the muscle wall and you have a great big scar and you can’t lift or bend – and I was very worried. But in the end, it was fine. I’d had so many operations – some of them tough and complicated and incredibly painful – so this one felt like a piece of cake in comparison (and the scar was small!). I was also up and about very soon afterwards, so I was delighted.

			After the operation, Richie cut the cord and then they handed her to me. There was a blue sheet up, so I heard her before I saw her; no question, she had healthy lungs. And when I did see her I just melted – she was so small and so adorable. But after a bit I wanted someone to take her back because I didn’t know what to do next! The idea that I was going to take her home and do everything for her seemed impossible.

			A little while later, after she’d been cleaned up a bit, they brought her to me to feed. Another hurdle, but it went fine; she latched on and then proceeded to gorge herself for the next few days.

			I was besotted from the start, and I don’t doubt it would have been just the same if my baby had been a boy. But I did feel a lovely sense of connection with Belle, and later again with Penelope, because they were my daughters. I knew I was going to love every minute of being their mum, and I hoped I would be worthy of them and do a good job.

			After a night in hospital I wanted to go home. I knew I’d recover quicker in my own home. But that also meant Richie and I would be looking after Belle on our own. It was like being given a job you have never even tried, and you’re expected to know how to do it.

			I kept thinking, why are they trusting us? Is anyone going to check that we’re doing it right?

			Of course, there are all kinds of checks (health visitors) and sources of help (family, friends, the internet), but basically this is it, you and your baby, getting on with the rest of your life together.

			The First Three Months

			The first few days at home were a blur of feeding, tiredness, family – mine and Richie’s – coming and going. Then suddenly – at least it seemed sudden to me – everyone was gone and Richie’s two weeks off were over and I was on my own with Belle. The days stretched out and, feeling a bit alone and not quite sure what to do, I decided I should keep her interested and entertained. So I put on DVDs, played with building blocks and showed her picture books, reading the stories to her, even though she had no idea what I was on about.

			With hindsight I realize she’d have been just as happy if I’d played Michael Jackson instead of ‘Old Macdonald’, and watched a film I wanted to catch up on instead of Postman Pat. But I took it all sooo seriously. And I didn’t realize then that I should have grabbed my chances in those early days, because once Belle was old enough to choose for herself we ended up listening to endless re-runs of Disney CDs, in the car, in the house – I knew them all word for word.

			The next time around, with Penelope, I was a lot more relaxed! The joy of the second one is that you know so much more about the whole process and don’t feel nearly as anxious about getting it all perfect.

			I took hundreds of photos of Belle. I used to walk every day to the local photo shop; I must have been their most frequent customer. Every inch of wall space in our house was filled with pictures; I never tired of looking at her. Then once I had Penelope I realized I had to even things up and take just as many!

			I took maternity leave so that I would have a few months just getting to know Belle (and again later with Penelope). At first, I found the early mornings – and I mean 5am most days – tough after being able to sleep until a civilized time. But in time Richie and I both adjusted. He was great about doing his share; when I got up to feed the girls in the night he’d get up too, get me a glass of water and sit with me. I think at the beginning he was worried I’d fall asleep on the baby! But once I got used to expressing milk, he would do some of the night feeds himself. Mum always told me Dad was very hands on too, and I was glad I’d married a man who was the same.

			We really enjoy parenting the girls together. Parenting isn’t a perfect art and you’re expected to do it with no training. Most of the time you have to muddle through, doing your best, and if there are two of you it makes the responsibility a little bit less scary. You’ve got one another’s backs, you can step in and say ‘you’re tired, go and have a rest and I’ll take over’.

			When Belle was about six weeks old, Mum came to stay for a couple of weeks. She and Dad had come to meet Belle when she was born, but at that time Mum was in the middle of medical treatment, so it wasn’t until later that she could come to stay and really get to know Belle. Luckily Mum felt well and she was a fantastic help and a fount of knowledge, having brought up her own three.

			The first thing I said to her was, ‘I’m sorry – I totally get it now.’ She laughed at that. It’s not until you have your own baby that you realize what’s involved, and what lies ahead. Mum was always so patient with us, she was always there, she put us first, and when I had Belle I understood what that meant. I wanted to thank her for the stability she and Dad had provided, which made me feel safe and loved.

			Once Mum arrived I stopped Googling questions about babycare and just asked her. And I continued to do that – I called her every time I got stuck or needed to know what to do with the girls – and Mum always had the answer. She never pushed advice onto me, she let me do it my way, but she was on hand to help when I needed it.

			Diane says:

			It was wonderful seeing Katie with a baby of her own – and I loved becoming a grandmother.

			Seeing Belle and then Penelope when they were each born reminded me of when I had had Katie – she appeared to be looking around and the midwife said, ‘She’s been here before.’ She was always interested in everything around her, and she was such a laid-back and placid baby that she even fell asleep when I was changing her nappy.

			It has been fascinating to see the changes that have happened in the years since I became a young mum. Katie was born in 1983 and by then I’d already had her brother Paul, who is a couple of years older.

			I really enjoyed being pregnant and watching my bump grow and delighted in buying floaty maternity dresses. I loved feeling special; I was nurturing new life and welcomed all the changes that went with it. Katie and her sister Suzy, on the other hand, wore tight figure-hugging clothes when they were pregnant and talked about being fat. They didn’t want to know how much they weighed and groaned when something didn’t fit any more! I don’t think the same pressure was there when I was their age, my friends and I wore loose dresses and laughed about our baby bumps. There was no pressure to lose baby weight, we assumed we’d lose it naturally while we were busy looking after our babies.

			By the time I had three I had my hands full, but I loved it. Although I was a teacher, I was never interested in climbing the career ladder. As long as we could pay the bills and feed the kids that was all that mattered. I went to jumble sales and fêtes where I would buy toys, games and dressing-up clothes for the children for a few pence. But with the girls’ pregnancies I found myself caught up in the pressures of having a baby in the 21st century, making sure the girls had everything they could possibly need and occasionally wondering, how did I manage without half these things?

			It’s meant a lot to me to be there for Katie and Suzy, because my own mother was rather old fashioned and so I didn’t turn to her for advice. But then I have sometimes wondered whether Katie might have felt that some of my advice was a bit outdated too? If she did feel that, she was very tactful and didn’t say so! Of course, now you can have pregnancy apps on your phone which give you all the information you could possibly need. I just had a couple of rather dull books from the library.

			I was reminded of how overwhelming it can be with a new baby when Katie phoned me, a few weeks after Belle was born, to say, ‘I can’t even go to the toilet! I can’t leave Belle, she cries when I put her in the chair.’ I think she felt that if Belle was crying she had to hold her the whole time. I told her to put Belle down for a bit, she would survive while Katie went to the loo or did whatever she needed to do. I did say to her that it’s important to talk to babies. Katie said, ‘What do I talk to her about?’ I replied, ‘Anything! Give her a running commentary on what you are doing or read your emails out loud. She won’t mind.’

			Advice

			It’s interesting that Mum relied on her friends, rather than her own mum, for advice. I’ve been so glad to have her to turn to; she’s always been warm and easy to talk to. But, of course, one person can’t solve everything, and having a range of friends and family to offer support when you are a new mum is ideal. This is where extended families can be handy – grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins. And friends of all ages, those who’ve had children and those who haven’t. Everyone has something to offer, so don’t be afraid to ask for help when it all gets on top of you – and there are always times when it gets too much. Whether you need a sounding board, a sympathetic ear or someone to go to the shops or hold the baby while you grab a nap, remember that most people like being asked to help out and will do it if they can.

			This is especially important for single mums, or those whose partners are not around much. Don’t isolate yourself, there are always people around who will lend a hand or just come in for a chat.

			There are, of course, times when advice is given, whether you want it or not! Mum was brilliant at holding back until I asked for advice, but I have one or two friends whose mums waded in, keen to take over and explain how every single thing should be done. It wasn’t easy for the new mums to tell their own mums to back off. One didn’t even try; she just let her mum go ahead and counted the days until she left. But another did talk to her mum, thanking her for everything she’d done and explaining that she could manage and would ask for advice when she needed it. It took a couple of attempts before her mum got the message and stepped back a little.

			It’s a good idea to spend time with people you trust, who will be a sounding board and offer sympathy without necessarily telling you what to do. Shared problem-solving can simply mean having the chance to talk things over, and the solution will often become clear.

			When you are given advice, be selective. You can smile and thank the person without feeling you have to do what they suggest.
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			Strong, Brave Girls

			I want my daughters to grow up to be confident, self-aware and open-minded women, who are loved and loving. I want them to have courage and strength, to have work they enjoy and to be able to contribute generously to their families and to society.

			When Belle and Penelope were born, I was full of thoughts and dreams about the way I wanted them to grow up and to see the world. I wanted them to be able to stand up for themselves, to refuse to tolerate injustice and to choose meaningful work that they enjoyed. I wanted them to be independent and self-reliant, but at the same time to have fulfilling relationships. Like every other mother, I wanted their lives to be wonderful. But I also knew that, inevitably, they would have to face disappointment, sadness, hurt and rejection. There will be the job they don’t get, the boyfriend who lets them down or the race they don’t win. So I want to prepare them for this, I want them to be resilient women who know how to get back up and carry on when life is tough.

			Things have changed so much since my mum gave birth to me. Technology, women’s rights, and the way we work – all these have transformed our world. And it is still changing. Some things are real positives; women now do jobs that they rarely, if ever, did thirty years ago, let alone when my mum was born in the 1950s. Women today have more ability to direct their own lives and to make choices around the kind of lifestyle they want. It’s easier to live openly if you are gay, or to remain single, or to travel the world. On the other hand, thirty years ago we didn’t fear terrorism the way we do now, we weren’t dealing with internet trolls and we were less stressed and rushed.

			I want my daughters to be kind, honest, tolerant and understanding. But what else do I want for them, in a world where all too often what we hear about is intolerance and judgement. How will I teach them to value and appreciate the diversity in the world with open minds and warm hearts?

			When I knew I was going to be a mother I thought a lot about the values and beliefs I had inherited and those I wanted to pass on. What did I feel was important in life when I was very young? What kind of beliefs did I have about the way I should be and act in the world? Were there new values or beliefs I added as I became an adult?

			The strong identification between mothers and daughters means that I will be the prime influence in the girls’ lives. Their dad is vital to their happiness and wellbeing and they’re lucky to have a hands-on father who adores them. But they will grow up looking to me as their role model.

			A friend of mine, the mother of a ten-year-old daughter, recently split up from a very distant, cold and unemotional man. She went into therapy and told her therapist, ‘I don’t want my daughter to choose someone like her dad.’ The therapist said, ‘She will do what you do. So if you want her to choose someone different, someone more emotionally connected and involved, make a different choice yourself, in your next relationship.’

			Put that way, it’s a big responsibility. Looking at my two small girls, bubbling with life and energy, I want to teach them everything I can about being brave and strong as a woman in today’s world.

			Values and Beliefs

			It’s worth taking a moment to talk about what these are because they are at the basis of everything we think and do and all our actions and decisions.

			Values and beliefs are often used interchangeably, but they’re not quite the same thing, although most of us use both to guide our actions and behaviour and to form our attitudes towards life and the events in our lives.

			Beliefs

			Beliefs are firmly held opinions, the acceptance that something exists or is true, regardless of whether you have proof. So you might believe in God, or that it’s better for a mother to work outside the home (or not) or that couples should stay together no matter what.

			Beliefs can be positive or negative and can encompass everything from politics to religion to family life.

			We tend to hold beliefs that have been passed on by people we trust (parents and other authority figures like teachers or religious leaders) and we often don’t question them unless something happens that makes us ask whether our beliefs are right. Children inherit a set of beliefs from their parents or carers and these will influence the way they will feel about themselves. So parents who believe children are precious and should be cared for are more likely to have children who feel good about themselves, and parents who believe it’s OK to mistreat children by, for instance, smacking them, shouting at them or ignoring them, will have children with low self-esteem.

			Values

			Values are principles or standards of behaviour that we all hold. We make a judgement about what is important in life, often based on our beliefs, and this creates our values. For instance, if it is your belief that it’s wrong to let other people down, then your values will include dependability.

			When you are true to your own values, you will feel good about yourself. But when you aren’t, unhappiness sets in. Someone whose values include honesty and transparency is going to feel bad about doing something dishonest; it will eat away at them because there’s a mismatch between what they believe and value and what they are doing.

			Most of the time we don’t think about these things, but taking time to reflect on what your beliefs and values are can be ­worthwhile, because as a parent you are going to be passing these on.

			The Test

			Each mother must create her own particular type of mothering to fit her particular situation, her personal history and her own hopes and dreams. Psychologist Kairen Cullen told me, ‘I’ve worked with thousands of mothers and what has struck me is the range and quantity of their unique beliefs about what is important to the job of parenting.’

			So, it is worth taking some time to think about what’s important to you as a mother, and what your values and beliefs are as far as mothering goes. A very quick way to know whether or not you are mothering in a way that reflects your values is to think about a time when you were happy, proud and fulfilled by your experience as a mother. This time will be one in which your actions matched your values.

			For example, a mother who believes strongly in the role of a full-time homemaker will choose not to work outside the home; a mother who believes in sharing the household finances will contribute through paid employment; and a mother who believes in providing a role model for her children in the world of work will take paid employment and will probably talk to her children about it.

			What Kind of Mother Am I?

			Like every other mum, I want to do my best for my children and set them a great example. And, like every other mum, I don’t always get it right – in fact far from it. I’m a bit of a perfectionist and I often fall short of my own standards. But I get up every morning determined to do my absolute best for them.

			Sometimes I’m so caught up in the day-to-day whirlwind of childcare, work and finding a little bit of time for me and Richie that there doesn’t seem to be a moment to sit down and think about what my values and beliefs are and the qualities I want to pass on to the girls. But it’s so important to know yourself, and who you are as a mother. Inevitably perhaps, the girls will get some of my weaknesses along with, I hope, my strengths. But what are those strengths and weaknesses? Do I know myself well enough to assess them honestly? And can I make a conscious effort to develop more of what I’d like to pass on?

			What my parents passed on to me, and I think to my brother and sister too, were strong and sound basic values about the way we live our lives. Things like honesty, reliability and loyalty, the importance of family and of living within your means. I didn’t question any of these, they have always stood me in good stead and I hope I am able to pass them on to my girls.

			When I was growing up, the world seemed like a safe place in which people were fundamentally good. But after I was attacked, for many weeks I lay in hospital, so badly injured that I was close to death. As I gradually recovered and endured dozens of operations to rebuild my face, I wondered if I would ever again be able to believe in the fundamental goodness of other people. The world seemed like a brutal and frightening place.

			Until then, I had taken so much for granted. But at that point I had to make some decisions for myself. Would I give in to evil, or survive? Would I see the world as awful, or find a way to remember that it is beautiful too? Would I decide never to trust anyone again, or could I separate the people who didn’t deserve my trust from those who did?

			It was at that point that I took on some beliefs of my own. I chose to believe that what doesn’t break us makes us stronger. And I believed in myself as a survivor because, in my fury at what had happened, I decided that I would not let the men who had injured me triumph. If I caved in, hid away or felt ashamed of how I looked, then I would be letting them win. And I defin­itely believed that you should not let those who wish you harm succeed.

			These new beliefs, in my right to survive, in the possibility of rebuilding a life from the ruins of an old one, in the power to help others and to do good in the world, served me well. I worked, slowly and painstakingly, to recover and then to find a way forward – not easy since I had lost not just my health and looks but my home in London and my work modelling and presenting. And out of the ruins of my life, which caused me many moments of heartbreak, I found a way to make a new future for myself. I started the Katie Piper Foundation to help other burns survivors and, after the documentaries about what happened to me, I became a presenter, writer and public speaker. I wanted to be visible and present and to speak out, I would not hide away or feel less-than or ashamed. And that, I guess, defines the kind of mother I want to be, and hope I am.

			Qualities

			In the course of all of this, over the past ten years, I discovered I had qualities I hadn’t known existed. Qualities I was proud to possess and which stood me in good stead. I discovered I had courage, determination and persistence. I also developed resilience; the ability to bounce back whenever I faced criticism, cruel and thoughtless comments or online trolling – and I had plenty of all of these. I had to decide not to let it get me down – after all, these people didn’t even know me, and certainly had no idea what I had been through. So why should I let myself be affected by what they said? I focused instead on all the kindness, support and encouragement that came my way, not only from those who knew me, but from many who didn’t and who chose to care.

			I want to pass on to my girls all that I have learned. I don’t want to be over-protective or to wrap them in cotton wool, because when you do that there’s a danger of making them feel incapable of handling things for themselves. I would rather teach them how to handle life’s knocks, so they feel empowered. When Belle was pushed over by another child at toddler group I wanted to leap in and cuddle her, but instead I let her get to her feet and waited to see whether she needed me or not. For a second, she seemed to be about to start yelling, but then she looked at me, smiling at her and saying, ‘You’re alright, Belle,’ and she went back to her game. She didn’t need me to overreact, she handled it and, even though she was under two at the time, she had learned a valuable lesson – that she could be pushed over and choose to get back up and carry on.

			These are some of the most important qualities I would like my girls to have:

			Kindness

			If there’s one thing that I believe should be a guiding principle in life it is to be kind. Being kind means being thoughtful, considerate, compassionate and understanding. It is not the same as being a pushover or always giving in. Sometimes standing firm can be the kindest thing to do.

			Persistence

			Most achievements are the result of persistence. You can have education and talent but if you don’t know how to stick at something then all the education and talent in the world won’t help you. Most great inventions, ideas, books and achievements are the result of persistence, often in the face of many failures. Just look at how a baby learns to walk – they fall down and get back up again and keep on trying until they can do it.

			Resilience

			If you are resilient you are tough, flexible and quick to recover from any setback. You can roll with the punches, laugh off an insult, see the bigger picture when something goes wrong. With resilience life’s inevitable disasters – small or big – won’t break you.

			Confidence

			With confidence you can ask for what you want and speak up when you have something to say. You believe in yourself and your abilities. This isn’t the same as being full of yourself or too big for your boots. It’s an inner knowledge that you are OK, whatever you do, and that you deserve good things in life.

			Can-do Attitude

			I want the girls to have a ‘can-do’ attitude to life. Belle gets frustrated sometimes when she’s trying to do something and can’t quite manage it. I encourage her to keep trying, because it’s useful to know that sometimes in life, especially as a woman, you have to work that bit harder and make people believe in you. Learning not to give up is character-building. We all have to do things when we’re feeling ill, tired, nervous, and less able than someone else. Sticking with it and showing that you can do it anyway is so important.

			Bravery

			This is an important one and I’ll come back to it again later on. Girls in our society (and most others) aren’t encouraged to be physically brave. We tell girls to ‘be careful’, ‘watch out’, ‘wait, it might be dangerous’ and so on, many more times than we do boys. Girls are encouraged to be fearful, while boys are encouraged to be gutsier. This has to change – because if you are physically fearful, you will be fearful in all aspects of your life. The boy who learns to climb a wall on his own becomes the man who isn’t afraid to speak out in a meeting, while the girl who believes she can’t climb the wall without mum or dad holding her, becomes the woman who stays silent in the meeting, even though she has a great idea to put forward.

			Girls are so often brought up to be timid and helpless and not to take physical risks. Yet small girls (pre-puberty) are mostly just as strong as small boys – there aren’t so many physical differences. And they’re certainly capable of being just as adventurous. So why do parents caution girls more than boys, help them (for instance with a climbing frame in the playground) more than boys and encourage them to hold back?
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