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To T, my greatest gift. Thank you for showing me who I was meant to be all along.

To C, the great love of my life. Always my other person on the planet.

To my dad, my greatest cheerleader. Every dog has his day.

And to you, the person so terrified by their own thoughts that you think you won’t survive. I’m proof that you can, will and even thrive.

Love always,

Kimbo x





Author’s Note

This book contains personal accounts of traumatic birth and mental illness, including periods of suicidal ideation. These experiences are shared honestly and may be difficult for some readers.

If you are affected by these passsages, support is available via Samaritans (116 123), NHS 111 or your GP.





Foreword

Professor Lynne M Drummond

Honorary Consultant Psychiatrist, SW London and St George’s Mental Health NHS Trust and Visiting Professor, University of Hertfordshire

She Seems Fine to Me is raw, honest and deeply moving. It made me pause, think, wince and even shed a tear – in my opinion, this book should be required reading for anyone working in the healthcare profession.

Most who choose to work in a caring profession do so because they genuinely want to help others and deliver outstanding care to all their patients. Sadly, though, standards of care often fall short, and this can have profound consequences – especially for those who are frightened and unfamiliar with the medical system. Institutional pressures, exhaustion and, at times, a failure to listen – especially to women – can lead to care that feels dismissive or callous.

Sadly, Kimberley’s delayed diagnosis came as no surprise to me. While there is now greater public awareness of OCD, it remains widely misunderstood. The term is often casually used to describe someone who is, for example, fastidious or tidy (they might be referred to as ‘a little bit OCD’), trivialising what is, in fact, a severe mental health disorder affecting 3 per cent of the population: OCD is recognised by the World Health Organization as one of the leading causes of disability worldwide and carries an elevated risk of suicide.

At the core of OCD are intrusive, unwanted thoughts, images or impulses which are profoundly distressing and often represent the worst possible thing the individual can imagine – harming someone they love, for example. In an effort to calm the terror of the unwanted thoughts and images, OCD sufferers engage in compulsions, which are acts intended to reduce the anxiety caused by the intrusive thoughts. Compulsions may temporarily relieve the anxiety – but usually only briefly, so the cycle continues.

There are effective treatments for OCD. Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) offers a structured way for OCD sufferers to confront their thoughts without performing compulsions. Medication such as serotonin reuptake inhibiting medicine (SRIs) also works for many patients. Recent studies in the US and the UK have confirmed that people with OCD often suffer for years before receiving the correct treatment.

It probably won’t come as much of a surprise when I say that specialist services for pregnant and postpartum women only started to be developed towards the end of the twentieth century – and, historically, the focus has been primarily on psychosis and bipolar disorder. Yet OCD frequently worsens or first appears during pregnancy and particularly after birth. This is devastating for a new mum who expects to feel joy and fulfillment, but instead has to deal with the onset of terrifying intrusive thoughts. Shame and fear of judgement often then prevent women from admitting what they are experiencing.

Pregnancy and childbirth are major life events which involve huge psychological adjustment. They are also times of intense hormonal fluctuation – oestrogen and progesterone (which influence serotonin and GABA systems in the brain) rise during pregnancy and fall sharply after the baby is born. Oxytocin is generally associated with love and bonding, but due to its complex interaction with the brain – and how it intensifies the feeling of responsibility and fear of harm – it can sometimes worsen OCD symptoms. On top of this, levels of cortisol (associated with stress response) are elevated following birth and likely to be exacerbated by worry and lack of sleep. Most mothers feel overwhelmed by the responsibility of caring for a fragile newborn, making this period of time one of extreme vulnerability.

Kim articulates so well the terror of intrusive thoughts and the impact of not being believed or understood. As well as opening up conversations around a topic that is so often shrouded in shame, her story reminds us that perinatal OCD isn’t rare and that it is a treatable medical condition.

Stories like Kim’s need to be told; they are a vital part of challenging the stigma around perinatal mental health – I admire Kim’s courage in choosing to open up and write about her experience. In telling her story, she is helping others to feel less alone; her words show us that there is hope and that recovery is possible. I hope readers will take comfort, that clinicians will take note and that, ultimately, the care given to women experiencing perinatal OCD will improve.





Prologue

I hate the word journey.

Although, yes, technically, this is a memoir of my emotional journey through early motherhood, I feel like such a wanker using that word in the emotional, X-Factor sob-story context. So, from this point onwards, I won’t be using the J-word, unless I’m talking about a physical expedition or the 1980s rock band (which I can’t see coming up, to be honest).

Having said that, I am just a small-town girl living in a lonely world. But we’ll get to that.

Right, now I’ve set the tone for what’s to come, turn the page and let’s dig deep into my wonderfully, brutally, fucked-up mind.

PS I’m sorry about the swearing – it’s just how me and my brain talk to each other. Hop aboard! Next stop: No Filter Junction.






1 IVF

(Or Internal Vagina Fails)


Married? Check. Thirty? Check. Solid career? Check. Well, if you call being a freelance actor solid.

What, then, could be more natural than trying to conceive (or TTC as it’s commonly referred to on Mumsnet, a place I would become all-too-familiar with over the next five years). Believe me when I say I could write a dissertation on Mumsnet entitled ‘How to Be Passive-Aggressive, Judgemental and Only Mildly Helpful’, but that’s for another time.

So yes, I was thirty years old, and my husband and I had been together for eleven years, married for one. He’s the love of my life, my childhood(ish) sweetheart. Children were always on the cards for us, but more as fluffy kid-shaped outlines somewhere in the distant and rose-tinted future, yet to be filled in. (Strangely, in the first few years of motherhood, my child would appear to me more as scratchy Quentin Blake-esque inked illustrations I was desperate to soften and colour in, but we’ll get to that later.)

Like many other women, I’d been on birth control throughout my twenties – Microgynon, to be precise – originally for severe period pain and bleeding that could last for up to a fortnight, later because getting pregnant at drama school or in the early days of my career would, I was led to believe, be a disaster.

I remember exactly when we started ‘trying’. It was Valentine’s Day 2016 and I’d booked an impromptu trip to Vienna. I remember it well because I just have one of those brains that remembers random things in shocking detail. I even recall the flight number (EZY608 if you’re interested) and the cushioned feel of the mottled brown carpet of our tiny living room beneath my socks, while my husband and I argued about my need for spontaneous endorphin-chasing trips and his total aversion to ‘wasting’ money.

I’ve never known two people more perfect for each other, who love each other unconditionally, but who can’t go a full half-hour without quarrelling. In today’s parlance, bickering would be called our love language, although it’s mainly because I like winding him up. And because he’s wrong about a lot. Although I will concede he’s right about an awful lot more than I care to admit.

Anyway, my husband also isn’t fond of flying. It’s not a phobia, but he doesn’t enjoy the thought of the flight, specifically take-off and landing. For over twenty years, since our first holiday together to Italy in 2005, I have always reached out and grabbed his hand during those turbulent moments. I’m the holiday planner of the wider family, the one who gets excited about going away. I book all the flights, transfers and villas for big family get-aways. My brother-in-law jokingly calls me Nixon Travel. I enjoy it. The organisation side and just having something to look forward to. It means real life is on hold for a while and, as you’ll find out, I generally find life to be quite overwhelming. I think it’s partly why I love Christmas. It’s this sacred time and space where everything is suspended for a while; no one can pester you about work, or school, or college because… it’s Christmas. It’s a protected time. Ring-fenced reassurance. We’ll sort that after Christmas. Need something? Is after Christmas okay? It’s a relief to feel the communal pressure’s off for a few days – along with everyone else because usually it feels like it’s just me who constantly craves that. It’s probably why I find January so soul-suckingly oppressive: I’m skint, it’s dark at 3pm and all my ‘do that after Christmases’ are coming home to roost. I have two settings: right this minute or push, push, push it back.

Anyway, flying aside, my husband also doesn’t like spending money. Sometimes I think he believes anything outside the basics of food and drink (and plants! He’s a gardener) is a frivolity. But that may be his strong Welsh frugal roots coming into play. Put flying and spending money together and you have a European mini-break that he groans and grumbles about until we’re on the second day of the holiday, when finally he loves it. Hence, our argument. Not the most romantic precursor to our trip or starting a family.

We traipsed around Austria’s capital, my history-loving husband explaining the city’s complex background and shaking his head at me for wondering aloud whether Hitler or Freud had ever sat in my chair at lunch.

I was already away with the fairies planning for a Christmas baby. He tried to manage my expectations – ‘it’s unlikely to work on the first go’ – but I’m very much a black-and-white thinker and, since I’d taken the monumental decision to stop taking the pill and become a mother – even though childbirth had terrified me from a young age, after I’d heard the fun factoid that you were supposed to push something the size of a melon through something the size of a lemon – I felt the universe should get with the programme.

‘Ooh, maybe we could call her Vienna if it’s a girl?’

‘So everyone will know where we did it? Like the Beckhams?’ he threw back incredulously.

Okay, maybe not. But it would still be lovely. This time next year, I thought, we’ll be parents.



You’re probably way ahead of my naïve, broody little self in realising it didn’t work the first time, or the hundreds of times after that as we failed to ‘catch’ (God, Mumsnet is gross) over the next four years. Having felt pretty smug that I’d successfully managed to not get pregnant before my wedding at twenty-nine years of age, the cruel irony that I would then spend the first half of my thirties desperately trying to have a baby and mourning every period was certainly not lost on me. Fertility apps and reproductive windows soon entered the picture and suddenly, what was once an idealistic endeavour born of love and the desire to start our own little family, became scheduled sex and invasive testing.

According to NHS guidelines, you should try naturally for one year. We did. It was fun; we were still young and hopeful that next time would be the charm. We tried, tried and tried again. A love-song mix on in the background trying to keep the romance aspect alive – playing the same ten songs (this need for familiarity and repetition will come up later). I would lie with my legs in the air, post-coitally, for good measure, and to this day I can’t hear Roberta Flack’s ‘First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’ without getting phantom pins and needles in my feet. Each month we’d patiently wait to see if that telltale spot of blood would appear. Predictably, it always did, so it was time for some investigative testing to see why we weren’t getting that BFP (Big Fat Positive – again, Mumsnet).

One small problem with the NHS is that everything takes so long. You call your GP, your appointment is a fortnight away, you attend, they refer, it then takes another six weeks for the next slot with whatever specialist to arrive by post and it turns out that that consultation isn’t for another two months anyway. You finally go to the fated appointment; you either have something put in you or leave some kind of deposit behind. You wait six to eight weeks for the results – luckily all clear for us – and you’re told to head back to your GP. Then the merry dance starts once more and this time the referral is for yet another embarrassing test at some far-off date in the future. So, with everything from blood tests to gauge hormone levels (such as progesterone or gonadotropins), pelvic ultrasounds to assess reproductive organs and STI screenings for the woman, to multiple semen analyses for the men, it’s very easy for a year or two to slip by, on top of the original year of trying naturally.

Our lives became punctuated by fertility appointments; all the while we were trying to have meaningful sex that was slowly becoming more mechanical and a tad resentful. By the nature of the timetable, you must go by the woman’s cycle. The woman has to keep track and said woman with vagina and womb has to tell the man with the penis ‘we should do it now’. Not because you feel like it, not when the mood takes you, but by huffily pointing to a calendar on a fucking fertility app because it says it’s your ‘fertile window’. The phrase ‘I don’t care if you don’t feel like it’ or ‘do you want a baby or not?’ definitely came up on our Barren Bonking Bingo Card more than once. House!



Then one day, it’s decided you should be put on The List. IVF, shit. The Big One. Well, I thought, I’d definitely get pregnant now, because all I’d heard was how someone’s cousin’s boss’s daughter had tried for years and then, as soon as they went for IVF, she naturally fell pregnant. Oh, well, brilliant. Forget planning sex around my cycle; his sperm and my egg would somehow intuit that the pressure was off. Reverse psychology. Meet up in the fallopian tube, guys, see if we care!

Out of desperation, I invested heavily in The App. I’d religiously put a little heart in the calendar when we had sex and add the little blood drop icon when I had a period. I was like some mad, nymphomaniacal data collector. But even I absolutely drew the fucking line at labelling my vaginal discharge from a disgusting drop-down menu of descriptions such as ‘creamy and cloudy’ or ‘thick and stretchy’ to finally ‘raw egg whites’. Fuck. Off.

I knew about growing a human being from scratch inside my body; I was aware of the pain of childbirth and I’d even got my head around the fact that, at some point, I was expected to have fully functioning udders. But in no film, book or TV show that I’d ever seen depicting this whole experience, was I supposed to define the consistency of my luteal phase output. No, thank you.

My husband, meanwhile, had to jizz in a cup. This was, apparently, comparable in the embarrassment stakes to me having my legs spread in stirrups in an operating theatre while a long plastic straw was inserted into my vagina to allow a special dye to be pumped into the ovaries to check for blockages. It was humiliating, uncomfortable and certainly not as fun as orgasming into a sample bottle. Then to top it off, with my head laid back on the starched hospital pillow, I heard the nurse suddenly chirp up, ‘Were you in Cranford?’



I was indeed in Cranford. But very much like my route into motherhood, my acting career wasn’t exactly arrived at conventionally. I’m not from one of those ‘acting families’; I dreamt of being even distant cousins with the ‘connected’. In fact, I was raised in a small village called Ynysybwl two miles outside the Valleys town of Pontypridd in South Wales. I was actually born in Bristol in 1985 to Welsh parents, who spent a couple of years across the border in England for my dad’s job but we moved back to Wales when I was four years old, so I spent the Nineties and Noughties – formative years – here in Ponty. This makes me a millennial. We’re the last generation to remember house phones: the age-group who get anxiety if our mobile buzzes with an unknown number and who, no matter how hard we try, can’t let go of trainer socks. I am also the only girl in a family of seven children. Don’t do the maths – I have six brothers.

I worked hard in school and, for much of my childhood, tried to be what you might call ‘a good girl’. With so much male energy in the house, I felt the weight of being the only girl. The polite young lady. Well behaved. Even though my brain was quietly on fire and I wanted to wear jeans, not dresses, and climb trees as well as play with dolls. It felt like saying no was a big… no-no. It made you ‘difficult’ or a ‘little madam’. It was impolite to not bend to other people’s needs or schedules and so just as you pour hot liquid jelly into novelty moulds, I set into a wibbly-wobbly people-pleasing peacemaker.

I went to a state school of about a thousand kids in Cilfynydd (Kil-VUN-ithe). Coedylan Comprehensive Upper School was built on the site of a coal-mining disaster that killed 290 men and boys, as well as 123 horses, in 1894 – so that felt like a good omen. The school tie of Coedylan was a vivid Cadbury’s purple with a red and white stripe. Your level of coolness directly correlated to how short you wore that tie in the late Nineties/early Noughties. Needless to say, my tie was worn to the regulation length like a good girl, unlike the character I’d come to play in the now-cult film Angus, Thongs and Perfect Snogging. My schoolfriends howled when, after Cranford, I was cast as Slaggy Lindsay. Low-cut tops, thick stumpy tie and lip-gloss? At school? I had never been that cool.

I wanted to do well, but more importantly, I needed to do well. We were from a working-class ex-mining town but my dad had a good job as a regional manager for an oil company, often on the road. With nine mouths to feed, we always had everything we could ever need but knew the true value of things. I was under no illusions that my only way out was through my education. The more qualified I became, the more self-sufficient and financially independent my future self would be and the less I’d have to rely on other people to do whatever I wanted. These were quite big ideals for a frizzy-haired, pale eleven-year-old unknowingly riddled with intrusive thoughts and repetitive thought loops. I secretly hoped I was bound for a special, maybe even supernatural fate. Like Buffy or Sabrina. It’s ironic that I never did leave my hometown, continuing to live here until this very day and loving my life because of it.

Looking back, the absolute and mindboggling scale of self-absorption when you’re a teenager is both staggering and strangely comforting. Your world is so small but there’s the promise of a bigger, brighter one, right around the corner. I remember watching the news, in my typically early-2000s lilac and blue bedroom, of the planes hitting the Twin Towers and writing in my diary about how mean this boy was being to me, even though everyone said it was just because he liked me. This colossal, earth-shattering, devastating geo-political event was playing out before my eyes, but it wasn’t as important as my pubescent poetry (which was far too complicated for anyone else to grasp. Like, you just wouldn’t get it. I was feeling things no other human being in existence has ever felt – duh!). Weirdly, I find that quite reassuring. It’s evidence that you live in a safe part of the world and war and famine are just things on the telly.

I studied, I overcompensated and I strived when things didn’t always come naturally (maths). Now, I’m probably held up as a successful alumnus who’s remembered for being quiet, polite and diligent. While that’s lovely, it’s not exactly true. I was chock-full of anxiety and self-doubt the entire time. I found friendships, especially females ones, difficult to navigate. Boys, I got. They tended to swear or punch out their frustration and once expelled, it was forgotten. Girls had this whole new level of passive–aggressive subtle behaviours that I would study and try to replicate. I was different, it seemed, from the start. But I hated confrontation and conforming helped avoid that. Later, with a hugely atheist boyfriend (now husband) and a devoted Christian for a best friend in Jess (you’ll hear more about her later), lively debates between them would leave me frazzled in the middle. It’s funny to think of it now, as we’re all too fucking tired and wrapped up in our kids to care about silly arguments and we just laugh about how carefree and rich with time and energy we used to be. I’m not saying there isn’t any merit in raising a considerate young woman who thinks of others and is eager to help, but when her self-worth becomes inextricably connected to how useful others deem her to be, over a long period of time, it can become a big problem.

While I worried that I was unusual or broken, I hoped that this was just the first act of my hero arc. Surely I would push through this near-constant feeling of alienation, this sense of not quite being like everyone else, until some wise old sage stepped from the shadows, spouting worthy exposition about my great destiny. That it wasn’t that I was odd or didn’t belong – I was simply in the wrong place. It wasn’t my time until now, when the world needed me. That hasn’t happened yet, by the way, but if I am slated to be the next saviour of mankind, they’d better get a shift on, as my back is only getting worse.

So, while it’s technically true that I was a high-achieving pupil who went on to star in television, stage and film productions, eventually winning a BAFTA (the old Ricky Gervais joke from Extras of it only being a Welsh one tickling my brain stem), not many people know of the fretfulness, disquiet and sadness that accompanied much of my schooldays. I always felt on the back foot, was constantly misreading social situations – which, as we all know, at that age is tantamount to teenage harakiri – and cried a lot, alone at home, because I just didn’t understand why I couldn’t be like everyone else, carefree and enjoying my youth. I didn’t get why a lower grade hit me so hard, or why I would seize up if a boy showed any interest in me (because what if I was a rubbish kisser or had bad breath and he told everyone, and my life was ruined?). No, better to keep to myself. However, these preoccupations weren’t just superficial, they went deeper than I could possibly comprehend – and wouldn’t until nearly twenty years later.

When it became time to decide on a university, I duly used five of my six options to apply to good, solid institutions to gain a good, solid degree. I thought I’d become a teacher or a journalist, maybe a lawyer. But I did some work experience with a news outlet in Cardiff and, as I sat shadowing a journalist on the court’s press bench, I couldn’t quite get my head around why they were taking no notes for the horrendous case of child abuse being heard but scribbled like crazy when a Welsh beauty queen was in the dock for assaulting someone at a nightclub. Apparently, the former story was too depressing and people didn’t want to read about it. Wasn’t it more important, though? Maybe mainstream journalism wasn’t for me.

I did have a long-held yet fanciful dream though. I wanted to become an actress. Although I’d been involved in a lot of drama including performing and being behind the scenes in school productions, I’d never confided this to anyone. I would watch movies in my bedroom and rewind my favourite bits of dialogue, mouthing along with the actor on screen. For those few seconds, I could be someone other than myself and the freedom of that was intoxicating. True escapism. Unbeknownst to anyone but me and my dad – whom I consider to be one of my best friends (we’ve established I’m a loser) – I submitted an application to the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama (RWCMD) and bagged an audition. The problem was, I had no idea whatsoever how to audition for anything. This was pre-YouTube days and you couldn’t just watch a tutorial online. And, since I was so certain I wouldn’t get in and this was all a ridiculous pipe dream, I couldn’t really ask anyone for help or guidance, either.

I needed to prepare two monologues – one Shakespearean, one contemporary – and a song. Oh god, a song. Singing was not a strength of mine. I could barely sing in public without turning into a beetroot. I decided to basically mimic Renée Zellweger as Roxy Hart in Chicago and thought my best bet was to think of it as an acting exercise rather than a demonstration of my musicality. That seemed to make it less daunting. But what about the actual format of this audition – did you start with pleasantries or just walk into the room and burst into a soliloquy? I’d just have to wing it.

I fell into the trap that most young performers do, thinking that the audition is a test of your memory rather than what it really is: a performance, an emotional connection to the story. I didn’t sleep for a week, running my speeches over and over in my mind. My automatic, repetitive tendencies came up trumps here. I can’t remember what I wore but I do know I worried endlessly about it.

On the day itself, my dad wished me luck as he dropped me at the RWCMD building on North Road in Cardiff, and I took some deep breaths to try to steady my nerves. Walking into the reception area, I was hit by a wall of sound: thirty people practising their monologues. Everyone seemed to be from London and have oodles of confidence. This was their third or fourth audition for a drama school. How many had I applied to? ‘Oh, just this one’. This was often met with pitying looks from seasoned auditionees. The odds were not in my favour. The truth was, I needed to stay close to home for family reasons. These reasons were long and varied and probably deserving of their own book, but also by being a Welsh student at a Welsh conservatoire, I would get a reduced rate in my tuition. I simply couldn’t have afforded to attend a drama school in London even if I had managed to pay all the audition fees and got in.

I quickly discovered that we were being divided into groups of ten to audition. Holy shit. So not only did I have to perform outside of my bedroom to a panel of judges, but I had to do it in front of nine other judgemental hopefuls. We were escorted into a room I would come to know well over the next three years as a rehearsal space – a small, rectangular room with varnished wooden floors, windows along one side and a mirrored wall along the other. There was no hiding when you could see yourself as well as doubles of everyone else. Five candidates sat along the windows and five along the mirrors. I was on the window side, so I could see myself growing scarlet in real time. Excellent.

Behind the table at the head of the room sat four or five adults. I can’t remember them exactly, but I know Dave Bond, the college’s Head of Acting, was there and an actress named Nicola Reynolds, who I recognised from the TV show Ideal with Johnny Vegas. I would later work with Johnny in one of those full circle moments that sometimes sweep past you in life.

As your name was called, you had to stand in the centre of this mirrored chamber and deliver your monologue. You could choose whether to start with a Shakespearean or contemporary piece. I’d decided on Emilia’s speech from Othello, as I knew the play inside out from A-Level English and thought it probably a bit too obvious to have yet another innocent-looking blonde play Desdemona. This part had a bit more guts, a bitterness that I thought they perhaps wouldn’t expect from me. I was right.

My contemporary speech was from Equus by Peter Schaffer, which, if you haven’t seen it, is ostensibly a play about a boy who maybe wants to have sex with a horse. I decided to play his mother (someone who would have been at least twenty-five years my senior at the time) and almost, almost, went down the route of playing the hunched, croaky-voiced, talc-in-the-hair ‘old lady’, but pulled back just in time. I was playing the mother of a mentally ill teenage son and had absolutely no idea what I was talking about.

With these two texts simmering around my nervous mind, my name was called. I went to stand in the middle of this room, with my peers and experienced actors and tutors staring at me from behind their X-Factor grey table. I’d dragged my plastic chair into the centre with me; there was a low murmur in the room that this was a risky move. Or was I an avant-garde genius? Time would tell. I did my pieces, got the words right and almost, almost enjoyed it at points before then scurrying back to the safety of the group once I’d finished.

Eventually, all ten of us had completed our auditions. Some went better than others, some were smiling, some looked disappointed. We were thanked for our time and asked if the following could stay behind for the musical audition. The others would be dismissed, but they stressed this had no bearing on the outcome of whether you’d be successful in the end. Hmm, that smelt very faintly of bullshit, we thought collectively.

‘Kimberley Nixon.’

Shit, were they calling out the people who were staying or those who could leave? Judging by the sad trudge of the people not called, a spark of hope ignited deep in my belly.

YES! I’d made it through. I could hardly believe it.

SHIT, I’d made it through. Now I had to sing.

I spent the next half an hour with my jaw on the floor due to the phenomenal musical talent of the others. Their voices were rich and creamy, confident and powerful. I knew this was a bad idea. What was I thinking? Oh well, in for a penny. It was my turn. I stood in the central spot once more and launched into ‘Nowadays’ by Roxie Hart.

I channelled (read: copied) Renée and even recreated her low-key dance routine. Lord, help me. I was certainly, let’s call it brave, shall we?

My heart was beating so rapidly I worried I’d just keel over, but I imagined myself valiantly continuing to do the punctuated finger clicks, Bob Fosse-style, while lying prostrate on the shiny, worn wooden floor, being dragged out but simply refusing to let the dream die.

I didn’t fall over or spontaneously combust. There weren’t any boos and jeers, but there certainly wasn’t a standing ovation either. That’s it, I was done. I’d done it. I’d auditioned for drama school. We filed out, all relieved it was finally over, and as I passed by Dave Bond, he mused, ‘You look like Amanda Holden.’ I smiled and replied, ‘Oh, fuck off’, and he chuckled. As soon as I rounded the doorframe into the corridor my smile dropped. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that. To a teacher! I just told the Head of Acting at the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama to fuck off. It was so unlike me. Brilliant time to come out of your shell, Kim. Well, that was that, then. Only that wasn’t that then. Worst spoiler alert ever – I got in. I had to return for a recall where they made me do those speeches again while tidy-ing the room, a standard audition tactic. I didn’t have to sing again, thank baby Jesus, but I did have to take part in a group movement class, which was fine. I’d seen MTV – I could blag that. My biggest tips to wannabe acting students is that they’re looking for potential and a willingness to give it a go, not perfection or a flawless Britney-with-a-snake routine. Although I could have delivered that if pushed. Probably.

And so, I attended the Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama and received a BA Hons in Acting. Then I found an agent and started to make my way through the murky yet exciting world of the entertainment industry – with no connections and no generational wealth to fall back on. It was through this agent that I landed the role in Cranford. There I was, not quite graduated, yet somehow on a film set in a bonnet next to Dame Judi Dench, Imelda Staunton, Michael Gambon and Julia McKenzie. It was an incredible experience; it set the foundations of my career and provided a technical learning curve I would carry with me over the next nineteen years.

Not only this, but the cast and crew were incredibly kind to me, often explaining on-set jargon I hadn’t heard before and welcoming my wide-eyed family on set to peek behind the curtain. Remember we had no connection to the entertainment industry at all and this world was completely alien to us. It wasn’t a question of pinching myself to check it was real, more like punching myself in the face. I did quickly learn not to bring Valleys folk to a film unit catering van. Red rag to a bull.



But back to that sterile hospital theatre, legs akimbo. When the nurse asked ‘were you in Cranford?’ it was an incredibly easy yet loaded question to answer – but not when eye to whispering eye with my vagina. It all seemed a lifetime ago anyway. All I cared about now was what I’d been trying to prevent for most of my adult life: becoming a mum.

Except, that wasn’t quite happening. It turned out my ovaries weren’t blocked, but something was preventing me from getting pregnant. They just had to find out what it was. So, the testing continued. I did several jobs in this period, not least Ordinary Lies for which I won a Bafta Cymru (but I think it was more for acting with a fringe that didn’t suit me than anything else). We didn’t tell anyone what was going on, except my best friend, Jess.

Jess and I tell each other everything. We met in Year Seven and bonded over our love of Pride and Prejudice (the 1995 BBC TV adaptation, NOT the 2005 film). At the Cranford screening, I wandered out of the ladies and bumped into Colin Firth. Just standing there.

‘Mr Darcy,’ I whispered and, mortified that he’d heard, swivelled on the ball of my foot and ran back into the toilets to immediately text Jess: ‘I just called Colin Firth, Mr. Darcy!!!!!!’ She talked me down and I went back into the swanky Mayfair cinema. (I later filmed Easy Virtue with Colin but unfortunately playing his daughter not his lover). There’s something about Jess and I that means we just instinctively get each other. As an example, one Christmas, she arrived at my house for a festive shindig and, upon opening the door, blurted out that she thought she was pregnant.

‘Oh my God,’ I said, countering with my own news, ‘I think I’ve got a zit on my clit.’

We congratulated one another, no further questioning required, and the merriment of the evening commenced. (I think mine was an ingrowing hair, by the way. Hers, definitely a baby.)




The trouble was, Jess wasn’t the only one having a baby. In fact, everyone around us was having babies, which meant we were constantly being asked when we were going to start a family. I was starting to think that this whole thing just wasn’t fun anymore. Not only that, but it was also causing upset, resentment and an underlying sadness – maybe it just wasn’t meant to be.

We had to have a few frank conversations together as a couple during this time. Would ‘we’ be enough? No kids, just the two of us? That was an easy yes. It would be a different kind of a life, but a good life. We just needed to alter our instinctive reactions to the online baby announcements of friends and family. We concluded that there wasn’t a finite number of babies – they got one when we didn’t. We weren’t fighting over the last turkey in the shop in a mad Christmas Eve dash. That was their baby, their happiness and it truly had nothing to do with us. We were just happy that someone else was getting that moment of joy.

That didn’t mean it was always easy to keep the hope alive, until one day my husband said to me bluntly, ‘In ten years, we will have kids. I don’t know how or what route we’ll take, but we’ll have children.’ He was right – there was no doubt in my mind. We would keep hoping it would happen naturally; we’d crawl along on the NHS IVF waiting list and we’d explore other options, such as adoption. We knew this could be fulfilling – Jess had adopted two boys before she had two biological sons. The love she shared with all of them was unwavering and it didn’t make a blind bit of difference how they got there; they were all just one happy family.

This new approach, this new way of thinking, shook everything up. Suddenly every period wasn’t a lost opportunity but a bonus month of lie-ins, date nights and watching the entire first series of The Vampire Diaries in one night because the whim took me. I could read all day and meet girlfriends for drinks in the evening; he had time to paint and shout at the telly during Question Time.

My husband is a bit like the eponymous Beast from the Disney film: gruff, grouchy and, in the winter, he literally walks around the house with a blanket around his shoulders like a cape. It makes me laugh. He is also an exquisite painter, especially portraits, an incredibly knowledgeable gardener and a walking encyclopaedia regarding history, geography, politics and Eighties action films. We were going to be okay.

The other tactic we employed was to name that month’s egg something dreadful with the proviso being if that were the one to get fertilised and lead to a pregnancy, we HAD to name the baby that, regardless of sex. So, when my menstrual friend would drop by a few weeks later, it was actually a relief that I wouldn’t have a daughter named Tiberius. Or a son called Hortensia. We felt lighter about the whole thing in general.

Hopes were raised several times over the years. A late period here and there, and even a chemical pregnancy (a very early pregnancy loss that occurs just after the embryo has embedded). And while sad, rather than depress us, it just showed me that I could actually get pregnant after years of nothing. We would chalk it up to a cosmic win.

The embarrassing medical procedures in the name of finding out what was wrong didn’t let up and my husband’s humiliation knew no bounds, with having to get his ‘sample’ to the clinic within a half-hour period to ensure testing viability. He had an absolutely hilarious aversion to using ‘The Room’, the private part of the IVF clinic set aside to allow male patients to produce their sample for testing. He would rather, say, leave me waiting on a grassy knoll in the middle of an industrial estate, then come back ten minutes later, a bit red-faced, telling me to ask no questions. Barely concealing a smile, I’d get back into the car, and he’d scarcely pulled away from the kerb before I burst out laughing at him. Driving to the hospital, the specimen bottle under his arm for incubation purposes, he mumbled an embarrassed ‘oh, fuck off’. I laughed harder.

On another occasion, he disappeared into an empty toilet at the hospital. There wasn’t a soul in sight and, hoping to have five minutes alone, he locked himself in the furthest cubicle. He was psyching himself up to do the deed when he heard the squeaky wheels of an IV drip and the soft-slippered shuffle of an elderly gent, who parked up in the stall next to my husband and proceeded to do ‘one of the worst shits







Phase One: The Down Regulation







Phase Two: The Egg Collection











Phase Three: The Transfer
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