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  Laura’s Diary


  Monday, April 1st


  Dear Mum,


  Well, it’s finally happened. I’ve achieved my life-long ambition. The one thing I knew I wanted to accomplish from an early age.


  It’s been many years in the making, but I can now honestly say that I, Laura Newman, have successfully thrown my guts up in front of a group of men at a crucial job interview.


  It’s a modest achievement in the grand scheme of things, I know. Others have sought to climb Mount Everest or cure cancer. Me? I just wanted to embarrass myself in front of important and influential people in the most spectacular way possible.


  Oh, my yes. When my time on God’s green earth is done, I’ll have many, many fond memories to look back on – including the day I attended an interview at the Hotel Chocolat central offices in London, and did the Technicolor yawn all over three company senior executives.


  The timing was, of course, perfect.


  Rather than the sudden and overwhelming urge to be sick hitting me at a more opportune time – while watching Britain’s Got Talent, or listening to another one of Jamie’s office anecdotes, for instance – it happened at the precise moment I was impressing the hell out of potential employers with my unrivalled knowledge of chocolate production and marketing.


  Until the time of the upchuck everything had been going quite well. The interview had come at precisely the right time for my nerves, Jamie’s sanity and our joint bank account.


  The stress of having to close the shop thanks to the recession was just about killing both of us, so having the chance to interview for a highly-paid role with one of the largest chocolate companies in the country was a major lifeline. Needless to say, this isn’t what I’d planned for when I first opened the shop – before the downturn hit, and running your own independent business suddenly became about as sensible as juggling flaming hand grenades. To tell the truth I probably limped on for longer than I really should have. If I had been thinking purely logically I would have sold up two years ago and got out with minimal fuss. As it is though, I’d invested so much of myself in that shop that simply boarding up the windows and handing back the keys felt like a betrayal of my dreams.


  Dreams don’t pay the bills however, so the inevitable happened three months ago and Laura McIntyre’s ambitious plans for chocolate-based world domination went by the wayside.


  To be honest with you, by the end it was something of a relief to be free of the stress, although replacing the stress of shop ownership with the stress of finding a new job isn’t the greatest of exchanges when you get right down to it. You can imagine how pleased and excited I was to find an advertisement for a senior position at Hotel Chocolat. This was a job I had the skills, experience and qualifications to do standing on my head.


  So off I go to London – tottering along on my blackest, shiniest, most authoritarian high heels; wearing my most business-like black pencil skirt and jacket, my hair in the tightest, most professional ponytail you can endure without your eyes permanently watering. I’m more prepared for this interview than they were for the bloody D-Day landings. My poor, over-taxed brain is chock-a-block with every detail it can hold regarding the company’s business practices and methods.


  Tucked under one arm is my portfolio, which includes various new chocolate designs and flavours I’ve come up with, along with the receipts from the shop – right up until just before the crunch came along and ruined everything. I am determined to get this job. I am a modern, powerful, creative woman who will not be denied!


  Sadly, I’m also feeling a wee bit queasy as I board the 8.15 to Waterloo from a drizzle-soaked Southampton. I put the unpleasant feeling down to Saturday night, and the excesses of Charlie’s birthday party. It’s never taken me two whole days to recover before, but I figure I’m in my thirties now, so it’s probably only going to get worse.


  The journey by train is spent revising and trying to ignore the two chavs at the back of the carriage. Both are clearly already drunk and one is probably mentally challenged to boot. He has that irritating song, ‘Perfect’, by Pink playing at full volume from his mobile phone and keeps singing along with the chorus, making a particular effort to scream the line ‘You are perfect, FUCKING perfect to me-ee!’ at the top of his lungs. There must be a class somewhere that these people join to learn how to be as annoying to other members of the public as possible. I’d imagine the first lesson is ‘stopping in the middle of a busy street to hit your kids’, up through to a final lecture about how to most effectively drive your immediate neighbours insane with parties that go on to three in the morning, and the ownership of aggressive, smelly Pit Bull Terriers. The two I’m stuck with must have excelled in the session devoted to anti-social behaviour on public transport. Thankfully, the annoyance disappears when a muscular train guard, who looks in no mood for hijinks of this sort, stalks past my seat and neatly ejects both of the little sods at Woking before they can vandalise the train.


  Once in London, the cab ride to the Hotel Chocolat offices costs an arm, a leg and part of my lower intestine – but I arrive good and early, ready to dazzle and wow my prospective employers to the point of them needing sunglasses.


  First comes the half-an-hour wait in front of the receptionist. This seems to be a compulsory part of job interviewing these days. There must be some sort of manual for employers that suggests a good way to soften up applicants is to have them sit directly across from your receptionist in uncomfortable silence for thirty minutes.


  This one is about twenty-two and wearing more make-up than the bloody Joker. I’m hoping for a loud noise off to one side, just to see if the slap she’s wearing falls off her face if her head moves too quickly.


  The phone on her desk rings and the clown princess of crime picks it up. ‘They’re ready for you now, Mrs Newman,’ she tells me through her four layers of foundation.


  ‘Thanks,’ I reply, getting up and worrying at my skirt, which has inexplicably developed several large creases, despite the fact I’ve been sat still for half an hour. My heart is hammering in my chest like a caffeine-injected blacksmith as I pick up the portfolio beside me. I wobble past Heath Ledger towards an expensive mahogany door. It’s opened by a shiny young man in a dapper grey suit. He offers me the kind of smile I’ve only seen before on the face of a used car salesman.


  ‘Good morning Mrs Newman,’ he says. ‘Please take a seat.’ He gestures to a chair in front of an expensive mahogany desk. There must be a mahogany salesman in the city somewhere with a gold plated toilet.


  ‘God morning,’ I reply.


  God morning? What the hell does God morning mean? I meant to say ‘Good morning’ of course, but my nerves got the better of me. He’s going to think I’m some kind of weirdo, God-bothering religious fruitcake now!


  ‘Good morning,’ I say. He smiles at me again in a slightly confused fashion and walks round to join his two colleagues behind the desk. One of these is a thin, pleasant-looking black man in a crisp blue suit and the other is Christopher Biggins.


  I blink a couple of times. How is this possible? Since when did Biggins – portly comedian and star of many a bawdy television romp in the 1980s – change careers and become an executive for a chocolate company?


  I blink again. It’s not him, thank God. He just looks uncannily like Christopher Biggins. Relief washes over me. I don’t do well in the presence of celebrities – even minor ones. I once saw Brian from Big Brother in HMV and nearly peed myself. The thought of having to conduct myself professionally under the level gaze of a pantomime dame and the character Lukewarm from Ronnie Barker’s Porridge chills me to the bone.


  Hang on a minute. Isn’t Christopher Biggins dead anyway? I’m sure I read that somewhere . . . Oh God. How long have I been stood here thinking about Christopher Biggins?


  ‘Please sit down,’ not-Christopher Biggins tells me. He’s got a look on his face that suggests I was stood stock still trying to remember if Christopher Biggins is dead or not for an uncomfortably long period of time.


  Stop thinking about Christopher Biggins, you mad bitch!


  I sit down, grateful that the desk hides the cavernous creases in my skirt. The nausea from earlier has returned stronger than ever, but I put it down to a combination of nerves and the Saturday hangover – and do my best to ignore it.


  ‘My name is Charles Lipman,’ says the nice black man. ‘These are my colleagues David Presley.’ He indicates the slick car salesman. ‘And Roger McDougal.’ He points at not-Biggins.


  ‘I’m very pleased to meet you all,’ I say, lying through my teeth.


  ‘As are we, Mrs Newman,’ Lipman continues. ‘From reading your CV, it appears you may well have the qualities we’re after for the position of Southern Area creative manager.’ He pulls out a copy. ‘Tell us all about your previous experience.’


  And with that, the interview is underway. I put thoughts of camp television stars (who may or may not be dead, the jury is still out at this point), wrinkled skirts and Batman villains out of my head, and begin the job of dazzling these three men with my suitability for this fabulous job.


  It all goes swimmingly. For about twenty minutes. They nod their heads appreciatively as I tell them about their business. They smile approvingly as I suggest ways to increase productivity and profit margins. They even chuckle at my carefully honed jokes about running my own business in a recession-hit economy. Jamie had fed me these last night during a last minute flurry of revision. I wasn’t sure about using them, but he said they’d go a long way to proving I had a sparkling personality.


  It wasn’t all that pleasant detailing the collapse of the shop. Nobody likes to talk about something that ends in failure. The main thing is for them to know that the shop only went under thanks to the bad economy – not because I have the business acumen of a dazed camel. They seem to readily accept my well-crafted point of view, so I move on swiftly to other matters, relieved to have got that explanation out of the way.


  I’m in the middle of explaining the marketing strategy I’d like to employ for next Easter, when the nausea I’ve been keeping at bay all morning breaks through my carefully constructed mental dam and washes over me like a sickly tidal wave.


  ‘Are you alright Mrs Newman?’ not-Biggins asks, seeing I’ve suddenly gone a whiter shade of pale.


  ‘Yes,’ I squeak. I take a couple of deep breaths and continue. ‘As I was saying, the campaign needs to focus on parents, so I’ve devised a few strap lines I believe would—’


  My mouth is full of sick. One minute it’s empty, the next it’s full. I’ve never known anything like it.


  In previous experience, I’ve usually had more warning signs: the rolling of the stomach, that horrible coppery taste, the feeling of your throat muscles constricting . . . This time though, it’s like a magic trick, and not a good one like the kind Paul Daniels used to perform with the lovely Debbie McGee, or the type David Blaine inflicts on innocent passers-by in the middle of a city street.


  The vomit simply appears in my mouth in a split second. I shut my lips tight trying to prevent its exit into the world. My cheeks puff out, and I begin to resemble Alvin the bloody Chipmunk.


  ‘My word. Are you feeling sick?’ Charles Lipman asks.


  Alvin can’t reply. If Alvin tries to say anything, a stream of warm vomit will be the only answer. Some might say this would actually be an improvement over the high-pitched, squeaking stupidity that usually comes out of Alvin’s mouth; but I’d cheerfully listen to a whole album of that crap right now rather than be sat here with a gob full of my own stomach lining.


  Then horrifyingly, like a fat commuter boarding an underground train during rush hour, more sick jostles its way into my already over-filled mouth. My hand flies up to cover my lips, but the inevitable is already happening. My gob can’t take anymore. The barrier is breached. The walls of Jericho have well and truly fallen.


  From between my fingers, a fountain of vomit sprays forth, happy to be free of its enforced imprisonment. It’s like putting your hand over a hose – only smellier and involving more dry cleaning.


  All three of my interviewers back away in horror. Charles Lipman and David Presley are out of their chairs in an instant, but poor old portly not-Biggins is less limber, and instead of jumping out of his chair to avoid my upchuck, he simply falls backward in a slapstick tumble his famous döppelganger would have been proud to execute in any matinée performance of Jack and the Beanstalk.


  I’m up out of my seat as well, one hand still clasped to my face. With the other I try to indicate that I need the nearest toilet. I waggle my finger around feverishly while skipping backwards out of range. It looks like I’ve invented a new dance, some kind of finger waggling, puffy-cheeked update on the Charleston . . . with added stomach broth.


  Thankfully, Charles Lipman divines the import of my interpretive dance. ‘There’s a bathroom through that door!’ he screeches, pointing maniacally at another expensive mahogany door to my right.


  I rush towards it and bang the door open. Inside is one of those executive washrooms that I have no doubt no-one has thrown up in previously. It’s just not designed for that kind of thing. This washroom has seen many rich hairy men’s arses in its time, but I bet I’m the first woman in history to come in here and lose her giblets. I happily christen the facilities in the toilet stall at one end of the room.


  Most of the sick has already made its way up from my stomach, so I’m spared the hideous dry heaves. These are always the worst part of being sick. You sound like a power-lifter trying to get four hundred pounds over their head, and look like dog trying to bring up a stuck bone.


  After only a couple of minutes I’m able to move away from the toilet bowl to clean myself up. There are some flecks of vomit on my jacket, but on the whole things could be worse. My face is that of a heroin-addled prostitute, but my clothes are in a fairly respectable state of repair considering what’s just happened.


  Of course I can never leave this bathroom again. This is my home now. They will have to send in food, drink and other supplies. I’m glad my mobile phone is in my pocket so I can still communicate with loved ones. They’ll miss me no doubt, but perhaps the people at Hotel Chocolat can arrange visiting hours. I’ll have to bed down in the toilet stall and I’ll need some books to while away the coming decades, but on the whole staying in here is far better than opening the door and facing the three men I’ve just been sick in front of.


  ‘Mrs Newman?’


  It’s fucking not-Biggins. He wants me out. He wants to bask in my shame, to delight in my embarrassment, the bastard. I hate you, not-Christopher Biggins, and everything you stand for.


  ‘Are you alright, Mrs Newman?’ Presley also pipes up.


  Of course I’m not alright you colossal pillock. I’ve just completely ruined my chances of getting a job with your company.


  ‘Yes, I’m fine!’ I shout through the door a little too loudly. ‘I’m going to come out now.’


  The door swings open and I’m greeted by three worried faces. Not-Biggins looks the most concerned, to his credit.


  ‘I do apologise gentleman. I can’t explain how that happened. I assume I must be sick.’


  Charles Lipman’s eyes narrow. ‘You’re not . . . pregnant are you?’ he asks tentatively.


  Me? Pregnant? Don’t be so flaming silly!


  ‘Oh, I very much doubt it, Mr Lipman. My husband and I are always careful with our contraception.’


  And there we have it. I’m now discussing my sexual health with three men I met less than half an hour ago. The bright red of shame flushes my face.


  ‘Oh.’ Lipman looks horrified. Presley looks like a deer in the headlights. McDougal continues to inexplicably look like Christopher Biggins.


  ‘Well Mrs Newman,’ Lipman carries on, ‘perhaps we should end the interview there, given what’s just happened? We wouldn’t want you to have to continue in your present state.’


  You mean the feeling of bloated nausea? Or the drying vomit now forming an unsightly crust on my lapel?


  ‘Perhaps you’re right Mr Lipman.’ My face takes on its most hang-dog expression. ‘Thank you for seeing me today. I apologise for the sickness.’


  ‘That’s quite alright, Mrs Newman. My wife suffered with morning sickness with our first child,’ not-Biggins points out.


  I’m not pregnant. Fuck you, Widow Twanky!


  I go over and pick up my portfolio.


  ‘You’re welcome to leave that here if you like, Mrs Newman, I’d like to read through it,’ Charles Lipman says. A glimmer of hope breaks through the clouds of abject mortification.


  ‘Thank you Mr Lipman, I will.’ I’m surprised by the way my voice is shaking. With sudden unvarnished terror I realise I’m close to tears. Lipman’s simple offer to read my portfolio is about to make me cry like a five-year-old girl.


  What the hell is the matter with me?


  With shining eye and trembling lip, I go to shake hands with Charlie-boy. He looks down at the hand I proffer, no doubt examining it for signs of my stomach contents. I smile like an arsonist holding a match and withdraw the hand, swallowing the hard lump I’ve got in my throat.


  ‘Well goodbye gentleman,’ I say in a rush. ‘I hope you all have a very pleasant day.’


  All three offer me an equally polite farewell.


  For an instant not-Biggins looks like he’s going to hug me. I don’t think I could stand that. If he tries it I will burst into tears. How could I not? He has the friendly, open face of a pantomime legend. Thankfully he doesn’t go for an embarrassing clinch, and without another word I scurry out of the room. As I pass The Joker, I can hear her on the phone asking for a cleaner to come up to Mr Lipman’s office as quickly as possible. I couldn’t feel worse about myself right now if you told me I had dengue fever . . .


  Of course, there is no way I’m actually pregnant. No way in Hell! It’s just the result of the hangover from Saturday – and probably the Thai takeaway we had last night. Yes, that must be it! Just a combination of too many vodkas and some bad chicken Pad Thai noodles.


  The visit I make to a nearby Boots on my way back to the train station is entirely coincidental. I merely go in to purchase some Rennies to settle my stomach. Quite how the pregnancy test finds its way onto the counter in front of the sales assistant is beyond me, but for some reason I buy it anyway and stick it in my jacket pocket. I may – or may not! – take the test later, just out of idle curiosity. Only because I’ve never taken one before, and am interested on a purely academic level as to how they work.


  After all, there’s no way I’m pregnant. Oh goodness gracious me no!


  Oh good God, I’m pregnant. Knocked up. Up the duff. In the first blossom of motherhood. Carrying the first few cells of an unborn human being that will one day soon expect to squeeze itself out of my vagina . . . which can’t happen of course. It’s impossible. Squeeze a human being from my prim, healthy lady garden? Don’t be so ridiculous!


  Oh Mum, I really wish you were here. I’m terrified.


  Love and miss you,


  Your soon to be enormous daughter, Laura.


  xxx
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