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Chapter One



‘Hit me again,’ I say.

Eyebrows are raised. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I can handle it.’

‘You can overdose on this,’ he warns. ‘Even you, a hardened user.’

‘Never.’

In times of crisis, my drug of choice is single plantation Madagascar. There is nothing – absolutely nothing – that it fails to cure. This is the remedy for anything from a broken heart to a headache – and I’ve had plenty of both in my time, I can tell you.

‘Bring it on, boy.’ I nod solemnly and my dealer hands over my drugs, making me sigh with relief. Chocolate. Mmm. Mmm. Mmm! Lovely, lovely, creamy, sweet, delicious chocolate. I just can’t get enough of it.

Taking my first bite, I feel its warm, comforting taste start to edge through my pain. There are times when chocolate really is the answer to all of your prayers.

‘Better?’

‘Getting there,’ I say with a wan smile.

‘The posse will be here soon and then you’ll be okay.’

‘I know. Thanks, Clive. You’re a saviour.’

‘All part of the service, dear.’ He high-fives me in a very camp way – but then he’s gay, so he’s allowed.

Taking my stash, I find a sofa in the corner and sink into it. My weary bones start to relax and, breathing in the strong vanilla scent, I feel my head starting to clear, too.

I’m not alone in my desires. Oh no. I’m part of a small but perfectly-formed sect that we’ve christened The Chocolate Lovers’ Club. We have just four members in our guilty gang and we meet here at Chocolate Heaven as often as we can. This place is an addict’s paradise – the equivalent of the opium den for the chocoholic. It’s tucked away in a cobbled back street in a smart area of London, but I’m not going to say where, because then my secret would be out and hordes of wide-eyed, craving women would descend on our special place and spoil it. It’s like when you discover a great holiday destination – miles and miles of deserted, white beaches, intimate little restaurants and nite-spots: then you tell everyone about it and how fabulous it is and next year it’s been swamped by people on Easyjet flights and you can’t move on the beach for bloated bodies in beaded sarongs from Matalan, and ghetto-blasters. All the intimate little restaurants now serve sausage and chips and the nite-spots offer half-price drinks and have foam machines. For now though, Chocolate Heaven is the haunt of the chosen few and long may it remain so.

I let my head drop back and score once more, popping another divine chocolate into my mouth with yet another heartfelt sigh.

I’m Lucy Lombard and I suppose I’m the founder member because I’m the lucky soul who found Chocolate Heaven first. Today, an ad-hoc meeting of The Chocolate Lovers’ Club has been hastily convened. If any one of us texts – CHOCOLATE EMERGENCY – we all try to drop whatever we’re doing and run for our sanctuary. It’s the equivalent of telling an on-call doctor that his heart patient has just flatlined. This time I’m the one who’s called the meeting. Wait until I tell my best girls what’s happened – they won’t believe it. Or maybe they will.

Autumn is the first to arrive. As I finish my last chocolate, she bursts through the door. ‘Are you okay?’ she asks breathlessly. Autumn Fielding is one of life’s carers.

‘Marcus. Again,’ I offer. Marcus is supposed to be my dearly-beloved boyfriend – but more of that later.

She tuts sympathetically in return.

Many moons ago, I used to come in here alone and skulk in the corner. I don’t really like eating in front of other people and I particularly don’t like to be watched when I’m eating chocolate. I suspect druggies don’t like to be watched either as they tuck into a crackpipe or mainline their heroin. There’s something slightly sleazy about being observed while taking part in your particular perversion. (Unless your particular perversion is being watched, I guess.) I don’t actually drool, but I feel that I look as if I do. And, I think you’ll agree, drooling is best done in private.

It was during one of my many solo visits that I met Autumn. There wasn’t a spare seat in the place except the one next to me, so she plonked herself down and we hit it off immediately. But then I don’t think anyone would not like Autumn – as long as you don’t mind people who can’t help being constantly nice. A small word of caution though. Parents, be warned: if you’re going to call your daughter Autumn, she will inevitably grow up to have curly red hair and will vote for the Green Party – just as this one does.

Autumn is a dark-chocolate person. In the world of chocolate psychology – and I’m sure there is one – this may indicate that she’s hiding her dark side. Autumn nibbles her chocolate – eke-ing out each piece with a thousand tiny tasting bites which I think makes her feel less guilty about the poor people. She suffers terrible guilt when she feeds her chocolate habit. The rest of us agonise about the number of calories we’re consuming and how long they’re going to sit on our hips. Autumn agonises about the starving children who have to survive on a bowl of rice every day and can’t have chocolate – not ever. I don’t worry about starving children – I try to block them out of my vision completely as, quite frankly, I have more than enough stuff to worry about at home.

‘We need hot chocolate to give us a lift,’ Autumn says as she unwinds her scarf – no doubt hand-knitted by some poor Mexican teenager earning a quid a year in a filth-ridden slum. I need to eat more chocolate to make myself feel better.

‘Clive,’ I shout to our friend and supplier over at the counter. ‘The others will be here soon. What about getting some hot chocolate on the go for us?’

‘Will do,’ he says, and bustles into action.

Then Nadia arrives. She comes and gives me a hug and looks deeply into my eyes. ‘He’s not good for you.’

‘I know.’ We all know. She didn’t even need to ask who was the cause of my crisis. It’s always Marcus. ‘I’ve just ordered hot chocolate.’

‘Fabulous.’

Nadia Stone was the next person to come along to take our cosy couple to the realms of a gang. She arrived one lunchtime at Chocolate Heaven looking stressed and tearful, before ordering a wide selection of goodies from Clive’s business and life partner, Tristan, with more haste than good taste. Both Autumn and I empathised with that as we have been there a million times ourselves. It was only right that we took her under our wing there and then.

Autumn and I had already slipped into the habit of meeting up at least once a week – twice if our stress levels warranted it. Now we all have a sort of rolling arrangement.

Nadia is the only one among us who is a mother. She has a demanding three year old – aren’t they all? Her son’s called Lewis, and night after night without proper sleep was the main reason for her tears, but things are better now. Lewis sleeps through on enough occasions to allow Nadia to function in the real world.

Nadia is not discerning in her choice of chocolate. She says it’s her only respite, but she seems to wolf it down without tasting it. A sin in my book. If you have an addiction, you should at least be able to savour it. Nadia eats her chocolate for comfort – along with 99 per cent of the female population, I should imagine. Like me, she is on the comely side of size ten. She blames it on never regaining her figure after the birth of Lewis. I’d blame it on the fact that she snaffles all of her son’s chocolate before he can get near it. She even admits to licking the chocolate off his digestive biscuits when he’s not looking.

‘I hate the British weather.’ The final member of our four-some to arrive is Chantal. Flopping into her seat, she shakes the rain from her glossy hair.

Originally from sunny California, Chantal Hamilton, like Nadia, is also married. She has a fabulously wealthy husband, Ted, who is some kind of financial genius in the City. Chantal is the oldest among us – pushing forty – but is by far the most gorgeous and glamorous. She’s tall, slender, always immaculately groomed, ridiculously beautiful and talented. If she was a horse, she’d be a thoroughbred. Her hair is cut into a sleek, dark bob by one of the top stylists in London – one of those who’s on the telly all the time. There’s never a hair out of place. Chantal is invited into the VIP room and gets complimentary champagne with her hairdo. How the other half live! She wears the kind of shoes that make my feet hurt just looking at them, and frequents the type of designer boutiques where you require appointments and have sales advisors who would terrify punters with bank accounts within the normal range. Yes, Chantal Hamilton has everything in life.

Everything but a husband who wants sex with her.

It’s true. In this day and age, when we assume everyone is mad for it, Chantal and Ted make love about once a year. Twice, if she can get him drunk at Christmas on the lethal combination of vodka and something she calls ‘egg nog’. Sounds hideous. Either Valentine’s Day or her birthday can be counted on as a cert – but the rest is in the lap of the gods. Chantal wishes it was more to do with Ted’s lap.

Despite her good breeding and high-class image, Chantal is also an indiscriminate chocolate-eater who refuses to admit that she is an addict. Our American friend simply insists that she has ‘a sweet tooth’. I’d call that deep denial.

‘So why are we here?’ Chantal wants to know. ‘You should have seen the butt on the photographer I just had to blow off.’ Chantal has ways other than chocolate of dealing with her husband’s lack of desire to exert his conjugal rights. Not to put too fine a point on it, she prefers to blow her photographers rather than blow them off. ‘It had better be good.’

‘It’s not,’ I say morosely.

Clive brings over a tray laden down with four glasses of steaming hot chocolate topped with whipped cream and shavings of milk chocolate. He puts it down on the low coffee-table in our midst. A curl of steam rises into the air. It looks just the thing to warm our cold toes – and the cockles of my broken heart.

‘I’ve made some feuillantines,’ he tells us with a dramatic raising of his eyes heavenwards, indicating bliss. ‘Thin slivers of wafer flavoured with ginger, clove, nutmeg and cinnamon.’ We coo our approval. ‘You have to try them.’

Quite frankly, who are we to argue?

‘Here we go, ladies.’ There is a collective sigh of anticipation as I dish out the glasses.

My fellow club members and I snuggle down into the soft, deep sofas. We sip the hot chocolate in unison and there is a second collective sigh – of appreciation.

‘Well?’ Chantal says.

Autumn already has a ring of chocolate round her mouth and is wide-eyed with expectation.

I look round at the circle of my good friends. ‘Are you sitting comfortably?’ They all nod at me and we simultaneously reach for a thick, chocolaty feuillantine. ‘Then let me begin …’

Chapter Two



She who eats chocolate must work out – it’s one of the first rules of the universe. So, on Tuesday evenings I go to a yoga class. I finish the last bite of my Mars Bar and throw the wrapper in the bin. It’s six o’clock and I’m hauling my gym bag from under my desk with the hope of making a prompt escape.

I’m currently working at Targa, a computer company which specialises in data recovery – whatever that might be. All I know is that I work here more frequently than anywhere else in my role as a temporary secretary, thoroughly wasting the 2:2 in Media Studies that I struggled so hard to get – despite the fact that everyone views it as a ‘nonsense’ degree. Targa has endemic levels of stress, sickness and the deployment of duvet days. I think some of my colleagues would benefit from going to my yoga class more than I do. Whenever anyone falls pregnant they seem to find a reason to sack the poor, unfortunate woman – which can take some time and creativity. So I’ve done more than my fair share of extended maternity cover over the last few years. Employment legislation means nothing here.

One of the few reasons that I like working at Targa is that it’s perilously close to Chocolate Heaven and, if I’m brisk, I can nip there in my lunch-hour. My current job is to cater for the wide and varying whims of six assorted salesmen, under the eagle eye of Sales Manager, Mr Aiden Holby.

‘Hi there, Gorgeous,’ Aiden Holby says as he passes my desk. ‘Off to put your legs behind your neck tonight?’

Targa is a very politically incorrect company, too. Sexual harassment and general abuse of the staff is encouraged – mainly because it’s the only form of relief from the constant stress. An ability to flirt out rageously and a wide vocabulary of offensive language are both necessary requirements of recruitment.

‘Yes. Yoga beckons.’

‘What I wouldn’t give to see you bending over in one of those tight little Lycra leotards.’

‘Yeah?’

He holds up his hand. ‘Don’t interrupt me. I’m having a male moment.’

‘Dream on,’ I tell him as I head for the door.

‘I’m having a drink later with the guys at the Space Bar,’ he says, turning up his 100-kilowatt smile. ‘Join us.’

‘Can’t. But thanks.’

‘I’ll buy you some of that chocolate vodka you’re so fond of.’

It’s tempting. There’s only one thing that can count as better than chocolate and that’s a chocolate/alcohol combo. ‘I’d better give it a miss,’ I say, trying to be virtuous.

‘I was hoping to get you drunk so that you’d seduce me.’

‘You couldn’t afford that much vodka.’

He laughs softly. ‘Goodnight, Gorgeous. See you tomorrow.’

Aiden always addresses me as ‘Gorgeous’, but I’m not sure whether it’s because he does, in fact, think I’m gorgeous, or because they’ve had so many temps through the office that one generic name fits us all. Saves all that pesky remembering. I don’t, however, call him Gorgeous – even though he is.

Aiden Holby is possessed of a rare charm. All the female members of staff, particularly those of a certain age and of an impressionable disposition, think he’s fab. He’s tall, dark and ridiculously handsome. The fact that he’s got an irrepressibly cheeky smile and naughty twinkling eyes hasn’t exactly escaped my attention either. I do occasionally find myself talking in glowing terms about Mr Aiden Holby at The Chocolate Lovers’ Club and the girls have duly nicknamed him ‘Crush’. Not that I do have a crush on my boss – not really. Besides, while Mr Aiden ‘Crush’ Holby is a resolutely single man, I am a woman in a committed, long-term relationship. I’m loyal to Marcus to the nth degree – even though my friends at The Chocolate Lovers’ Club quite often point out that my loyalty is entirely misguided.

Chapter Three



I join the throng heading down into the Tube and scoot along a few stops to my health club where the yoga class is held. This isn’t a particularly salubrious club, but it’s just about within my meagre budget. Actually it’s beyond my meagre budget, but I’m not about to split hairs. There are no gleaming chrome and frosted-glass surfaces here. Despite the constant smell of cheap disinfectant in the locker rooms, it’s not as clean as it might be, and you don’t catch me lingering in the showers – and there’s a faint odour of stale sweat in the workout studios. The air-conditioning never works properly either and it’s been a very warm day – the sort of day when Toffee Crisps go all soft and chewy in your handbag. I know because that’s what I’m going to have for dinner on the way. But if I come here to punish my body on a regular basis then it can just about keep pace with my calorie consumption.

I conduct a continuing battle with myself not to blossom into the more rotund side of chubby. I’m short, a natural blonde and not too much of a heifer considering my addiction – although I probably would be described as ‘ample’ or ‘curvaceous’ should I ever find myself the subject of a tabloid scandal. ‘Luscious Lucy’ or ‘Juicy Lucy’ would be my red-top moniker. I’ll stop short of ‘Lardy Lucy’.

I used to have ambitions, but I’m not sure that I do any more. I only know that I don’t want to spend the rest of my life filing papers and fetching coffee for people who don’t even bother to get to know me because I’m not going to be around for long enough. After all these years, I’m still mired in student debt, but one day I’ll stop spending all my money on excess calories and start saving up for sensibledom. Even though I’m tipping the scales at the wrong side of thirty, I’m very comfortable with it.

I’m neither a sad single nor a smug married. I have a permanent boyfriend – sometimes. Marcus Canning is the man who adores me and wants to marry me. Eventually. We’ve been together for five years and he’s currently edging further towards a ‘commitment’, which is a good thing.

As I get nearer to the health club my heart starts to sink. I do yoga to help reduce my stress levels, but I’m not sure that it works as I invariably lie there, fists curled into tense balls, thinking, Get a move on! when everyone else is seemingly lying contentedly on the floor listening to some kind of twinkly birdsong and the droning low-level voice of our teacher, Persephone. I also struggle to get my knees to comply with the leg-mangling Lotus, and my Half-Plough position is distinctly half-hearted. My dedication to my spiritual side also means that I don’t usually see Marcus on Tuesdays; I love him so much that I can’t bear not to see him every day, and have to force myself to do other stuff as he doesn’t like women who are too clingy.

Occasionally Marcus calls me and begs me not to pursue my quest to get fit and lures me round to his place instead by offering copious amounts of chocolate and large quantities of red wine. Call me weak, but I always capitulate – even though I sometimes try to make a fuss about not going. Marcus rarely buys into my reluctance as he knows that he can twist me round his little finger. Besides, a glass of wine is good for the heart. Though I’m not sure about the other four that invariably get necked as well. Two squares of dark chocolate a day are also beneficial for your health. They boost your levels of endorphins and anti-oxidants, and that has to be good. How often are scientists wrong? Huh? So, actually, by staying in and drinking wine and eating chocs, I’m probably doing myself a lot more good than risking injury in my yoga class. And, let’s face it, whether it’s a scientific fact or not, booze and a box of chocs will always win over health and hatha yoga for the majority of people, and I’m no exception.

My boyfriend knows that I can’t resist the lure of Mingles, or him. But, despite me staring at my phone for lengthy periods throughout the day and willing him to save me from torture by the Triangle pose, Marcus hasn’t called at all. I phoned him a few times – about ten times or so, but then I thought I was obsessing. And, anyway, each time his mobile went straight to voicemail.

I unwrap the Toffee Crisp from my emergency stash in my handbag and tuck into it. Exercising on an empty stomach – even yoga – always makes me feel faint. Frankly, I’m a recent convert to the delights of pure plantation chocolate. I adore chocolate in all its many forms, but my current passion is couture chocolates made with the selected beans from single plantations all around the world – Trinidad, Tobago, Ecuador, Venezuela, New Guinea. Exotic locations, all of them. They are – out and out – the best type of chocolate. In my humble opinion. The Jimmy Choos of the chocolate world. Though truffles are a fierce competitor. (Strictly speaking, truffles are confectionery as opposed to chocolates, but I feel that’s making me sound like a chocolate anorak.) So as not to appear a chocolate snob, I also shove in Mars Bars, Snickers and Double Deckers as if they’re going out of fashion. Like the best, I was brought up on a diet of Cadburys and Nestlé, with Milky Bars and Curly Wurlys being particular favourites – and both of which I’m sure have grown considerably smaller with the passing of the years. Walnut Whips are a bit of a disappointment these days too. They’re not like they used to be. Doesn’t stop me from eating them, of course – call it product research.

Hastily munching the last bit of my Toffee Crisp as I swing through the doors, I offer a cheery, ‘Hello,’ to the receptionist, a young slip of a thing called Becky who looks as if the temptation of chocolate never darkens her doorstep, and breeze through to get changed.

‘Oh, Lucy,’ she shouts after me. ‘The yoga class is cancelled tonight. Persephone’s put her back out.’

That’s not a very good advertisement for yoga, is it? ‘Damn,’ I say. ‘I was so looking forward to getting all my knots unkinked.’ Call me a liar – see if I care.

‘You could squeeze into the Fit Ball class instead,’ Becky suggests. ‘Or there’s always the gym.’

Both of which sound too much like hard work. I like yoga because you can pretend to be working hard while actually doing very little. If you stop jogging in an aerobics class, everyone knows. Fall asleep in yoga and everyone just thinks you’re great at meditating. ‘Maybe I’ll give it a miss tonight,’ I say, as if I’m disappointed. Cobblers to the Cobbler position, I think with a surge of glee. I make my voice fill with empathy. ‘I do hope Persephone’s okay.’

‘She should be back in a few days.’

So, now what? I could shoot off to the Space Bar and join the guys for a drink. The offer of chocolate vodka is very appealing. The thought of a little socialising with Crush isn’t deeply repellent either, but then I’d have to listen to a whole litany of yoga-type jokes from him and the other reps. Maybe Crush would try to get me drunk and maybe – just maybe – I might try to seduce him. Can’t go there. Targa are very keen on team-bonding exercises and sometimes they involve alcohol and invariably end in shame, sackings and sexual harassment law-suits. I’d have to face Crush in the office tomorrow and am also full-time girlfriend of wonderful man already.

Alternatively, Marcus’s place isn’t too far from here. I could jump on the Tube again and go to give my man a lovely surprise. Weighing up the possibilities, I decide I should definitely run to the warmth of Marcus’s arms. Much more sensible. The thought of seeing my dearly-beloved puts a spring in my step again and I decide that’s exactly what I’ll do.

Chapter Four



Marcus has a great flat on the top floor of one of those grand Georgian buildings in a really trendy area of London. He only bought it last year and that worried me slightly as I had hoped that we’d move in together when Marcus outgrew the place he was sharing with three other guys, but he said that he didn’t feel ready for that. He did, however, give me my own key, which I always think is a crucial extension of trust in a relationship. Besides, he assured me, this flat would be a good investment for our future. When we do live together – which I’m sure we will one day – then Marcus will have accumulated some equity in this property and we can use that as a deposit for our own home. Marcus is very good with investment planning. Like Chantal’s husband, he works in a terribly high-paid job in the City and is a complete workaholic. His job is his life. And me, of course.

Marcus is beautiful. He’s a blond bombshell and I feel so lucky to have a boyfriend like him. Sometimes, when I’m feeling a bit insecure, I can’t help but think that really he’s out of my league. For a girl who grew up with the nickname ‘Chubby Cheeks’ it always feels strange, having a boyfriend like Marcus. He only has to walk into a room and all female heads swivel in his direction – sometimes male ones too. My looks are of the more ordinary variety – not too shabby, but put it this way: I’m never going to be talent-spotted in the street by the Storm Agency looking for a more mature and fatter brand of model.

Marcus and I met in a bookshop, which I always think sounds terribly romantic. I was buying a copy of Pride and Prejudice to replace my much-thumbed one, and he was buying a copy of Crap Towns: The 50 Worst Places To Live in the UK. It was love at first sight. Well, for me, at least. Marcus asked for my phone number, but it took him over a month to ring me, even though I willed him to do so, every day. He confessed later that he stumbled across it accidentally while flicking through the contacts list in his mobile phone, and that when he did find it, he’d forgotten whose number it was and just called it out of curiosity. I guess it was my lucky day.

Putting my key in the lock, I call out as I do so, ‘Hi, honey, I’m home!’ It’s our little joke.

The fabulous scent of something spicy greets me. ‘Mmm.’ I didn’t realise how hungry I was. All I’ve had to eat today is chocolate, chocolate and more chocolate – no change there, then. As I go into the lounge, Marcus comes out of the kitchen. He’s wearing an apron and is brandishing a wooden spoon.

‘What are you doing here?’ he says.

‘Is that the same as “Hello, darling, I love you”?’ I say as I drop my gym bag on the floor and go over to kiss him. ‘That smells delicious.’ I snake my arms around his waist and give him a squeeze. ‘I’m very impressed. You should do this more often. What’s cooking?’

‘Oh, not much,’ he answers distractedly.

‘Mmm.’ I trail one of my fingers along his spoon, scooping up some of the delicious sauce, and then lick my finger. ‘Is there enough for two?’

‘Yes. Just enough.’

‘Ooh, good.’

He unpeels my arms from round his waist with his free hand. ‘Actually, I’m expecting someone.’ And it wasn’t you, his tone says.

‘Oh?’ Trying to hide my disappointment, I follow Marcus as he retreats into the kitchen. This is a great room, all stainless steel and frosted glass – just like my health club should be. Much too sophisticated for Marcus’s usual ready meals and takeaways. He has cupboards with nothing in them, lots of boy gadgets that he’s never used. I’m glad to see that he’s discovering the joys of cooking. While he fusses with dinner, I delve into the fridge. ‘Who?’

‘An old schoolfriend,’ he says.

‘Mmm. My favourite.’ Two small pots of dark chocolate mousse are sitting there, looking very alluring. ‘You made this all by yourself?’

‘Well …’

‘A man of hidden talents,’ I tease him. ‘Any to spare?’

‘’Fraid not,’ Marcus says.

There’s also champagne chilling. A very nice bottle. ‘Is it someone special?’

‘No.’ He shakes his head vigorously. ‘Just a mate. No one you know. I thought Tuesday was your yoga night.’

‘Cancelled,’ I say, as I spy a bottle of red wine on the counter that’s already half-drunk. ‘Teacher’s hurt her back.’

‘That’s not a great advert for yoga.’

‘That’s exactly what I said.’ Sometimes Marcus and I are so in tune, I’m sure that we read each other’s thoughts.

‘Couldn’t you have done another class?’

‘Too tired,’ I say. ‘Besides, I wanted to see you.’ I lean my head on his shoulder as he stirs his sauce. My eyes rove over the kitchen counter to the open recipe book. ‘Moroccan chicken with olives. Wow. Chocolate mousse too? You’re pushing the boat out.’

‘I thought I’d make a bit of an effort. I like cooking.’ The cookery book is one that I bought him for Christmas two years ago. How To Be Her Kitchen Love God. Funny that he’s never tried out any of the recipes on me.

‘What’s this?’ I lift the lid on another pot.

‘Saffron-scented mashed potatoes,’ he says, somewhat reluctantly.

‘Yum. That sounds glorious. I hope your friend isn’t a hamburger and chips chap.’

He eases away from me again. ‘Let me just make a phone call, see if I can cancel.’

‘Don’t cancel on my behalf. I’d like to meet him. Are you sure there isn’t enough to go round? There looks to be plenty.’ I’ll fight Marcus for the chocolate mousse.

‘It’d be better to do it another time.’ Marcus picks up his phone and flicks up a number. ‘We’ll be joshing about old times. You’d be bored.’

The bowl in which Marcus has made the chocolate mousse is discarded by the sink. Picking it up, I run my finger through the remains of the rich sauce and then stick it in my mouth, sucking greedily on the chocolate. This is good. I’d probably get my tongue in and lick the bowl out if I were alone, but I don’t want to appear too skanky. ‘Are you saying that I’ll be in the way?’

‘Well …’ Marcus says and then lets it hang in the air.

‘Okay.’ I can’t help feeling a bit miserable that Marcus doesn’t want me around. He’s very funny about things like this. We hardly ever socialise with his friends or family. He prefers it to be just the two of us. I should like that, shouldn’t I? But sometimes it makes me feel as if he thinks I’m not good enough for him. Silly, I know. Marcus tells me I’m a twit all the time. ‘I’ll only stay long enough to say hi and then I’ll disappear. I shouldn’t just have dropped in. I thought you’d be kicking around.’

‘Normally, I am,’ Marcus says. ‘But this has kind of been organised for a while.’

‘You never mentioned it.’

‘I didn’t think you’d be interested.’ The phone continues to ring. ‘Voicemail,’ he says with a tut. ‘Hi, this is Marcus. Can you call me back? Urgently.’

‘You shouldn’t put it off. I’ll go if you want me to.’ I try not to sound petulant. ‘Can I do anything to help before I leave? Shall I set the table for you?’

‘It’s all done,’ he says. ‘There’s really no need for you to hang around.’

‘Oh.’ I haven’t even had a chance to pour myself a glass of wine yet. ‘Okay. There are a few bits in the bedroom that I want to take home to wash. I’ll go and get those then vamoose.’

‘Great.’ Marcus gives me a peck on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Maybe we can catch a film.’

‘That would be nice.’ Even though we have to watch far too many movies starring Angelina Jolie.

I leave the kitchen and go through to the bedroom. Wow. It looks as if Marcus has had a springclean in here. Everything’s spick-and-span. There are none of his clothes draped over the bed as there usually are. Even all the dirty washing is in the laundry-basket. And there are candles everywhere. Lovely tall church candles in stainless-steel holders. Very classy. I root through the laundry-basket and pull out my few bits and pieces.

‘The bedroom looks great,’ I say when I return. ‘Love those candles. What on earth made you buy them?’

Marcus flushes. For a straight guy he’s very into home furnishings – he just doesn’t like to admit it. His apartment is immacu late. There are expensive white leather sofas highlighted with red cushions, set perfectly on dark wood floors. His artwork is colour co-ordinated and contemporary. ‘I was passing a shop the other day and saw them in the window,’ he says. ‘I thought they’d look cool.’

‘They do,’ I agree as I stuff my washing into the now groaning gym bag and heave it onto my shoulder. ‘Very romantic.’ I put on my most seductive pout. ‘I can’t wait to try them out.’

Then I notice that the dining-room table is set for two and that’s also looking rather romantic. There are even more candles and a small arrangement of red roses that Marcus has clearly picked up from another little shop. I can’t think of a time when he’s cooked me dinner that he’s ever put flowers on the table – not even on Valentine’s Day. Beside the roses there’s a small box of chocolates and I recognise the packaging so well. ‘You’ve been to Chocolate Heaven,’ I say in surprise. Marcus never goes to Chocolate Heaven; he knows that’s my place, the place I go with my girls. Suddenly my heart is in my mouth.

And that’s when the doorbell rings. Marcus freezes. As do I. ‘That must be your friend,’ I somehow manage to say, even though my throat is trying to close.

Marcus is clearly torn between remaining immobile and opening the door. The bell rings again.

‘Want me to get it?’

‘No,’ he says. ‘No.’

I stand not knowing what to do while he slowly swings open the door. Not surprisingly, Marcus’s old schoolfriend is a petite and extra ordinarily pretty brunette. She steps into the apartment and kisses Marcus full on the lips. ‘Hello, darling,’ she says.

Marcus recoils slightly and casts a worried glance in my direction which his friend follows.

‘Hi,’ I say, extending my hand as I try to force my face into a smile. She takes it. Her hand is cool and delicate, as slender as the rest of her. ‘I’m Lucy,’ I continue brightly. ‘Marcus’s girlfriend.’

Now it’s her turn to recoil.

‘This is my friend, Joanne,’ Marcus says tightly.

I look at my lover. ‘An old schoolfriend. That’s what you said, isn’t it?’ I turn back to Joanne. ‘Which school did you go to with Marcus? Primary? Grammar? Or maybe it was the harsh school of life?’

His old schoolfriend looks at him blankly. ‘I don’t know quite what’s going on here, Marcus,’ she says. ‘But I don’t think that I want to be part of it.’ She turns away from him, spinning on her heel towards the door.

‘Jo,’ Marcus pleads as he catches her sleeve. ‘Don’t go.’

And I think that’s my cue to leave. ‘Oh, Marcus,’ I say sadly. ‘Do you have so little respect for me?’

‘I can explain,’ he says, and I notice that he’s still looking at Jo rather than at me.

‘You’re welcome to stay and listen to it,’ I say to Jo. ‘I’ll be the one to leave.’ Marcus does nothing to stop me, so I hitch up my gym bag once more and move towards the door. ‘It’s been nice meeting you,’ I say to Marcus’s new love. ‘You’ll enjoy your dinner. It smells wonderful. It even covered the smell of a rat. The chocolates are great, by the way. I hope you both choke on them.’

Then I hold my head as high as I can while I walk away.

Chapter Five



My flat is less glamorous than Marcus’s – but it’s home. I live in Camden, in a teeny-tiny place above a hairdressing salon that was once run by my dearly-departed mother, years ago when she herself was a stylist. I call Mum dearly-departed not because she’s dead, but because she’s moved to Spain. Mum – long since divorced from my fickle father – has remarried, an older and richer man, and now doesn’t work at all but spends all her time lounging around at their sumptuous villa on the Iberian peninsula and having her hair done by someone else. Frankly, I see so little of her these days that she might as well have croaked it. She still owns the Camden property and I stay here because she gives me a cheap deal on my rent and doesn’t stress too much if I accidentally forget to pay her sometimes. In return I don’t burn the place down or leave the bath overflowing like most tenants would.

Now the salon is run by a really great gay guy called Darren who gives me a free cut and blow dry every now and again as I keep an eye on the place for him out of hours. I guess if I moved I’d have to start paying for hairdos, too. He gives me one of those funky, chippy cuts favoured by children’s presenters on the BBC and I like to think that it keeps me looking young. Gamine. But maybe it just emphasises my chubby cheeks. I really should introduce him to Clive and Tristan one day. Those boys might make fab chocolates, but they could both do with a revamp in the hair department. Their current styles favour an over-indulgence in hair gel and some unfortunate bleached highlights. They would love Darren. Darren is skeletal – the bitch. He weighs about nine stone and has hips like a twelve-year-old girl. Clive and Tris would fatten him up a treat. Anyway, back to my family. Dad, conversely, is now married to a much younger woman who’s also a hairdresser. She has failed to do much with my father’s comb-over, but there’s a spring in his step which I put down to something other than her skill with scissors. Dad lives on the south coast and I see even less of him than I do of Mum.

Unlocking the door, I throw my gym bag on the floor and head for the fridge without turning the kitchen light on. Sitting on the cold tiles with the fridge door open, I re-enact the scene from 9½ Weeks all by myself. A tub of Ben and Jerry’s Phish Food ice cream from the freezer compartment is the first to go. I don’t even bother with a spoon, I just claw it out with my fingers and cram it into my mouth. All the way home on the Tube, I managed to stop myself from sobbing, but now fat, wet tears roll down my face and into my chocolate ice cream, making all the little chocolate fish and the marshmallows taste salty. When that’s gone, I start on the stash of Snickers Bars and devour three with as few chews as possible. A milk-chocolate Bounty Bar is the next to go. Normally, I ponder on the fact that Bounty are missing a trick by not putting one dark-chocolate and one milk-chocolate bar in each wrapper, to save all that troublesome choosing – but tonight I don’t care what colour they are as I guzzle the sweet coconut down. I have a box of Pure Plantation chocolates from Chocolate Heaven in there too – though Clive would pass out at the thought of me eating their chocolates at anything other than room temperature – and, despite my pain, even I realise that they would be wasted on me at this moment. So I opt instead for a bar of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk, three Thornton’s Alpini bars and a box of Celebrations which I can hardly unwrap quickly enough.

All the time that I’m eating, I hardly think of Marcus and how shabbily he has treated me – once more. For now, it’s just me and the comfort chocolate. In the Celebrations go, one after another with no discernible gap – orange, coconut, caramel. I hardly taste them. But when I stop gorging, then I feel sick. Sick to my stomach. So I head to the bathroom, put two fingers down my throat, and throw all the sticky sweetness up into the toilet bowl. Then, duly purged, I strip off my clothes and head for my bed where I lie on my back and wait for morning.

Chapter Six



Next morning, I’m as white as the driven snow when I look in the bathroom mirror, apart from the dark plug-holes of my eyes. I lean heavily on the edge of the sink and retch again, feeling disgusted with myself. This is not the first time that Marcus has treated me so badly – it’s just the first time that I’ve actually been confronted with him in the very act of infidelity.

I’ve given five years of my life to Marcus Canning. Five of my very best years. And I feel so stupid that I’ve squandered them on him. I keep hanging on in there because he insists that I’m the only woman in the world he couldn’t live without. Then, every now and again, he meets an obliging girl in the local wine bar or somewhere – someone thin and pretty like Jo – and decides he’d better check if I really am the only woman he can’t live without … or whether he’s mistaken. So off he trots into the wide blue yonder without a backward glance. Until he decides that he can live without her, but not – after all – without little old me. Then he comes back. It involves begging on his part – and more each time – but invariably I cave in and take him back. It’s what keeps my consumption of single Madagascar chocolate on the excessive side. Well – no more! This time, Marcus and I are through.

After a shower, I scrub at my teeth, letting the harsh mint hit take away the sour taste in my mouth. Why the hell don’t they make toothpaste in chocolate flavour? That would be so much better. Why can’t we have women toothpaste designers, then we’d get it in yummy tiramisu or fudge brownie flavour, not poxy spearmint. Yack. I get dressed, pulling on the clothes that I’d discarded on the bedroom floor last night. I forgo breakfast as I can’t bear to open the fridge again and then head out of the flat, waving with forced cheeriness at Darren the hairdresser as he arrives for work. Then, instead of taking my usual route to the office, I jump on the Northern Line and head back to Marcus’s flat.

Before I let myself in the front door, I take a very deep breath but there’s no sign of Marcus or his paramour, Jo. As I hoped, he has already left for the day. The man is a complete workaholic and likes to be in the office at 7.30 a.m. He hates to think that his colleagues might arrive earlier than him and get a head start. Marcus’s morning begins at 6.30 a.m. prompt with a run and a cold shower, and neither I – nor, I suspect, a new lover – would make him change that routine.

There are signs, however, that a good time was had by all last night. Jo might have found herself caught in the middle of a love triangle, but she clearly didn’t mind staying around when she thought that one of the angles had been dispensed with. The remains of dinner still grace the table – dirty dishes, rumpled napkins, a champagne flûte bearing a lipstick mark. There’s even one of the Chocolate Heaven goodies left in the box – which is absolute sacrilege in my book, so I pop it in my mouth and enjoy the brief lift it gives me. I huff unhappily to myself. If they left chocolate uneaten, that must be because they couldn’t wait to get down to it. Two of the red cushions from the sofa are on the floor, which shows a certain carelessness that Marcus doesn’t normally exhibit. They’re scattered on the white, fluffy sheepskin rug which should immediately make me suspicious – and it does. I walk through to the bedroom and, of course, it isn’t looking quite as pristine as it did yesterday. Both sides of the bed are dishevelled and I think that tells me just one thing. But, if I needed confirmation, there’s a bottle of champagne and two more flûtes by the side of the bed. It seems that Marcus didn’t sleep alone.

Heavy of heart and footstep, I trail back through to the kitchen. More devastation faces me. Marcus has made no attempt to clear up. The dishes haven’t been put into the dishwasher and the congealed remnants of last night’s Moroccan chicken with olives and saffron-scented mash still stand in their respective saucepans on the cooker. Tipping the contents of one pan into the other, I then pick up a serving spoon and carry them both through to the bedroom. I slide open the wardrobe doors and the sight of Marcus’s neatly organised rows of shirts and suits greets me. Balancing the pan rather precariously on my hip, I dip the serving spoon into the chicken and mashed potatoes and scoop up as much as I can. Opening the pocket of Marcus’s favourite Hugo Boss suit, I deposit the cold mash into it. To give the man credit where credit is due, his mash is very light and fluffy.

I move along the row, garnishing each of his suits with some of his gourmet dish, and when I’ve done all of them, find that I still have some food remaining. Seems as if the lovers didn’t have much of an appetite, after all. I move onto Marcus’s shoes – rows and rows of lovely designer footwear – casual at one end, smart at the other. He has a shoe collection that far surpasses mine. Ted Baker, Paul Smith, Prada, Miu Miu, Tod’s … I slot a full spoon delicately into each one, pressing it down into the toe area for maximum impact.

I take the saucepan back into the kitchen and return it to the hob. With the way I’m feeling, Marcus is very lucky that I don’t just burn his flat down. Instead, I open the freezer. My boyfriend – ex-boyfriend – has a love of seafood. (And other women, of course.) I take out a bag of frozen Tiger prawns and rip it open. In the lounge, I remove the cushions off the sofa and gently but firmly push a couple of handfuls of the prawns down the back. Through to the bedroom and I lift the mattress on Marcus’s lovely leather bed and slip the remaining prawns beneath it, pressing them as flat as I can. In a couple of days they should smell quite interesting.

As my pièce de résistance, I go back to the kitchen and take the half-finished bottle of red wine – the one that I didn’t even get a sniff at – and pour it all over Marcus’s white, fluffy rug. I place my key in the middle of the spreading stain. Then I take out my lipstick, a nice red one called Bitter Scarlet – which is quite appropriate, if you ask me – and I write on his white leather sofa, in my best possible script: MARCUS CANNING YOU ARE A CHEATING BASTARD.

Chapter Seven



‘And then I called you.’ My lip is wobbling now that I’ve brought my dear friends up to date with the latest instalment in the soap opera that is my disastrous lovelife. When I pick up my hot chocolate, my hands are shaking. I hold the mug tightly until the warmth starts to relax my fingers.

‘Goodness me,’ Autumn says, wide-eyed.

‘Bloody well done,’ Nadia chips in. ‘Bloody well done to you. What a git Marcus is.’

The revenge-by-prawns felt like a perfect touch when I did it. Now I’m not so sure. ‘I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me for this,’ I mumble.

Chantal snorts. ‘Why should you think about him forgiving you! He’s the one who put you in that terrible situation. He’s the one who should be looking for forgiveness. Toughen up, Lucy. It’s time you stopped being his doormat.’

‘What if he has me arrested for criminal damage?’

‘He wouldn’t dare,’ Nadia says.

Clive and Tristan have joined us at the table and nibble furiously at their own feuillantes. There’s nothing they like better than a good gossip.

‘What do you think, boys?’

‘You did great,’ Clive assures me with a pat on my hand. ‘Sublime blend of drama and outrage. You could be an honorary gay.’

Tristan and Clive, the owners of Chocolate Heaven and, as such, our dealers, watch over their most precious clients with a proprietorial air. They regularly chip in to help us solve our problems, but as they are both camper than Eddie Izzard, I’m sure that their advice is sometimes skewed. Plus, it wouldn’t do if they solved all our relationship dilemmas anyway, because then they’d both be out of business. Their profits would drop by a minimum of 50 per cent if I didn’t come here for a week. But then that’s a stupid thought. I couldn’t last a week without coming here at least once.

Tristan, a former accountant and fully-practising chocoholic, is supposed to be the entrepreneur. He’s aiming for a chain of Chocolate Heaven cafés reaching across the land, nudging their elbows into the ribs of Starbucks. Clive is the master chocolatier, having started his career as a pastry chef at one of the top hotels in London, indulging his life-long passion for chocolate in fabulously exotic desserts. When he and Tristan got together, they both quit their day jobs and set up Chocolate Heaven. Clive now spends his time creating the most exquisite concoctions known to man – or should that be woman? And although both of these guys are as gay as they come, they both know exactly how to keep a girl happy.

‘Did you phone Crush?’ Chantal wants to know. ‘If you haven’t been into work yet, they’ll all be wondering where you are.’

‘No,’ I say with a tearful sniff. ‘I didn’t even think about the office.’

‘Give me your phone,’ she instructs. ‘I’ll call and say you’ll be in at lunchtime.’ Which she does. As I listen to Chantal’s earnest and evasive explanation of my absence, I try to blank out thoughts of this story doing the rounds of Targa when it gets out, as these things always do. ‘He’s worried about you, Mr Aiden Holby,’ Chantal says when she hangs up. ‘He sounds cute.’

Chantal thinks that everyone under forty, who is breathing, sounds cute. But in this case she’s right. Hang on – how can I even be thinking that, when I’m so recently devastated? I force myself to say brightly, ‘He is cute.’

‘Good girl,’ Chantal says. ‘There is life after Marcus. Just hang on in there. Hey, Clive, we need more chocolate.’

Autumn and I nod our agreement.

‘Truffles,’ he says wisely, a finger stroking his neat goatee. ‘That’s what we need. Ideal for a crisis.’ He scuttles off to replenish our stock.

‘Not for me,’ Nadia says, standing up. ‘I’ve got to go and pick Lewis up from nursery. My freedom for the day hath ended.’ She throws up her hands in a resigned gesture.

The rest of us, never having had much to do with kids other than going to school with them when we were kids ourselves, simply nod in the right places when Nadia pours out all her concerns about her shaky parenting skills. Getting Lewis onto solids was a particularly lengthy topic – although we did point out that chocolate is a solid, and who could resist that? Now he’ll happily eat pizza, sausages and chocolate – good boy! These days Nadia comes to our regular get-togethers whenever possible to try to stop her brain from rotting. Her words, not ours, although we do agree with her. Sometimes she forgets herself and starts telling us about how her son likes to explore the contents of his nose – a topic of conversation that we’re very quick to knock on the head. But we have weaned her from her worse excesses and keep her conversation in the world of grown-ups as much as we can.

Nadia is only my age, but she seems so much older. Her responsibilities sometimes weigh heavily on her. She has a lovely home, a lovely husband and a lovely baby, but to be honest – as she is with us – sometimes she’s bored to tears with her life.

The main fly in the ointment is that Nadia is Asian and her husband isn’t. Her family disowned her because she shunned her arranged marriage to her third cousin Tariq, or something like that. She was cast out of her cosy, extended family and, to this day, she’s never clapped eyes on any of her relatives since. Which means, on the upside, that she’s been spared a thousand visits by sundry well-meaning aunties bearing Tupperware containers filled with onion bahjees, but it also means, on the downside, that she has to cope with everything pretty much alone.

When Nadia became pregnant she hoped that it would, at least, spark a reunion with her two sisters to whom she’d been so close. But it never happened and I guess we, The Chocolate Lovers’ Club, have become her surrogate sisters.

Having wanted to escape a traditional Asian marriage, she now seems to have found herself lumbered with a man who’s regressed fifty years. After the baby was born, Toby insisted that he didn’t want any wife of his working, and now Nadia stays at home with Lewis – which is a luxury they can barely afford. Toby has his own plumbing business and we all know how lucrative that can be, but children – like good chocolate – are extremely expensive. Nadia has complied, but it means that she’s given up a career as a publicist for a trendy publisher which she thoroughly enjoyed, and I can’t help but feel as if there’s some resentment simmering there. I try to console her by convincing her that her job was ‘so last year’. But, secretly, she knows that I’d saw off one of my arms for a gig like that.

Nadia kisses me on the cheek and grabs the last chocolate from the plate. ‘Maybe I’ll catch you later in the week.’

‘Thanks for coming.’ I do appreciate it as I know how hard it is for Nadia to get time by herself.

Autumn works weird and wonderful hours, so she can normally duck in here for an hour or so when required. She ‘does good’ as a job, working in a rehabilitation centre for young druggies – I’m sure there’s a more politically correct term. The programme’s called something trendy, like KICK IT! or STUFF IT! or FUCK IT! – something like that, I can’t remember. She teaches creative glass techniques which I’m sure must come in terribly useful when you’re trying to quit heroin. But I shouldn’t scoff, she’s very earnest about it all and cares about all her charges – probably far too deeply. Having been blessed with the name Autumn has somehow landed her with an overactive conscience gene – something normally missing from the upper classes, I find. We all love her, despite her eccentricities, because we are bonded together by our shared addiction.

Autumn is the archetypal English Rose and she’s a lovely, warm human being. Her only apparent flaw is that she thinks cheesecloth is a cool fabric. I’d describe what she’s wearing, but I couldn’t bear to. It’s dreadful – all sort of hippy and mismatched. Floaty chiffon skirt with denim jacket and … well, cheesecloth. That’s as far as I’m going. We may be joined by our mutual appreciation of all things chocolaty, but we certainly don’t share a fashion sense. I, being a secretary-aspiring-to-be-an-executive, wear smart clothes – suits and tailored dresses. The fact that I buy them all from Primark is neither here nor there. At least I’m not at the charity-shop level that my friend prefers. Autumn is also the most principled among us. She recycles things (other than her clothing), and she rides a bike in preference to driving a car and not because she can’t afford one. Autumn also favours scuffed Dr Marten boots over Jimmy Choos and she can afford those, too. You can tell she’s not normal. I keep trying to convince her that she should buy Jimmy Choos and then pass them on to the less fortunate when she’s worn them a couple of times – like me, for instance. Autumn uses Eco washing powder and environmentally-friendly bleach and has been known to shun Dr Hauschka’s Rose Day Cream in favour of washing her face in her own urine. It was, thankfully, an experiment that didn’t last long because it made her smell funny – even though she denied it. There’ll come a time in our lives when we’ll all smell of wee, and my view is that it’s best not to hasten the process.

Autumn is young – twenty-eight in physical years, but somehow much younger emotionally. She seems to have led a sheltered life – she was educated at a top-notch boarding school followed by a red-brick university, but still has a lot to learn about life. She’s from what’s called a ‘well to do’ family – in other words, seriously loaded. This woman is as
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