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It’s about time that I gave a big-up to some of our friends who help to keep me relatively sane and grounded – mainly by constantly reminding me that I haven’t got a real job – and who don’t mind being subjected on a regular basis to my experimental chocolate desserts, particularly in the name of research.

In no particular order – I don’t want to be accused of favouritism or the invites to the barbecues will dry up – this book is for:

The Tattenhoe Posse – Lee and Marcia, Albert and Ayesha, Gavin and Angela, Paul and Alison, Martin and Lyn next door, Barry and Ruth.

The Old Timers (in terms of length of friendship, not age) – Sue and Roger, Martin and Sally, Donna and Malcolm, Chris and Jim, Mad Mike Bentham and Tina ‘Donks’. Dave ‘The Rave’ Sivers and Chris. Paul and Paula. Vivien and John Garner. Tom and Julie ‘Bling, Bling’ Reid. Tony ‘Captain Baldy’ Kirkby and Cindy. Adrian and Amanda. Marjorie and Norman Peebles – my unofficial Northern PR team. Jeremy, Suzannah and girls. Hazel ‘Careless Whisper’ Ketley, hubby Dennis and their lovely family who have been such staunch supporters over the years.

The Ladies Who Lunch – Lynne, Lesley and Heather. And to the ladies at The Boot who treat us so nicely and never mind us shrieking with laughter. (Or if they do they don’t tell us …)

Sorry if I’ve forgotten anyone, but that’s what comes of having a sieve for a brain. Lovely Kev and I love you all. Thanks for being our friends.


Chapter One



There are two types of women, I’ve found. There are those who are addicted to chocolate and there are bitches. Bitches are the sort of women who say, ‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly eat a whole Mars Bar, they’re so sickly!’ Or, ‘I find one square of dark chocolate is more than enough, don’t you?’ Or, even worse, ‘I’m not really that keen on chocolate. I’m more of a savoury person.’ All said whilst nibbling conservatively on a Twiglet as if it’s a sufficient substitute for sheer pleasure. What’s all that about?

We, the members of The Chocolate Lovers’ Club, are out-and-out addicts. We love the world’s finest foodstuff in all its varied forms. No shame in that.

Today, my good friends and I are assembled at our club headquarters, a cosy haven in one of London’s more salubrious back streets. It’s called Chocolate Heaven – and chocolate heaven it is.

It’s also a week before Christmas and I’d like to describe an outdoor scene of Dickensian snowiness and charm, but I can’t because this is London in the era of global warming and, as such, the sky is school-skirt grey, it’s sheeting down with rain and there’s a gale blowing. We care not. Despite the elements raging around us we’re out in force. Chantal, Autumn, Nadia and I, Lucy Lombard – chocoholic supreme and founder member of the club – are hunkered down on the sofa in front of the fire. It might not be a roaring log fire, but it’s the modern gas equivalent and works just as well for us, as we’re dug in for the duration. Frankly, no one else is going to get anywhere near our prime space this side of closing time. We have a plate of chocolate fancies in front of us – featherlight sponge topped with a swirl of cappuccino icing – and some delectable fudge brownies. There’s also a selection of the finest truffles known to man made with fresh cream and Madagascar chocolate – a personal favourite. Because they’re made of fresh cream they only last for a couple of days – as if that’s ever going to be a problem! Believe me, this is the closest you can get to an orgasm in a public place. A little appreciative moan escapes my lips.

The owners of Chocolate Heaven, Clive and Tristan, are gloriously gay men – you’re not going to get straight guys running a chocolate shop, right? – who indulge us as we’re their best customers by far. If they’d let us rope off this area and have a VIPS ONLY sign put up just for us then we would, but they churlishly insist on having other customers in this place even though they don’t eat nearly as much chocolate as we do.

Our damp coats are steaming gently in a heap next to us. My youthful blond bob, styled into a wondrous arrangement with a pair of straightening irons and pound of Frizz-ease, is now clamped flat to my head. Still, things are looking up. We all have glasses of hot chocolate, spiked with the intense flavour of red chilli and topped with a veritable excess of whipped cream. My taste buds don’t know whether to swoon or set on fire. Contentment is but a hair’s breadth away. Well, it would be, except for one slight snag.

On the wall of Chocolate Heaven there is a cheery, pottery plaque. Clive, in festive mood, has covered it with a swathe of silver tinsel. It reads:

Survival tips for times of stress

1. Take deep breaths

2. Count to ten

3. Eat chocolate

This is our policy statement. Our solemn edict for the way we live our lives. I take a deep breath, get as far as three, then I push in another truffle. A deep sigh of relief escapes before I can edit it out. This is a time of great stress. I’m wearing my knickers that bear the legend FORGET FALLING IN LOVE, I WANT TO FALL IN CHOCOLATE – which might give you some hint as to the nature of my predicament.

‘Haven’t you heard from Crush yet?’ Nadia wants to know from beneath her frothy, cream moustache.

And that’s the slight snag. I shake my head. My current boyfriend, Mr Aiden Holby – aka Crush – is presently Missing In Action. In Australia.

Somehow, being MIA in Australia, on the other side of the globe, makes it worse. If he was MIA in, say, Belsize Park, then I could go round there on the bus or Tube and bang on his door at regular intervals until I could find out exactly what was happening. As it is, I’m a bit stuck. My fervent emails to him have remained unanswered. My calm but concerned phone calls to him all trip straight to voicemail and, even though his computer tells mine that he’s online, there’s no response. I know not why. We were having long, transcontinental calls via our respective webcams – some of which were getting rather pleasantly steamy. Long live modern technology! Then nothing. Absolutely nothing.

‘I can’t understand it,’ I say. ‘It’s not like him.’

Chantal snorts, loudly. It’s a snort that says, ‘He’s a bloke, what do you expect?’

‘Really,’ I insist. ‘He’s not like other guys.’ For ‘other guys’ read he’s not like Marcus, my bastard, bollocky, recently ex-fiancé, who was the most unfaithful man on the planet. Even if you count Bill Clinton, Tom Jones and Darren Day.

My American friend with the perfect hair and the overflowing bank account snorts again. I try to bite my lip. Even though she’s one of my very best mates in the world, relations between Chantal and me are still a little strained at the moment. This is due to the fact that she dated my ex-boyfriend – not Marcus, but another, much nicer one called Jacob. It’s a very confusing time for me right now. My love-life has been the romantic equivalent of a major pile-up on the M1. Tangled metal, sirens wailing, total gridlock, destruction, bodies everywhere. Excuse me, but I’ll have to ingest some more chocolate simply to keep my system going …

Let me fill you in while my chocolate hit kicks in. Jacob and I enjoyed a brief but mutually satisfying fling, despite never having got down and really dirty, through a combination of very unfortunate circumstances. He was, unlike Marcus, a very lovely guy. Although the shine did rather go off the relationship when I discovered his chosen method of earning a living. Jacob told me he worked in the leisure industry, which wasn’t strictly a lie. It was just that he turned out to be a male prostitute. Why do I always find out that the men in my life have hidden depths way, way too late? My dear friend, Chantal, did know about Jacob’s choice of employment, however. And, I suppose, all things considered, that she didn’t really date him, she simply rented him by the hour. The knowledge that she slept with Jacob, even in a professional capacity – while I didn’t get anywhere near his underwear despite wanting to – has, as you can imagine, left things somewhat scratchy between us. Then I got back with Marcus which was a Big Mistake to end all Big Mistakes. He just proved to me that, basically, he cannot be trusted as far as I can throw him. He will never change his philandering ways and I will never again believe that he will. That phase of my life is now over. The debris has been cleared, the motorway of my life is flowing smoothly once more. I’ve matured emotionally and have moved on. Thankfully, I’m now in a loving relationship with my old boss, Aiden ‘Crush’ Holby. Except that he seems to be temporarily misplaced. Maybe it’s nothing more than a pesky traffic cone in the way.

‘Aiden will turn up,’ Autumn says, as if she’s talking about some slippers that I’ve recently lost. She twines a finger round one of her crazy, red curls and gazes earnestly at me. I’d love to be like Autumn, whose glass is perpetually more than half-full. I mainly have one solitary drip left lurking miserably at the bottom. ‘There’ll be a perfectly plausible explanation,’ she continues. ‘You just wait and see.’

‘I’ll try him again later,’ I tell them. Then I stuff in a few truffles in a desperate manner and my aloof façade is completely blown.

Keeping a relationship going over such differing time zones was, I guess, always going to be a trial, but – believe me – Crush is worth it. He’s lovely, lovely, lovely. By far and away the best boyfriend I’ve ever had, and while it may not be an extensive list, there have been a few.

Aiden Holby and I both work for Targa, a data recovery company that, well, recover data. Don’t ask me anything more technical than that. As I’ve said, Aiden was my boss, which is where my little ‘crush’ on him began – hence the nickname foisted upon him by The Chocolate Lovers’ Club. Now Crush has been promoted to Head of International Something-or-another, terribly important, and that’s why he’s in The Land Down Under while I’m stuck in London in the Sales Department in a temporary and unspecified role and pretty much pass the time trying to avoid doing anything too taxing. I may be the most permanent temp that Targa has ever had, but I don’t intend spending the rest of my days there. Oh no. I’m waiting to find my predestined role in life, you could say. Which, of course, is currently eluding me.

I was supposed to be joining Crush in Sydney to start a new life of fun and frolics as a bona fide, signed-up, full-time girlfriend. We were going to live together and everything. The whole Happy Ever After. But, as luck would have it, I broke my leg falling downstairs when some of the practice frolicking got a bit out of hand. Then, to add insult to injury, I was banned from flying for weeks due to my cumbersome plaster cast.

Crush had to zoom off to Australia without me – an important job waits for no man. But he was supposed to be getting things ready so that I could join him as soon as possible. However, now that my fractured limb is mended and the plaster has come off, I can’t afford the air fare out there at this time of goodwill and extortionately jacked-up prices. And, in the meantime, lovely overseas boyfriend Crush, it seems, has vanished from the face of the earth.

‘You don’t know if he’s coming home for Christmas then?’ Nadia says.

‘No. He did talk about it, but …’ But he hasn’t been returning my bloody phone messages, emails or anything. Instead of checking out the beer, barbecues and Bondi Beach, aforementioned boyfriend has gone walkabout. This definitely calls for more chocolate and a reinforcement of our policy statement. A bit of that fudge brownie looks as if it will just do the job.

Breathe. Count. Eat. Mmm. Ah, that’s better …


Chapter Two



Whoever said money couldn’t buy you happiness clearly didn’t spend their cash on chocolate. After a lazy few hours with my friends consuming our favourite food – the fancies, truffles and fudge brownies are long gone – there’s a rosy glow to my cheeks and a warm fullness in my tummy. I’m feeling very mellow and am finally starting to allow in something of the Christmas spirit. Am I the only person who thinks Christmas should come along only once every five years? That would be great. Once a year is far too often. I’ve barely put my decorations away when, lo and behold, it’s deemed time to dust them off again. The only thing I’d miss are all the lovely special Christmas chocolates – selection boxes, chocolate coins, two-pound boxes of Milk Tray with snowflaked cellophane wrapping which it is technically possible to eat in one sitting.

Every year, despite vowing not to, I’ve somehow megamaxed my credit card to buy Marcus my ex-fiancé something wildly extravagant that he probably didn’t need and, most certainly, never appreciated. It’s not much fun being in debt well into June just so that my once dearly-beloved could go racing round a track in an Aston Martin DB9, experience the joy of hang-gliding or float serenely across the sky in a hot air balloon, glass of champagne in hand. But then he always bought me such wonderful Christmas presents that I felt as if I had to reciprocate, sometimes even compete. When he was buying me a day out at a fabulous health spa or a gargantuan box of Belgian delights, I couldn’t just wrap him a Greatest Hits CD and some cheap smellies, could I? Crush is a much more down-to-earth kind of guy and I’m sure that he will be more than happy with a small token of my love. Another great reason to be rid of Marcus.

Flopping down on my sofa, I undo the top button on my jeans and let my stomach sag comfortably. Controlling my chocolate consumption is a nightmare at this time of year; the temptation of all those tins of Quality Street, Celebrations, chocolate-covered brazil nuts and Terry’s Chocolate Orange by the ton, is more than one woman should have to bear. And what about the metre-long boxes of Cadbury’s Chocolate Fingers that you have to eat to be polite because someone in the office thought it would be fun to buy you one? Mmm. One of those little suckers is never enough, is it? I bet I could get into the Guinness Book of Records with the world’s fastest consumption of a metre of Chocolate Fingers. Think of all the training I could do. My outlook suddenly brightens. Yes, maybe Christmas isn’t so bad after all.

For reasons best known to myself, I’ve made a bit of an effort to spruce up my rather shabby lounge. Perhaps it was because I hoped that Crush might be coming home for a Yuletide visit. I’ve bought a real tree from Camden Market – not too much effort as the market is directly opposite my flat and the bloke, in a rush of unexpected seasonal goodwill, even carried it here for me. Though it did set me back nearly twenty quid. And I did give him a big tip. Now it’s draped with red chilli-pepper lights which are winking on and off festively and not a little soporifically. It’s supposed to be some indestructible strain of blue spruce or something, but already there’s a growing pile of pine needles on my carpet. At this rate, it will be bald as a coot before Boxing Day. Maybe I’ve been sold a pup. No wonder the guy was in a hurry to get rid of it. So much for goodwill to men – or women – and all that.

I watch the lights on the tree some more and start to send myself into a trance. Before my eyes close completely, I decide to phone Crush again.

It’s late afternoon here which makes it – oh, I don’t know, probably some completely unsociable hour in Crush’s world. It’s virtually impossible to find a time to call him when we’re both supposed to be awake and not at work. Australia, I’m sure, is a great country; I just wish it were a little nearer. Like just beyond Ireland, so that easyJet could get me there for less than the price of this rapidly moulting Christmas tree.

What will we do if Crush does manage to come home over the holidays, I wonder. I can see us taking long walks on Hampstead Heath, both wrapped up in soft, stylish woollies in primary colours – possibly from Gap – against the crisp, white frost. I can see us toasting marshmallows in front of an open fire, even though I don’t actually possess an open fire and generally eschew marshmallows as inferior confectionery due to the absence of chocolate content. I can see us doing all kinds of furtively festive things on the floor beneath my fading fir tree and flashing chilli lights.

I nip into the bathroom to give my hair a quick rake with a brush. Let’s face it, webcams don’t generally show you in the best of lights and I want to give the air of not having tried too hard, but not looking too scruffy either. Casual glamour is a very hard look to achieve. Slicking on some lip gloss, I decide that I’m ready to meet in cyberspace with my loved one.

I log on to my computer and wait to see if my boyfriend is there waiting at the other end. But instead of Crush’s lovely face looming large in front of me on the webcam, there’s suddenly a very pretty woman on the screen.

‘Hi,’ she says at me, rather sleepily.

I can’t speak. I’m too busy staring at the slutty underwear she’s got on. It’s black and very lacy with bright pink embroidery on it. The sort of underwear you wouldn’t want to be caught wearing in the Accident and Emergency Department of your local hospital. The sort of underwear that doesn’t look good on women with cellulite.

She whacks the computer on the top of its head. ‘I can’t hear anything,’ she complains. ‘Hello? Hello?’ Then the woman turns and speaks over her shoulder. ‘Did you leave this thing on? I think someone’s trying to get through.’ Whack. Whack.

Still my voice won’t come.

‘Ugg.’ She purses her lips. ‘All I have is the view of the inside of someone’s nose.’

I back away from the camera.

‘Here,’ she says. ‘See if you can make it work.’ Then she moves her wondrously trim figure out of the way and, frankly, the inside of my nose is nothing compared to the view that I now have.

Lying on the bed behind this … this tart … is a naked man. A very naked man. Bottom in the air. Not even a sheet covering his modesty. I must at this point mention that Crush and I have never been involved in an intimate situation of this nature, so I don’t instantly recognise the bare bottom. But who else’s bottom could it possibly be? I wonder if I’ve somehow managed to hook up with the wrong computer. Can I possibly have contacted the wrong person in cyberspace and this lovely, if rather underdressed, woman is not really in my boyfriend’s bedroom? Unfortunately, I somehow don’t think so. I’m sure this is Aiden’s computer. And those are definitely his curtains and his wallpaper. Which means they are actually in Crush’s bed. Her with her little matching bra and briefs and him and his buck-naked arse.

It’s a very fine bottom, I have to say. But I don’t really want to make acquaintance with it in this context. I’m blinking rapidly, as if one of the blinks will change the frame and will come up with a different and less disturbing image.

‘Maybe it’s for you,’ Miss Skanky Pants says over her shoulder. ‘Who would be calling at this hour?’

‘Here, let me look.’ The voice doesn’t sound an awful lot like Crush, but then again that could be distortion due to the length of the airwaves or microwaves or something.

It’s definitely an English accent. No doubt about that. The naked man starts to move and I decide that I don’t want to see any more, that I’ve already seen enough. This is such a familiar scenario for me. I’ve been the victim of this kind of betrayal more times than I care to remember. Marcus was the past master at it. Now it seems that Aiden Holby has taken over the baton from him.

I don’t want Crush to see me, mouth gaping open, brain frozen, fatter and more frumpy than the woman he’s with, so I quickly log off. Then I sit staring at the computer, not knowing what to do. My palms are sweaty and my eyes are burning hot with tears. I dig my fingernails into my palms. I will not cry over this. I will not cry over this. I will calmly, and with a supreme degree of control that I never knew possible, carry on with my life as if this had never happened. I will not entertain any further thoughts of a lovely new life in Australia with a hunky man. I will leave him to get on with his new, ridiculously slim girlfriend without me. I will stop phoning or bothering Mr Aiden Holby in any way and he will simply cease to exist in my world. That’s what I’ll do.

Taking a Mars Bar from my emergency stash next to my computer, I sit and stare at it blankly. This is such a shame because Crush was really, really nice and I really, really liked him and I did so hope that things would be different this time. What’s so wrong with me that no one can remain faithful to me for more than ten minutes? Fuck the flipping deep breath. And the poxy counting. I unwrap the Mars Bar and take a big bite from it. A humungously big bite. Then I think, Sod it, and I cry too.


Chapter Three



‘Does this mean that Crush won’t be coming home for Christmas?’ Autumn is wide-eyed with shock. But then Autumn is often wide-eyed with things.

What would we all have to talk about, I wonder, if my love-life wasn’t such a disaster zone? I stare morosely at my cup. ‘I guess not.’

Barely twenty-fours hours have passed since our last meeting and already I’ve had to text my best girls with a CHOCOLATE EMERGENCY. As always, they came running as fast as they could to my aid.

It’s still effectively brunch, so Clive has served us with some warm, homemade pain au chocolat and some necessarily strong coffee. A selection of festive hits are playing on the stereo and, to be honest, I’d like to smash the speakers. Bing and his flipping ‘White Christmas’ is currently doing my head in. I’m not dreaming of a white Christmas, I’m dreaming of a very drunken one. And I’d like it to start as soon as possible.

‘Do you think Crush realised that it was you on the other end of the webcam?’ Nadia wants to know.

‘If he did, then he hasn’t tried to contact me.’ Which is a good job for Aiden ‘Bare-Bum’ Holby. There are approximately seven thousand swear words in the English language and I know virtually all of them. I would have shared that knowledge with him. Very loudly.

‘You’re not going to be alone over the holidays?’ Chantal asks.

‘No. No.’ I shake my head vehemently. ‘No, no, no.’ Actually, I am.

The thing with expecting Aiden Holby to come home and sweep me into his arms beneath the mistletoe is that I’ve turned down all manner of exciting invitations simply to keep my time free to be with him. Well, I turned down an invitation from my dear mother to go to Spain to stay with her and her ageing, balding man, The Millionaire, and watch them cooing over each other like teenagers. Particularly horny teenagers. And one from my dad to go to the South Coast to spend my time watching him and his peroxide paramour, The Hairdresser, press themselves up against each other at inopportune moments. Frankly, with those choices I’d rather it was just me, bad telly and a family-size tin of Cadbury’s Roses. And it looks as if that’s exactly what I’m going to get.

‘Hey, maybe you could come over and have your Christmas lunch with me and Ted?’

‘I’ll be fine. Really.’ Chantal and Ted are still on very shaky ground after their recent acrimonious split. He wants kids – she doesn’t. She wants loads of sex – he doesn’t. Not sure how the possibility of procreation is going to fit in with that scenario – which is, I guess, the crux of the matter.

Chantal, as a sort of empty revenge for her husband’s lack of libido, has been extensively continuing her sex-life with all comers. It’s led her into some very tricky situations, I can tell you. Frankly, Ted doesn’t know the half of it. He has no idea about Jacob The Male Escort or, even worse, Mr Smith The Gentleman Thief who had a one-night stand with our libidinous friend and then relieved her of thirty grand’s worth of jewellery. Who says that the sex-life of a married woman can’t be exciting, eh? Unfortunately, the only person it seems that Chantal wasn’t sleeping with was her dear husband. But that’s all in the past. Sort of. Now they’re trying to make a go of their relationship, but Ted is blowing very hot and cold. One minute he thinks that they can repair their marriage, the next he’s not answering Chantal’s calls. I’d imagine that when your husband has found out that you’ve been indiscriminately sleeping with all and sundry – including one of my boyfriends – it’s not going to be an easy wound to heal.

Chantal is still living separately from Ted, but they’ve agreed to spend the time together over Christmas. Which has to be good, right? But I so don’t want to be a gooseberry in between those two. No way, Jose. Can you imagine it?

‘Are you going to see Addison over the holidays?’ Nadia asks Autumn.

‘Yes,’ Autumn responds, but she does it in such a distracted way that we decide not to pursue the subject.

Addison is Autumn’s new boyfriend and they’re totally loved-up. Which is good, because Addison has been Autumn’s only boyfriend since time began as she doesn’t have time for men as she’s so busy Doing Good. It’s really great to see that Autumn is actually doing something that she wants to do rather than propping up her lame, drug-dealing brother and her lame, drug-taking clients at the KICK IT! programme she works on.

Her brother, Richard, is currently still in rehab in California or Arizona or Nevada – one of the American states ending in ‘a’ – although he absconded out there to escape a posse of thugs who were after his blood rather than through having seen the error of his druggie ways.

‘How’s Richard doing?’ I ask.

‘He’s okay.’ Autumn shrugs. ‘His emails are very sporadic. Apparently, the clinic limits his time on the computer.’

Very sensible too. Look at all the trouble computers can get you into if you begin to rely on them. I clench my jaw firmly, so that I won’t be tempted to cry again.

‘He’s not coming home?’ I squeak.

‘No,’ she says. ‘Thankfully, my parents have very deep pockets. I’m sure Rich will stay away for as long as they continue to fund him.’

‘I’m dreading it,’ Nadia pipes up. ‘I’m dreading the whole bloody thing. The last thing I need is any more expense.’

Nadia’s a beautiful, British Asian woman and, if I were her, I’d dredge up something from my cultural background – or, frankly, make it up – so that I’d got a perfect excuse for having absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with Christmas. There’s got to be something, right?

‘I used to love it when I was a kid.’ She shakes her head. ‘Now it’s so horribly commercial. Why on earth do we do it?’

Nadia and her husband, Toby, are also recently estranged. Which, on the positive side, means that it isn’t only my love-life that’s a disaster zone. In present company, we’d still have plenty to talk about.

Toby had become seriously addicted to internet gambling and was on the fast-track to ruining their lives with his expensive obsession. They’re absolutely up to their eyeballs in debt. But he’s supposed to be clean now – if that’s the right term for a reformed gambler? Nadia’s precarious finances mean that the rest of The Chocolate Lovers’ Club bankroll her visits to Chocolate Heaven, but it’s a small price to pay to enable our friend to continue to use her sanctuary. Besides, out of all of us, Nadia eats the least chocolate, so her bills are relatively small.

‘Toby and I are going to spend the day playing happy families for Lewis’s sake,’ Nadia continues. ‘It’s such a farce. I just wish it would all go away.’

Christmas, I suppose, is a great time of year if you’re a happy, shiny person with no troubles in the world. For the rest of us, it’s the time of year that seems to show up your shitty little life in the worst possible light.

‘Blimey,’ I say. ‘We’re all going to be slitting our throats before Christmas Eve. It can’t be that bad.’

Chantal and Nadia glare at me. Even Autumn joins in.

‘Think of all the special edition chocolates,’ I coax them. ‘The selection boxes, the chocolate tree decorations. Chocolate advent calendars. What better way to start a day?’ I’m on a roll. ‘The oversize bars of Galaxy. Whopping great Toblerones.’ Four pairs of eyes widen involuntarily at that. Who could resist those triangles of Swiss milk chocolate laced with honey and almond nougat? Not me, for one. Even though it meant the risk of losing a tooth. I look at my friends. ‘Surely those will see us through the dark times?’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ Autumn says anxiously. She reaches for the last comforting morsel of pain au chocolat. ‘Maybe we’re panicking unnecessarily.’

Then Clive pops up beside us with more choccy supplies and some fresh coffee which he puts down on the table. He’s whistling ‘It’ll Be Lonely This Christmas’ softly to himself. ‘How are my darlings today?’ he asks chirpily. ‘Looking forward to Christmas?’

In unison, we all reach out for a cushion and, with a certain un restrained venom, throw them at him.

‘I was only asking,’ he mutters at us as he rearranges his soft furnishings in a more orderly fashion.

My friends, arms folded, fear in their eyes, are still looking too unsettled for my liking.

‘We can do it,’ I assure them as I hand round the grand cru truffles Clive brought for us. ‘We can get through this. If we have enough chocolate.’


Chapter Four



This is my cunning diet plan to see me through the Christmas period. I reckon if I work out like a mad thing now, then I can have some extra calories in hand to cope with my annual Christmas greedfest. Like everything in life, it’s all a matter of achieving a balance.

The bad thing is that I’ve left it a little late to start this new regime – like by about six months. So, at the moment, I’m actually ten thousand calories or so down on where I need to be. That’s hardly any Toffee Crisps at all. Maybe less than one Terry’s Chocolate Orange. No wonder I’m in severe panic mode. Christmas will be utterly miserable if I’m both alone and can’t gorge myself on chocolate. That is more than one person should be forced to tolerate – although I have vowed not to over-indulge this year. But then I’m working on the premise that I’ve vowed not to over-indulge for approximately the last fifteen years and I always have.

To combat my current calorie deficit, I’m leaping around my lounge like a woman possessed by something entirely demonic and shaking the floor of my flat. I have Nell McAndrew’s Ultimate Challenge, Ultimate Results on fast forward and, ultimately, I’m struggling to keep up with it.

Oh, to have such toned thighs and such a ping-pong-ball-sized bottom. How does she do it? I bet not so much as a morsel of Twix ever passes her pouting lips. Am I permanently destined to look like the ‘before’ picture on a ‘before and after’ comparison? I huff and puff a bit more. I’m going to do this DVD three times more and then I’m going to have a Bounty Bar as a reward – which I will, of course, deduct from the chocolate I’m planning to eat over the next few days.

Christmas Eve is tomorrow and still no call from Crush. To say that I’m devastated is an understatement. I’m well and truly ‘crushed’. Maybe a little tear mingles with some sweat as I do my leg curls and knee lifts and thigh-ripping lunges and goodness only knows what else. I was looking forward to a very romantic Christmas for once. It only goes to show what can happen when you get too wrapped up in a lovely, unrealistic dream. At the age of thirty-two, you’d think that I’d be able to spot a bastard a mile away, but somehow I still manage to see the best in everyone – until, inevitably, I’m shown otherwise.

I’m just about to embark on my first coronary, when the phone rings. I can’t stop now, I could give myself a hernia or lock-jaw at the very least. Even if I did pick up, I wouldn’t actually be able to speak. Gasping for breath is not attractive in a woman of my tender years.

The answerphone kicks in and there’s lots of whirring and thunking. There’s also a bit of uneven breathing coming down the phone line and I wonder if I’ve got a pervy phone call until I hear a woefully familiar voice speak out, which stops me dead in mid-lunge.

‘Lucy,’ Marcus says. And then there’s another shuddering breath and a big sigh. ‘It’s me. Marcus.’ As if my ex-fiancé, to whom I dedicated five long and faithful years, needs any introduction. My heart is banging against my chest and not just because I’m terminally unfit.

‘I was just calling to see how you are.’ Lots more uncomfortable pausing. At this rate the tape on the answerphone machine is going to have run out by the time he gets to the point of his call. Strangely, I find myself urging him to continue, whilst having no similar urge to pick up the phone. ‘I feel that we left things on very bad terms last time we met.’

Ah, that’ll be the time that he was bonking busty, bouncing Joanne on his kitchen table, and I walked in on them. I very nearly returned my engagement ring to a place where the sun very definitely doesn’t shine. Marcus clearly hasn’t realised what a narrow escape he had.

‘The thing is,’ he continues, ‘I miss you and I still love you. I’m not with Joanne any more.’ Now there’s a surprise. I suspect that she was just a little bit pissed off with him too when she found out that the supposed ex-girlfriend was now, in fact, his fiancée. ‘I’m having time on my own to reflect on my behaviour. I realise that it’s ridiculous. It’s ruining my life.’

It didn’t do a lot for my life either, I seem to remember.

‘But I simply can’t seem to stop … well,’ he says sadly. ‘You know only too well what I can’t stop doing.’

I certainly do.

‘I’m even considering signing up for some sort of sex addicts’ course.’

A course to stop him being a sex addict rather than one to teach him how to be one, I assume. Marcus has more than enough expertise in that area.

‘Well …’ Lots more sighing and pauses. ‘I’d better go. I just wanted to tell you that I’m thinking about you and that I hope you have a great Christmas.’ His voice cracks. ‘I’ll always love you, and if you ever want to give me a call then you know where I am. Be happy, Lucy. Bye.’

And then Marcus hangs up. I stare at the television screen. The demented flashes of Nell’s Nike sportswear blur in front of my eyes. There’s nothing quite like a call from your ex to bring you down. Sinking to the floor, dazed, I reach for my Bounty Bar. If there was ever a time I deserve to experience the taste of paradise, it’s now. Sod the thunder thighs and the rest of this exercise routine. I need the sort of comfort that only chocolate can bring.


Chapter Five



Autumn Fielding glanced at her watch and saw that her next mosaics and stained-glass class at the Stolford Centre was due to start in ten minutes. Or ‘doing good for the terminally disaffected’ as her brother sneeringly called it. Learning how to make a basic suncatcher might not seem that important in the scheme of things, but if she could teach just one of her students enough to give them a glimmer of enjoyment or relaxation, or even show them that they had an untapped seam of creativity in their abused bodies then it was worth it for her, no matter what anyone else said.

It was rare that any of her students came in early, but she always liked to have the workbenches ready prepared for them with their latest work-in-progress laid out or a selection of brightly coloured sheets of glass for them to choose from. Her clients might all be thieves, drug addicts and down-at-heel, but she cared deeply for them and wanted to make their short time in her classes as enjoyable as possible. And she hoped that what she did might occasionally reach out and touch some of the kids, improving their tough lives.

Most of the students were currently working on seasonal pieces – cheery Santa suncatchers, coloured glass stars with silver thread to hang on the Christmas tree, a festive candleholder or two – some to brighten up squalid squats, some to go to the dysfunctional homes where the problems so often started, some to be left behind on the workbenches because there was no home for them to go to. It was hard to find a place to hang a suncatcher when your residence was a cardboard box.

Recently, there had been a new intake of clients joining the KICK IT! programme, but a few of the stalwart drug addicts remained or came back with dismal regularity, unable to KICK IT! for a depressing variety of reasons.

Addison slipped in through the door and wound his arms around her. ‘Hi, there.’ He kissed her warmly and soundly on the lips, crushing her to his broad chest.

She’d always loved her job, and now she had an extra reason to rush in here every day with a smile on her face. It perhaps wasn’t ideal to be having a love affair with one of her colleagues, but it certainly felt very nice. Addison had been the first person that she’d dated in a long, long time who had been on her wavelength. He was socially responsible, Green, kind, caring and not in any way unattractive to look at. Being Green, she’d found in the past, had meant that most men had an excess of facial hair, body odour and a penchant for brown jumpers with holes in them. They didn’t generally dress like Addison, in sharp black jackets and crisp shirts. He looked more like a drug dealer than someone from the other side of the fence; perhaps that was what made him so successful with his charges.

His job as the Centre’s Enterprise Development Officer involved him in finding gainful employment usually for people who’d never managed to hold down a job in their entire lives. He was exceptionally good at it and, with his easy charm, managed to cultivate and keep a raft of extraordinarily tolerant employers on board – employers who frequently overlooked their troubled employees’ tendency to abscond, not appear for work at all or even steal from them more often than not.

Autumn eased away from him, glancing nervously at the door. ‘Someone might see us.’ She tried to smooth down her mass of burnished ginger curls which had suddenly seemed to bounce madly with excitement. If only she had sleek hair like Chantal’s, that didn’t mirror her emotions but remained well-behaved on all occasions.

‘Don’t you think your students would be pleased to see that their tutor’s in love?’

‘Who said I’m in love?’

His beautiful black face broke into its trademark wide grin. ‘I think that was me.’

‘That’s very presumptuous of you, Mr Addison Deacon,’ she said, trying to sound stern.

‘Admit it,’ he said. ‘You’re crazy for me.’

‘I’d be crazy not to be,’ she agreed. ‘But my students would all tease me mercilessly and they already make fun of me for my upper-class upbringing and my supposedly posh accent.’

‘They love you really,’ he said fondly. ‘Just as I do.’

She grinned back at him and carried on with the preparations for her lesson while he leaned on the workbench and watched her over his dark glasses.

‘Did you decide yet what you want to do for Christmas?’ he asked. ‘It’s only a few days away.’

‘Two more shopping days, I think you’ll find.’

‘Do your parents still want us to go to them for lunch?’

Autumn wrinkled her nose. ‘Mmm.’

‘You don’t sound very keen.’

‘Addison,’ she said. ‘I haven’t taken anyone home to meet my parents for many years. With good reason. I’m not feeling very comfortable with this.’

‘They’ll love me,’ he said. ‘I’ll be the perfect guest. I’ll try not to get drunk. I won’t tell your mother dirty jokes. I might even help with the washing-up.’

‘There are things that I haven’t told them about you.’

‘Such as?’

‘Well …’ Autumn tucked a recalcitrant curl behind her ear. ‘I haven’t told my parents that you’re—’

‘Extremely handsome?’

She smiled. ‘Yes, but—’

‘That I don’t have my own trust fund?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘That I’m younger than you?’

‘Are you?’

‘I sneaked into the Human Resources office and checked in your files.’

‘How much younger?’ Autumn asked.

‘A measly five years.’

‘Wow.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘No.’

‘Then everything will be fine.’

‘Yes, but … Addison, they don’t know that you’re … black.’

He looked shocked. ‘I’m not, am I?’ He picked up a mirror from the workbench. It was in the middle of having a fat-bottomed Santa attached to one corner of it. Her boyfriend stared at it in amazement. ‘My Lord, I am. When did that happen?’

Autumn burst out laughing.

‘So they won’t mind that I’m younger than you or poorer than you, but they might object to me being from an ethnic minority.’

‘I’m embarrassed to admit this, but they’re white, upper-class and very conservative. I’m worried how they’re going to react to you. I know that we’re supposed to be a fully integrated, multi-cultural society these days, but I don’t think anyone has told my parents.’

Addison laughed. ‘You mean that they didn’t envisage their daughter hooking up with an impoverished black social worker specialising in crack addicts – and a toy boy to boot?’

‘I think they were rather hoping that I’d settle down with a middle-aged, spectacle-wearing barrister called Rodney, who would be able to curb the worst of my liberal excesses and introduce me to the joys of golf.’

‘Then they’ll be very disappointed in me.’

Autumn took his hand. ‘I’m prepared to risk it, if you are.’

His arm curled round her again. ‘I happen to think you’re worth a little parental scrutiny,’ her boyfriend said. ‘Perhaps even a little disapproval. I’ve spent my whole life having to fight my own corner, so I’m sure I’ll be an adequate match for anything white, upper-class Mr and Mrs Fielding can throw at me.’

‘Thank you.’ Autumn kissed him tenderly. ‘I hoped you’d say that.’


Chapter Six



‘Hey, Lewis,’ Chantal said. ‘Pass me over one more of those baubles, please.’ Nadia’s son’s interest had already waned and was drifting towards the Chicken Little DVD that was playing on the television. She smiled indulgently at the back of his head and folded her arms. ‘I thought you were supposed to be helping me?’

‘Sorry, Aunty Chantal.’ The child tore his attention away from the TV and dipped his hand into the box of tree decorations that she’d bought from Harrods. They were tin toys – soldiers, trains, trumpets and guitars fashioned in garish colours – all chosen to appeal to the tastes of her new four-year-old best friend rather than her own cream, minimalist leanings. Lewis pulled out a Jack-in-the-box. ‘Cool.’ He handed it over to her with a smile, handling it as if it were made of glass.

Who could blame him for being a little bored with the build-up to Christmas? She’d had more than enough of it herself, but when you were four years old, the wait must seem interminable.

Chantal had spent the last couple of months doing pieces on festive homes for the magazine that she worked for, Style USA. She’d had her fill of fake holly garlands and had seen enough red ribbon to last a lifetime. Her fellow Americans who were living over in Britain still went for dressing their homes for the Christmas period in a big way. If she were simply staying at this apartment by herself then she probably wouldn’t have even bothered to pretty the place up – all this was being done for Lewis’s sake. Not that her young friend seemed to appreciate her efforts. He was leaning against the sofa absently sucking his thumb and staring into middle distance.

‘That looks great,’ Nadia said, coming to join them. At least Lewis’s mother was more appreciative. ‘Do you do everything so perfectly?’ she wanted to know.

‘Yes,’ Chantal said. ‘Everything except relationships.’ ‘You and me both.’ Nadia toyed with a jolly Santa. ‘I know that you’re only doing this for us.’

‘Don’t be so sure about that. This is fun – right, Lewis?’ Chantal sat back and ran her fingers through her glossy dark hair as she admired her handiwork. ‘That doesn’t look so bad.’ The apartment that they were currently sharing was comfortable, stylish and filled with fun now that Lewis was here. It wasn’t home, but it was certainly a close second.

‘I don’t know how we would have managed without you, Chantal.’

‘Now,’ Chantal said with a wave of her hand, ‘don’t start up with all that again. I’ve loved having you and Lewis stay.’

Nadia and her son had moved in with her when they’d left their home to escape Toby’s gambling debts – something else that Chantal had been able to help out with. By giving Nadia an indefinite loan of £30,000, it had got her out of immediate trouble. If she hadn’t stepped in, then maybe Nadia would have been looking at Toby facing bankruptcy or having their home repossessed. For her own sanity, Nadia had decided to split from her husband until he could straighten himself out – if he could.

The shock of losing his wife and son had, by all accounts, helped Toby to stay away from the glittering lights of the casino websites. Chantal and Nadia’s current co-habitation was a temporary arrangement to tide them both over until they could, hopefully, start to repair their marriages – but it was one that Chantal hadn’t imagined would suit them both quite so well. Lewis came over and leaned against Chantal, wrapping his small, sturdy arms around her. Chantal squeezed him fiercely. ‘I love you so much,’ she said.

Lewis giggled. ‘I love you too,’ he lisped in return and an unexpected surge of joy ran through her.

‘Who would have thought that you’d have got on so well with children,’ Nadia noted.

‘One child,’ Chantal corrected. It seemed ironic that when her marriage had broken down due to her lack of desire to have children, that she should become so attached to the first kid that she’d really had anything to do with. Maybe she had been missing out here. She ruffled Lewis’s hair. ‘Let’s not get so carried away.’

‘Still not inclined to hear the patter of tiny Hamilton feet?’

‘It’s something that Ted and I are still working on.’ Her husband was so keen to have children, yet it was never something that had figured in Chantal’s life plans.

When she had asked Nadia to move in here with her after they’d both split with their respective husbands, she had to admit that she’d completely forgotten about Lewis’s existence. Even though she’d tried to factor him into her lifestyle, it was still a shock when he’d turned up carrying his appropriately named teddy, Mr Smelly, under his arm. It had taken even longer to get used to the regular addition of chocolate fingerprints on the pristine Kelly Hoppen paintwork. Now she couldn’t imagine life without him, for who else would race to the front door and throw himself into her arms the minute she arrived home? But if Nadia was hoping to effect a reconciliation with her husband over the holidays, it was something that Chantal would have to get used to pretty soon. And what of her and Ted? Was her husband ever going to be able to forgive her infidelity and begin to trust her again?

‘More toys.’ Lewis clapped his hands together. Now Chicken Little was the tedious one.

‘Okay. Go for it,’ Chantal suggested. The boy searched through the reams of tissue paper and, finally, handed her a red and gold trumpet with glee. ‘Fabulous. I would have made just that choice. Where should we hang it?’ Lewis pointed to a suitable spot. ‘Then there it is.’ Chantal slipped the bauble onto the selected branch. ‘You wanna do the next one?’

Lewis jumped up and down excitedly, his face the picture of ecstasy as he pulled a toy train out of its wrapping. It was a moving sight. Maybe Ted was right when he’d said that their materialistic lifestyle was all pointless without the addition of a family to share it with. It would be nice to see her husband doing this kind of thing with their own son. Chantal smiled to herself. Perhaps, after all, she was going soft in her old age.

She guided Lewis as he hooked the perfectly formed miniature train over a branch, then gave him a squeeze. ‘Good work, champ.’

Chantal then turned to her friend. ‘We’re nearly done here. I’ll just tidy the boxes away.’ She noticed that Nadia’s eyes had filled with tears. ‘Then I think you and I should put our feet up, open some festive champagne and some of Clive’s finest chocolates, and drink a toast to our future.’

‘I’m frightened to think what mine might hold,’ Nadia admitted quietly.

‘We’ll both work something out, I’m sure,’ Chantal said, as she took her friend’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. But her voice didn’t sound convincing, even to herself.


Chapter Seven



Back at The Chocolate Lovers’ Club, as it’s Christmas Eve, we exchange presents. Autumn gives us all a selection of Fairtrade chocolates. I love the idea of Doing Good while eating chocolate. Frankly, there are cocoa-bean farmers living in tin shacks all around the Equator who rely solely on my emotional crises for their livelihood. I’m already doing my bit for the world economy. If I had a quiet life, they’d all be bankrupt.

Nadia gives me a book of chocolate recipes. Chantal has found us all trendy T-shirts dyed with cocoa beans on one of her trips to America. They smell divine and are a delicious shade of chocolate, and I’d definitely be tempted to eat mine if I was desperate – which I frequently am. I take a moment to wonder what Crush would have bought me if we’d still been a couple this Christmas – something wonderful, I think – and I feel my heart squeeze painfully once more. I try to push the vision of his bare bottom and his comely companion to the back of my mind. I will not waste time fretting over yet another man.

We coo over our respective gifts, much kissing and hugging ensues and then we return to the job in hand. Clive has brought us all a slice of chocolate cheesecake with a sublimely smooth topping of his salted caramel that’s just waiting to be devoured. He’s already closed Chocolate Heaven for the evening, so now we’re his favoured guests. Chantal has paid for a babysitter for Lewis so that Nadia is able to join us. We wouldn’t want her missing out on this, our last choc-fest before Christmas. Our host hands round the chocolate vodka and we top up our shot glasses.

‘Where’s Tristan tonight?’ I ask.

Clive looks discomfited. ‘He’s already left,’ he tells us. ‘He’s spending Christmas with his family.’

We’re all taken aback. I stop pouring my vodka mid-flow. ‘You’re not going to be together?’

‘Well,’ Clive says with an uncomfortable cough, ‘things are a little difficult between us at the moment.’

This is the first we’ve heard about this. Clive and Tristan seemed to be the only ones around here who’d got their shit together. How depressing to think that relationship difficulties aren’t purely down to the battle of the sexes.

‘You’re not going to be alone?’ Although I’m sorry that Clive won’t be spending Christmas with his loved one, there is a little glimmer of hope that I might have found another sad sack single to spend my holidays with. It won’t just be me and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang after all. Hurrah. I could save my Cadbury’s Selection Box for a rainy day, as Clive is bound to bring great truffles!
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