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    Give me a thousand kisses, then a hundred.

  


  Then, another thousand, and a second hundred.


  Then, yet another thousand, and a hundred.


  Then, when we have counted up many thousands,


  Let us shake the abacus, so that no one may know the number,


  And become jealous when they see


  How many kisses we have shared.


  Catullus 5


  


  


  


  To anyone who has ever loved, lost and loved again
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  6.11 a.m. 5 January 2012


  Theres no sweeter way to be woken than with a kiss. Sadly this morning  the last Ill spend in this house  Im woken not by the soft graze of a
  lovers lips against mine, but by the prickly claws of the fat, purring cat lying on my chest.


  Morning Harry, I murmur, tickling him under his chin and pondering that this morning, there is no man with a six-pack between my sheets, just the two-pack of Jammie Dodgers I
  munched my way through last night. Its the big day today, fella, I say. Harry looks startled and licks his paws frantically. He has been anxious with all the comings and goings
  of the last few days.


  Aww, dont be silly, Im not going anywhere without you and your sister. I kiss him on the nose and lift him off the mattress and swing my legs onto the floor full of
  boxes. Once again, I cant help but think how quickly a life can be packed up. It makes everything feel so transitory. All this stuff we place so much importance on to make us feel at home,
  surrounding ourselves with comforting memory-triggers when really, most stuff is disposable. Actually, having a clear-out has been surprisingly cathartic.


  I take a deep breath and try to work out what I should do first. Its too cold to have a shower as the heating hasnt come on yet. And besides, Im gagging for a cuppa.
  Ive some final bits of packing to do before the removal van arrives. Part of me is resentful that Im doing this alone but I also know that today has to go like clockwork which, as any
  woman knows, means doing it myself. I balk a little and then smile as I realize just how much I sound like my mother. My teenage self would be horrified.


  Outside, everything is shrouded in a sea of subterranean black. I shiver and throw my dressing gown on over my T-shirt and leggings, slip into my Ugg boots, blanching at the sight in the
  full-length mirror thats propped up against a wall, waiting to be bubble-wrapped. What a mess. My eyes are puffy and swollen, my skin is grey and sallow with lack of sleep and to top it all
  my face has broken out in some sort of rash.


  I pause in the doorway and then turn back and extract the DVD which I was watching last night from the TV in the corner of my bedroom. I slip it under my arm, grab the half-eaten packet of
  biscuits and go downstairs. I found the DVD yesterday afternoon on top of an open box marked storage and couldnt resist. Ive seen it plenty of times before, but not for
  a long time. It was our film. And everyone knows that you shouldnt open up old wounds at times like this.


  I pace up and down the lounge clutching my mug of tea, trying not to look at the TV flickering in the lounge. Its paused on the opening credits and Im desperately fighting the urge
  to press play. Ive got too much to do to be distracted.


  I clearly remember moving into this house. It feels like yesterday and a lifetime ago. It was meant to be a Forever House (damn you, Kirstie Allsopp, for giving me such high expectations),
  somewhere to plant roots. Tucked away on a cute little street, just off the bustling Broadway in Leigh-on-Sea with its eclectic little shops and cafs, it had gorgeous views of the sea from
  the balcony just off the master bedroom. But the house itself had been terribly neglected. It was the definition of a project; perfect for a young married couple  and one I was
  eager to take on. It had always been our dream to live somewhere like this and I loved every moment spent making it feel like home, painting the bedroom duck-egg blue and putting over the fireplace
  the canvas of a photo I took of pebbles on Leigh beach. Weeks went by ripping up carpets, sanding and varnishing the floorboards, exposing the original fireplaces, painting the walls bright,
  life-affirming colours while Take That blared loudly on the iPod to keep me company. And then, every day at dusk, no matter what the weather was like, Id go for a walk with him, down to The
  Green that overlooked the sea and wed sit on our bench and mull over the day wed spent apart. Wed talk about the past and dream about the future. It was the happiest I felt
  every single day.


  I walk over to the DVD player. Dont go there again, Molly, my sensible voice says. Just one more time wont hurt. I clutch my cup of tea tightly as I press
  play. This is the very last time Im going to watch it. Then Ill hide it back behind all the other soppy romcoms that occupy the shelves of my lounge. Or at least used to. I look at
  the now bare room thats devoid of all the personal touches  the vast array of photos, the abundance of scatter cushions and candles, the cat basket, the knick-knacks and memories that
  have made it home for so long  then I look back at the TV.


  The sound is low but the rousing chords of the films opening song perforate the silence. I press the volume button and rest the remote on the arm of the sofa. I close my eyes as the
  goosebump-inducing lyrics of the soaring chorus swell out into the room. It always gives me an overwhelming urge to bawl like a baby. There was a time when I played this song continuously as I
  threw my heart and soul into making this house a home. If I wasnt doing DIY, I was cooking delicious feasts in this kitchen like a proper wife, then eating it laid out in front of this film,
  with him jokingly chastising me for turning into such a softie.


  I roll my eyes heavenward and swipe my hand across my face. This film always does this to me, even though I know every scene off by heart. I grab a tissue from the box thats next to me
  and blow noisily into it. I glance back to the TV screen as the handsome young heart throb gazes longingly at the object of his affection. I pick up the remote control and press pause just as their
  lips clumsily meet for the first time. Then I reach for another biscuit and pop it like a pill, hoping it will soothe my urge to sob.


  Stop being silly, Molly, I tell myself sternly. Its only a film. Youre just emotional at the moment; moving is one of the most stressful things you can do. Its
  right up there with divorce and having a baby.


  The biscuit is suddenly sandpaper in my mouth and I have to force it past the lump in my throat, coughing with the exertion. I instantly imagine myself being found by a neighbour, slumped on the
  settee, eyeballs rolling towards the ceiling, one hand clasped around my throat with the other clutching the remaining half of the biscuit. Raspberry jam would be smothered tellingly around my
  gaping mouth, the bloody evidence of my demise.


  Such a tragedy, my neighbours would say. The poor girl died of a broken heart . . . -shaped biscuit.


  I reach back into the packet and stuff another biscuit into my mouth, reassured by the knowledge that it doesnt matter if I get fat anyway. Its not like Im a teenager, or
  can have my heart shattered any more than it has been. When youve been through what I have, gambled everything on love  and lost  youre never the same again. Not
  really.


  I press play again and settle back to try and watch the rest of the film but all I can see in my minds eye is Ryan Cooper.


  My first love  and the one I hoped would also be my last.





  The Kiss To End All Kisses


  Theres supposed to be a moment that every girl dreams about her whole life. You know the one; some guy on bended knee offering you his
  heart. Well, I was never that kind of girl. But even if I had been, the moment turned out to be better than I could have ever imagined . . .





  <<REW 19/11/05>


  I cant believe were actually here! I clap my hands together in excitement and press my face against the window as I take in the city I have been
  desperate to see for so long lit up like a circuit board in the darkness. I gasp as we leave the BrooklynQueens Expressway and crawl across the Brooklyn Bridge. Manhattan rises up before us
  in our yellow cab; the buildings are inconceivably tall and shiny, I feel like were looking at them in a hall of mirrors at the funfair. The breathtaking skyscrapers are silhouetted against
  the navy night sky, like bejewelled teeth in a yawning mouth. Ryan leans over and kisses me on the shoulder then slips his arm around me and I sigh contentedly.


  Its so cool, just like in the movies! Ryan says wondrously, to himself more than to me. I was worried that this holiday weve been planning since we got back
  together wouldnt be his thing. Hes more of a sun, sea and sand kind of guy.


  Im so glad Im seeing this city with you, I say quietly.


  Ryan grins as he looks at me, his tanned, handsome face a picture of shock. Whats this? Has my cynical girlfriend finally become a romantic? Has Harry finally become
  Sally?


  So what if I have, Cooper? I say, folding my arms defiantly, jumping as the cars around us begin to honk their horns and our taxi driver yells out the window. I snuggle back into
  his shoulder. What are you going to do about it?


  He laughs. Youll see, Molly Carter! he whispers, threading his arm around me. Youll see . . . 


  I purse my lips and narrow my eyes at him. What he doesnt know is that Im also using the chance to study him. Im drinking in his Balearic blue eyes and palm-frond lashes,
  the sand-dune slopes of his top lip surrounded by grainy golden stubble smattered over his jaw to match his blond, beachy hair. Ive been doing a lot of this over the last six months.
  Im still amazed that we got back together after all that happened. But Ryan and I made a promise to start afresh, to treat this as the beginning of a new relationship.


  I pull him towards me for a kiss before turning back to look out the window. The bridge has carried us over the Hudson River and lowered us gently into the jaws of the city. For a moment I gaze
  around at the blur of shimmering buildings, the lights, the line of bright yellow cabs just like ours, and feel like Im in a futuristic pop video stuck on fast forward. I hold my camera up
  to my eyes to see this incredible city the best way I know how  through my viewfinder  and thats how I stay, with Ryans arm thrown over my shoulder as the taxi speeds us
  further into the glistening, twinkling metropolis.


  Smile! I shout the following morning. Ryan is standing in front of the Staten Island Ferry sign in the glorious early morning sunlight, a cheesy grin on his face
  and his index fingers pointing down at his crotch where, over his jeans, hes modelling a G-string that has the Statue of Liberty emblazoned on the front. We have made it our mission to
  do as many famous sights as we can and have set each other the challenge to pick up the tackiest souvenir along the way. Knowing how competitive Ryan is, hes bound to win. But
  I have determination and imagination on my side. The best photo wins a prize. Ryan has said if he wins I have to take him to see the New York Giants, and if I win he has to come on the Sex and
  the City tour with me. I reckon hes got the best deal as, to be honest, hell probably enjoy that, too.


  I burst out laughing as Ryan adds a foam Statue of Liberty hat to his ensemble, his arm raised in the air just like New Yorks First Lady as a bunch of Japanese tourists walk by, recording
  everything they see. Without a flicker of embarrassment he poses for them as if hes modelling designer clothes. If only his secondary school students could see him now. Cool Mr Cooper the PE
  teacher, not looking so cool now!


  I pull the camera away from my face and sidle up to him as we amble onto the moored ferry. We quickly make our way out to the deck.


  You know, I whisper, kissing him on the neck and glancing up at his ridiculous outfit, Ive never wanted you more, Ryan Cooper!


  He pulls me into his arms, pops a matching Statue of Liberty hat on my head and tilts me back, kissing me showily on the lips so that a big group of Japanese tourists gather to take more photos.
  I blush and hide my face (Ive never been comfortable with PDAs) but Ryan lifts me back up again and waves at the tourists who bow to him and politely clap their hands.


  Ryan pings his thong and grins down at me. Do you admit defeat then? he asks. Then he pulls a matching foam torch out of his combat trousers and holds it aloft like Lady Liberty
  herself.


  I fold my arms. Ohhh, so thats what was pressing up against me, I say. For a moment I thought I was in luck . . . 


  Admit Ive already won the challenge! he grins triumphantly, brandishing the phallic-looking torch.


  Never! I reply. Not if Carrie Bradshaws entire Manolo collection depended on it!


  He laughs. So says the girl who a few years ago wouldnt be seen dead in anything other than Converse!


  Hey, I still love my Converse, I say, looking down at the red ones currently adorning my feet. And besides, a girl can change, cant she?


  She certainly can . . . Harry, Ryan laughs.


  I mean whod have thought it of the spiky 15-year-old girl with the chip on her shoulder, who wanted to rebel against everything and everyone and who thought love was for
  Losers, baby, he says, his fingers making inverted commas. Who would have thought shed become this loving, romantic woman. He pauses and grins.
  My woman. Then he pulls me into his arms. Im just glad my high-risk gamble finally paid off!


  I narrow my eyes dangerously. Are you implying that Im old?


  He whistles through his teeth and shakes his head. Oh no, Id never do that, I mean youre only twenty-six in a couple of days, although, you are now officially closer
  to thirty than twenty! He pauses and smiles so that his blue eyes shine. And it also means Ive been in love with you for over ten years.


  You werent in love with me when I was fifteen! I exclaim, nestling into his arms as the wind whistles through my hair and blows it across his face. I gaze out at the
  glistening Hudson as I think back to my awkward, mixed-up teen self who could count her friends on one finger and her social skills on . . . none. I was morose, awkward, and so desperate to be
  different  but only so that Id be accepted; a contradiction that despite my keen photographic eye, I hadnt been astute enough to recognize.


  He strokes my hair off my face. I thought you were the most beautiful girl in the world . . . 


  Youd just been listening to too much Prince, I say with a dismissive smile.


  So, he adds, touching me on my nose, why did I tell my mum after our first date that Id met the future Mrs Cooper . . . 


  You didnt! I laugh, expecting him to join me, but his expression is serious. What did Jackie say?


  She said if I had, then I should make sure nothing messes it up.


  We lock eyes, the intensity of our gazes an acknowledgement of our recent split and then we smile. Weve come a long way since then. I snuggle further into his arms, feeling like there
  could literally be no better place in the world than here.


  What happened to not being bound by the constraints of a relationship? my teenage self shouts in my head, the one that caused my break-up with Ryan in the first place. I think of the list
  I had pinned to my wall at uni that used to remind me why Id vowed to steer clear of serious relationships.


  
    
      
        
          Reasons I dont want a serious boyfriend


          1. They hold you back


          2. Grind you down


          3. Then mess with your head

        

      

    

  


  It was a short but succinct list. And yes, I was immature, angry and adamant that no one would ever hurt me again like Ryan Cooper had.


  But things change, people change  as do perceptions of people, and now I answer in a language that I hope my teenage self will understand (even if I know itll make her roll her
  eyes and stick her fingers down her throat).


  
    
      
        Molly Carter + Ryan Cooper = 4ever.

      

    

  


  Two hours later were standing at the front of a queue that snakes around the most famous, filmed and photographed building in the world  the A-list of
  architecture, The Empire State Building. I squeeze Ryans hand and he grins down at me as he offers me his hot dog. I take a big bite and he kisses the mustard off the corner of my lips. I
  laugh. Its like Im Elizabeth Perkins in Big being shown by Tom Hanks just how much fun life can be if only you take it less seriously.


  The last few days have been the best, not just of our relationship, but of my entire life. Weve floated round the city feeling like were in our very own romantic movie.
  An Affair to Remember? I suggested to Ryan yesterday. But he hadnt seen it. I should know by now that Ryan refuses to watch or listen to anything that was made before he
  was born  especially not black-and-white movies. I tried describing the story to him, but when I got to the bit where Deborah Kerr gets knocked down by a taxi on the way to meet Cary Grant
  at the top of The Empire State Building, he just said, It doesnt sound very romantic to me, babe! and added, If we were a film I reckon wed be more 13 Going on
  30. Hed grinned and taken my hand as wed walked through Times Square. After all, you were an awkward, totally uncool teenager when I first set eyes on you and
  now youre basically Jennifer Garner! Viva magazines beautiful editor!


  Picture editor, Id laughingly corrected.


  Incredibly, in just four days here weve ticked nearly everything off my Things To Do In New York List:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Take the Staten Island Ferry to the Statue of Liberty


              Horse and carriage ride around Central Park


              Go up the Empire State


              Eat cupcakes from Magnolia Bakery


              Spend an afternoon at MoMA


              Go to the Guggenheim


              Go to the Met


              Ice-skate at the Wolfman rink in Central Park


              Carnegie Hall


              Shop (a lot)


              See a show on Broadway


              Have ice-cream floats at Serendipity 3


              Go to Strawberry Fields

            

          

        

      

    

  


  More importantly weve fallen in love even more; not just with this city, but with each other. I feel like were at the start of a brand-new relationship. Which is
  all I could ever have hoped for, after what happened.


  Come on! I say, dragging Ryan into the lift and excitedly clapping my hands as it soars ever upwards. I cant wait to get to the top!


  Hows this, Cooper? I yell minutes later, the wind lifting my voice and carrying it over the citys skyscrapers as I pose on the observation deck.


  Ryan is standing opposite me, camera aloft, wearing a New York Yankees cap. He looks out from behind the viewfinder and smiles slowly. Beautiful. The best thing Ive seen in New
  York.


  I told you The Empire State would be amazing! I exclaim.


  I mean you, Moll, he calls back. I pout suggestively to cover my smile as Ryan takes photo after photo before someone approaches him and asks him if wed like one
  together. He hands them the camera, strides over to me, turns, hitches me up onto his back and I wrap my knees around his waist, resting my cheek on his neck and laughing. I close my eyes for a
  second. They say you feel on top of the world up here, that you couldnt feel any higher. And its true.


  I cant believe its our last day, I say sadly as we stroll out of our hotel onto the tree-lined, shop-filled 5th Avenue. The pavement is packed with
  pedestrians, the road a constant stream of cars and honking yellow taxis. The seemingly endless stretch of limestone-fronted buildings are splashed with exuberant splodges of colour from the
  billboards, theatre posters and the fluttering flags that accessorize this, the most famous shopping street in the world. And most of the shops are so famous they deserve not just flags, but
  exclamation marks and their own fanfares too  Tiffany & Co! Bloomingdales! Harry Winston! Louis Vuitton! Pucci! Prada!


  And then behind it all, the towering Empire State Building lies like a beautiful discarded stiletto, heel stretched skyward as if to remind its relentless stream of visitors that it is
  the star of the city.


  We walk slowly hand in hand towards Central Park and I glance at Ryan strolling along in just an Abercrombie T-shirt, denim jacket and a body warmer. I slip my gloved hand into his and rearrange
  my scarf. Its unseasonably mild for November but Im still wrapped up like a mummy compared to Ryan. Hes too active to ever really feel the cold.


  And your birthday  you havent had your present yet . . . Ryan points out.


  Ive already had the best birthday ever here with you, I say, and its true. Historically Ive never liked birthdays; even as a kid I hated the pressure that came
  with throwing a party: what to wear, who to invite, who would come (if anyone). As a result Ive always been low-key about them  especially milestone ones. My 21st passed with a night
  at the Student Union with Mia and Casey, my 25th was spent at The Crooked Billet in Leigh-on-Sea with Ryan and both our families. But this . . . this has been awesome.


  Its been brilliant! Ryan agrees as we stroll along. I want us to do much more of this you know, Moll, see the world, go to new places . . . I want us to do it all.
  Together.


  I squeeze Ryans hand tightly now and sigh with contentment as I see were nearly at Central Park. His excitement has been infectious. Ryan makes everything fun. He always has. He
  never takes life too seriously and finds pleasure in the simple things. In the past I found this frustrating but now its the thing I admire the most about him. Ever since I started working
  in magazines, I started needing validated fun. You know, the hot new bar, the best new bag, the most stylish city, hotel, restaurant . . . But sometimes this relentless pursuit of
  the new and cool just leaves me feeling deeply unsatisfied. Thats partly what caused our relationship problems before; my constant desire for something more. But
  Ive learned my lesson, I hope. On this trip Ive loved discovering the city together, his way. A tucked-away little caf we happened across here, a laid-back stroll and a meal
  at a low-key, romantic Italian in Greenwich Village there.


  I chuckle as I recall our sightseeing yesterday. I took Ryan for lunch at Katzs, the deli that featured in When Harry Met Sally.


  No way, hed said when Id dared him to re-enact Sallys fake orgasm. You do it, youre the rebel girl. His voice had taken on a
  mocking tone, instantly taking me back to our teen roles over a decade ago; him as the town heart-throb, me as the awkward, clichd social leper. God, Id hated that time of my life. I
  wish my teen self could see me now.


  Id folded my arms. But Im Harry, I smirk. Youve always said so. Which means I couldnt possibly swap roles now. Come on, Ry,
  Im waiting, youre not embarrassed, are you? Worried youll fail the challenge? I smile, knowing Ryan wont be able to ignore any sort of dare.


  And, just as I knew he would, hed obliged, his ever-present tan turning a curious salmon colour. How I howled with laughter as Ryan reached his climax and then took a
  massive bite of his pastrami sandwich, the blush still flushing his cheeks.


  Ry, I will remember that forever! I laughed as I leaned over and kissed him, then made a face. Eurgh, gherkin breath!


  Ryan slows down to a brisk stride as we approach Central Park from the East Side and stroll down the 79th Transverse past the Conservatory Pond and to the Bethesda
  Fountain.


  Its pretty beautiful isnt it, Moll? Ryan says quietly, squeezing my gloved hand as we gaze around at the majestic fountain with its centrepiece sculpture, The
  Angel of the Waters. It feels like discovering the prize at the centre of a pass the parcel game after unwrapping layer upon layer of endless little gifts to get to it; the shimmering
  boat-filled blue lake with row boats and the occasional gondola drifting by, all wrapped generously in a layer of evergreen trees surrounded by the shiny, glittering decorative finish that is the
  skyscrapers.


  Walkers, joggers, snap-happy tourists, cyclists, mums pushing prams, dog walkers, office workers and college students surround us, yet the park doesnt feel crowded at all. It feels as if
  were all plugged into the parks very own iPod, our laughter and chatter combine and blends with the breeze, the constant hum of traffic and whir of passing bicycles, to make the
  perfect soundtrack for the city.


  I nod at Ryan because I am too happy to speak. This is the ultimate New York romantic experience. Ive seen this park so many times with Ryan, in the romcoms which he has no embarrassment
  about loving and the Sex and the City episodes I adore. Weve witnessed some of the greatest fictional romantic moments in history take place. Billy Crystal and Meg Ryan realizing they
  were more than just good friends in When Harry Met Sally, Clooney and Pfeiffer splashing through puddles with their kids in One Fine Day, and Cusack and Beckinsales skating
  tryst on the Wolfmans rink in Serendipity. And now were here. In real life. At last.


  I sigh with delight and lift my camera up as I fire off some shots of the wintry sun filtering through the curtain of trees, then I flick the angle and manage to catch a shot of Ryan backlit by
  it. The way the light falls on his blond hair makes him look positively angelic. I pull him towards me and hold the camera out in front of us for another shot, our cheeks pressed together. By
  lowering the camera to my waist and tilting the lens up I think I can just get us as well as the glistening backdrop of the skyscrapers peering over the trees. Im reminded suddenly of what
  my dad has always said about the John Constable painting of Hadleigh Castle hanging on the wall back home in Leigh-on-Sea. Its a man-made structure deferring to the power of
  nature. Then I think of Ryan and me and how I took something strong that had been built carefully over time and I nearly destroyed it too. And then I remember how Ryan tried to bring me to
  New York before. . .


  A rogue tear falls and I swipe it away. Ryan and I have sworn to not bring all that up again.


  Im so sorry, Ryan . . .  I sob, pulling him into a hug.


  What? Ryan sounds confused, then concerned. Hey, why are you crying?


  Im sorry, its just that I was thinking about how perfect this is and that Ill be sorry forever for what I did . . .  Im properly crying now and Ryan
  takes me in his arms and holds me.


  Hey, hey, hey, he murmurs. Please dont cry, Molly. I thought we agreed all of that stuff is in the past?


  II know, I sniff into his shoulder, but I cant help . . . 


  He pulls away and gazes at me, a smile hovering over his lips. Our relationship is better and stronger than ever, Molly, you know that. We needed to break up to appreciate how much we
  want to be together. Im glad it happened. I am, honest! Please stop looking back. I want this trip, this moment, to be about our future. And it wont be if you keep beating
  yourself up like this. We were both at fault and we didnt know what we had till it was gone. Im just glad we realized in time.


  We begin to walk again and Ryan slips his arm around my shoulders, reassuring me how much he loves me, making me smile and then laugh. Weve been walking for a few minutes when he pulls me
  towards him and kisses me.


  There! he exclaims. Thats better. Now, I dont know about you, but I cant possibly walk another step without a coffee. I saw a stand over there . . .
  will you be OK for a minute while I go and get us some? Latte, yeah?


  I nod and sniff and lift up my camera to indicate that I can keep myself busy.


  He hands me his rucksack and blows me a kiss as he walks backwards then breaks into a run, streaking across the park like some kind of action hero.


  I turn around, snapping furiously as I try to capture the colour and beauty of this pretty pocket of the park. The sun is disappearing behind the silhouetted treetops, creating jewel tones of
  coral, amber and ruby in the sky. I focus my lens on a sign to my left and suddenly realize that Im standing at the entrance of Strawberry Fields. I shiver, as much with the sense of musical
  history as the wintry chill. I glance down and notice the Imagine mural on the ground ahead, laid in honour of John Lennon after he was shot in 1980. I walk up to it and gaze at it.
  My dad would love to see this. He loves The Beatles.


  I hate that Ive tainted a single moment of this perfect trip with bad memories from the past. I want to put it right, focus on today  that should be my motto. Just focus on
  how good life is right now. Suddenly I have an idea. I put down the rucksack and, giggling to myself, I quickly pull out all the ridiculous novelty souvenir items weve collected over the
  past couple of days and put them on one by one.


  I feel pretty silly standing here alone like this, but itll be worth it for the look on his face when he appears with those coffees. I adjust the foam Statue of Liberty crown and wave at
  some passers-by who are looking at me out of curiosity. I cant believe Im the strangest thing theyve seen in this city. I look around. Ryans been gone for ages. Where
  the hell is he?


  I busy myself taking photographs of the scenery surrounding me, finally pointing my camera down and photograph the mural for dad. My red Converse are just poking into the picture and Im
  still looking down when I hear Ryans voice.


  Close your eyes, Molly. His breath warms my forehead as his hand suddenly covers my eyes. I can hear the amusement in his voice. Nice to see youve dressed up for the
  occasion.


  What occ he puts his finger across my lips to silence me. Ryan? I whisper through his finger. Have you got my latte?


  No, Molly.


  Hey! I protest, opening my eyes momentarily. Ive been waiting ages!


  I said, close your eyes, Ryan repeats firmly.


  I dont know why youre being so bossy, Cooper . . . 


  While youre at it, can you please close your mouth too? The restrained laughter is evident in his voice.


  Charming! My eyes ping open.


  Are you ever going to do anything I say? he asks, clearly exasperated now.


  Probably not, I laugh and he looks pleadingly at me. Reluctantly I squint my eyes shut.


  I sigh as Im cloaked in darkness. Now what?


  Well, he says, the warmth on my neck disappearing and his voice sounding more distant. I want you to open your eyes and look down at your feet.


  I do what he says and see the mosaic again. Imagine. It strikes me what a beautiful word it is, full of hope, possibility and belief.


  Now, he says, his voice sounding strange. Imagine for a moment that were here alone. Imagine that it is just you and me, like this. Theres no one else here.
  Just you, me, the earth, the sky and the sun, stretching out before us endlessly . . . 


  Sounds lovely, I sigh, opening my eyes briefly. Hes not there. I go to turn around. Now what? I close my eyes again and I hear music start playing, the opening
  chords of a song. I start humming along.


  Now imagine that I am right beside you . . . 


  I stop humming. But youre not, youre behind me . . . 


   . . . all the time, he continues determinedly. Beside you all the time. From now on. Always.


  I open my mouth and close it again. That sounds nice, I say quietly, trying to block out the voice in my head thats saying, Is he about to do what you think hes
  going to do? Oh my God! He is! He is!


  Its then that I realize the song Ive been humming along to is John Lennons Imagine. It is playing somewhere nearby. And not on an iPod, it sounds like a
  . . . like a . . . string quartet. I open my eyes but I dont turn around. A small crowd of people have gathered and are all looking at me, smiling. Some of them have cameras. I blink
  and swallow. I want to turn around, I desperately want to, but something tells me to wait for Ryans next instruction.


  Now, Ryan says softly, imagine that I am behind you, telling you, Molly Carter, that I love you, that I always have and always will, and that right here, right in the heart
  of Central Park, I want to ask you if youll accept my heart, look after it forever and let me take care of yours. You can turn around now . . . 


  I put my hand over my mouth as the tears stream down my face, for once my camera is forgotten as I spin around to see the smiling faces of the string quartet, but still no Ryan.


  Im down here, he laughs, and hes there, on bended knee, his arm stretched out and one hand cupping a velvet box, the other hand hovering over the closed lid.


  No! I gasp.


  He laughs. Ill be honest, thats not quite the reaction I was after


  No! I mean! No, look at me  I look ridiculous! How could you do this! I kneel down and pummel him in the chest, openly sobbing now.


  I think you look gorgeous, Ryan laughs, pinging the Statue of Liberty G-string.


  This is not how I planned to look at such a big moment! I wail.


  You cant control everything, Molly, Ryan smiles, sometimes you have to just roll with it . . . 


  I look at him and there is a look of quiet determination that I recognize from when he is battling a wave, shooting a goal or when hes gripping on to the sail of a boat and guiding it
  back to shore.


  Molly Carter, he says, slowly, will you marry me? He opens the box and there is a beautiful ring, a cluster of small diamonds on a gold band glittering like a
  constellation of stars.


  Yes! Yes! interrupting him as I laugh through my tears. I swipe away my tears quickly and sink to my knees and I grasp Ryans face and he cups mine and we kiss and there is
  laughter and tears and it feels familiar but different. So, so different.


  Because this is the kiss to end all kisses. Its the kiss that I didnt even know I was waiting for. I close my eyes again and press record in my head, to internally capture the
  moment that Ryan Cooper puts an engagement ring on my finger. And it is the best present in the world.





  7.47 a.m.


  The letterbox clatters and, dragging myself away from the DVD, I wander out into the hallway with the lovely original Victorian tiles and corniced ceilings, still keeping one
  eye on the TV. The removal men should be here soon to finish packing up the rest of the stuff. I seem to have acquired two lives worth of it: before and after, and they didnt manage
  to get it all done yesterday. I smile as I think about my purposefully minimal bedroom at uni, bare of any personalization apart from my Annie Leibovitz print of John Lennon and Yoko Ono that was
  pinned over my bed and the film poster of Before Sunrise above my desk. God, I was so serious back then. My duvet was white, my wardrobe full of black clothes. Funny how people change, I
  think as I look around my messy abode. The thought of keeping anything tidy now brings me out in a sweat. Mind you, most things bring me out in a sweat, these days.


  I bend down slowly to the Union Jack Welcome doormat and make a mental note to remember to pack it. I pick up the pile of envelopes, flicking through them quickly, muttering as I
  do so: Bill, bill, notice of bill paid, bill . . . doctors appointment and . . .  I pull out the card that has my name and my address written on the envelope in a small,
  neat print:


  
    
      
        Molly Cooper


        7 Avenue Road


        Leigh-on-Sea


        SS19 4BL

      

    

  


  I furrow my brow as I study it. Its my old married name. None of my family or friends use it any more, so who . . . ?


  I rip open the envelope and pull out a New Home card. I open it up and begin to read;


  
    
      
        Dear Molly,


        How are you? I hope you dont mind me writing like this but I was in contact recently with a mutual acquaintance and they mentioned you were moving away. I
        didnt want you to leave without having a chance to send you my best wishes for a happy future. I hope you remembered my advice; to choose happiness and never live with regret. I think
        of you often and hope you are all well.


        Fondest wishes,


        Charlie

      

    

  


  I feel my heart contract. The name conjures up feelings and memories Im trying to ignore today. I glance at the card again. I know its a nice gesture but find I
  this contact strange after so long  and after everything that happened. It brings back memories, both good and bad.





  The Kiss And Tell


  Its funny how someone can come into your life unexpectedly and instantly make you feel like you can say anything to them, anything at all. Things you
  wouldnt dream of telling your nearest and dearest. And suddenly they become an intrinsic part of your life without you really knowing anything about them. Thats what happened with
  Charlie. I bared my soul in a way Id never done with anyone.





  FF>> 29/05/07>


  It feels strange pouring out my heart to another man in a bar like this. I feel like I must have Traitorous Wench emblazoned on my forehead and everyone must know
  this handsome, attentive man isnt my boyfriend. And weve come to our local pub, for Christ sakes. What was I thinking? Ill never be able to look the barman in the eye
  again.


  So come on, whats going on? Charlie says, leaning in towards me and resting his elbows on his knees. His gaze is so tender that its all the encouragement I need to
  launch into a melancholy monologue.


  Sorry, I say, apologizing for the billionth time. Its just sometimes I feel like I cant take it any more. I look at him and I dont know who he is, I
  dont know what hes thinking, or feeling. Were not communicating properly, you know? Were existing alongside each other, pretending everythings OK when it
  isnt. It really isnt. I know what the right thing to do is, but I dont want to be the one who says it first. I shake my head, feeling awful for laying all this on him.
  Im really sorry. I didnt mean to do this . . .  I glance up nervously at the busy bar, full of young, Hackney hipsters. I feel old, withered, past it and Im
  not even thirty. I glance back at Charlie, not only is he gorgeous, he is so interested and interesting. So caring and kind. Kind of too good to be true, really. If only there were more like him in
  the world. I blink at him.


  Hey, you know you can tell me anything, Charlie says, putting his drink down and touching my hand gently. I love how his eyes never leave mine when Im talking. I feel like
  no one has looked at me like this for a long time.


  Im just waiting for him to make the first move, I say. He studies me closely and then looks down before he speaks. I dont like it when he looks away. Nothing good is
  ever said when people look away from you.


  Listen, Molly, I know how hard this is for you, I do. But I have to ask this, how much more do you think you can take?


  He looks at me searchingly as he waits for my answer, and now I find I cant look him in the eye. I look up at the ceiling, blinking furiously to stop the tears. Then I look back at
  him, pleadingly. I dont want to answer, I just want him to hug me, hold me.


  He must hear my thoughts. He reaches out and takes my hand. I cant help noticing how soft his hands are, not a callous on them. I look down. And he has nice nails. I love nice nails on a
  man. It shows he takes care of himself.


  Molly, he says gently, I know you dont want to make any decision yet. If youre not ready to go, this can wait. This isnt about me, or what I think.
  Its about you. If you cant face doing what weve talked about, have you thought about taking a smaller step, you know, moving to your parents or something? I nod and he
  squeezes my hand and I catch my breath. I know it feels disloyal, but we knew it would come to this . . . eventually. He stands up and lets go of my hand and I suddenly feel
  bereft. Then he smiles gently and I have this urge to touch him. I want to feel his strength seep into my body.


  Im always here for you, OK?


  I know, Charlie. I look at him thankfully and wonder how Id ever cope without him. I know its wrong but I cant help myself and I lean forward and kiss him.





  8.30 a.m.


  The wine bottles fall into the bin with a clunk and I wince; why is it that the act of pouring wine into a glass is so deliciously satisfying and melodic but the act of getting
  rid of it smacks of shame and discordancy? Even though I was wise enough to resist its charms at the farewell drinks last night, watching everyone else succumb definitely made me want it more. Like
  a man you know is bad for you  and Ive sure been there before. An image of him appears in my mind suddenly, exactly as he looked the night of our work Christmas party at Soho House.
  That wolfish, self-satisfied smirk that said I will have you, his intense hooded eyes, the sexy shadow of stubble. I thought Id disposed of him years ago  why now? I
  clutch the top of the black bag and the wine bottles clatter noisily into a new position. This moving business is messing with my head. Ill be glad when its all over. I hastily tie up
  the bag and take it out to the back door.


  Just then Sally stalks past, tail in the air  the stuck-up so-and-so. Shes welcomed excitedly by Harry, who winds around my legs and purrs at her. Shes looking rather
  bedraggled. Neither of them is happy about the move but theyre dealing with it in very different ways. Sally is the errant teen, showing her displeasure by staying out all night whereas
  Harrys clingy, homely nature has been amplified by the upheaval. But they are united in their bewilderment of the change. Ive tried telling them to trust me when I say that
  were going somewhere that will be better for all of us, but Im not sure they believe me. I understand that its hard for them, but I keep telling them that the end of one thing
  can mean the beginning of something new. I just hope Im right.





  The Remorseful Kiss


  Is there such a thing as a life without any regrets? Ive never believed so. We spend our lives aiming for happiness and fulfilment in work, in love
  and with our friends and family, and yet often our energy is spent lamenting bad boyfriends, wrong career turns, fallouts with friends and opportunities missed. Or is that just me? I admit
  Im naturally a glass-half-empty kind of girl, but I know regrets are a burden to happiness and Im trying to let go of them because Ive learned that its all about choice.
  You can choose to turn regrets into lessons that change your future. Believe me when I say Im really trying to do this. But the truth is, Im failing. Because all I can think
  right now is: maybe I deserve it. Maybe this is my penance.





  <<REW 12/12/04>


  Casey? I wail after listening to Caseys voicemail message. Im staggering through the streets of Soho, one of many late-night revellers who have
  partaken of too much Christmas spirit.


  Please answer, I moan, hiccupping with tears. I know youre probably at work but I need to talk to you. I really, really need to talk to you. Ive done something
  terrible. Something . . . unforgivable. I start sobbing again and press the call-end button.


  I gaze up at the Christmas lights. A saucy Santa in a Soho shop window taunts me and in the distance the chorus of Santa Claus Is Coming To Town is being sung loudly by some
  drunken carousers.


  If Santas making a list right now, hes going to know that Ive been naughty.


  I stumble down the cobbled streets; I cant see straight, let alone walk, and all I can think about is the last four Christmases Ive spent with Ryan. Hes like a child when it
  comes to this season, an overexcited puppy who laps up every tradition: the mince pies he starts eating on November 1st, the Christmas cake, mulled wine and other seasonal bounties he dutifully
  makes weeks in advance, the rich, spicy smells coming from our kitchen as I do nothing more than watch EastEnders. Then there are the decorations that, in true Cooper style, are garish
  rather than glamorous.


  Each year, without fail, I come home to find that hes secretly decorated our flat. Just the other day I came home to find tinsel draped over our picture frames, a blow-up Father Christmas
  in the corner of our lounge and fake snow sprayed all over the windows. Even the flamingo lamp, which I have been unable to dispose of since his mum gave it to us when we moved in together, had
  joined in the act and was wearing a Santa hat at a jaunty angle.


  Ahh, cmon, Molly, Ryan had cajoled, wrapping his arms around me. Christmas isnt meant to be fashionable, its meant to be fun! And I relented, as
  I always do because whilst Id never believed it possible, he and his family have finally made Christmas enjoyable.


  
    
      
        Things I love about Cooper Christmases



        
          
            
              Being at Jackie and Daves and being thoroughly spoiled


              Watching soppy Christmas movies with Ry


              The open-door (and open-bottle) policy for the entire holiday


              Lying snuggled in his teenage bed when Ry gets up early to go for his morning run along the beach


              Christmas Eve shopping and sale shopping on Boxing Day with the Cooper clan (Nanny Door is a sight to behold in Next, her elbows are sharper than Joan
              Rivers tongue)


              My parents coming for Christmas dinner at Jackie and Daves house and being forced to join in the karaoke and party games. (Nanny Door is the
              only person who could follow Jackie and Daves versions of Islands in the Stream and their encore Save your Love by Rene and Renato with her
              astonishingly brilliant rendition of Jay-Zs I got 99 problems but a bitch aint one  Nanny Doors version is I got 99 problems and me
              hips aint one


              Missing the Queens speech

            

          

        

      

    

  


  But now, this year, its all going to be ruined. I swipe away the hot tears that are burning a path down my face. I feel like Ill never be able to look in a mirror
  again without seeing what Ive just done to Ryan reflected in my eyes.


  How the hell am I meant to face him now?





  The Hollow Kiss


  Can you ever truly promise to be there for someone forever? I did and I couldnt keep my word and now, years later, the same has happened to me. Is
  this reneged-on promise down to karma? I think its more about learning that in life it begins and ends with you. I mean, yes we all need love and seek support from others, but we need to
  find it from within first. Were all stronger than we give ourselves credit for. We can cope with more than we think. Survive the worst and, somehow, still find a way to smile.





  PLAY> 12/12/04 5.54 a.m.


  I cant handle being in the flat any more. I tiptoe around the bedroom, trying not to disturb Ryan. He is still sleeping blissfully, just as he was when I crept in last
  night. He has rolled onto his side, one strong, muscular arm is stretched over to my side of the bed as if reaching for me in his sleep. His hair is spread over the pillow, overnight his stubble
  has turned from grainy sand to strands of straw. I want to stand here all day watching him but I cant. I need to get out before he wakes. I cant face him, not yet. I need to work out
  what Im going to say, what Im going to do. I know if he wakes now, Ill want to pretend that everythings OK, Ill want to slip back under the covers, kiss away my
  disloyalty, make love to him, get lost in the comfort of him, of us, of the only good thing Ive ever known.


  I quickly scribble a note for Ryan so he knows that Ive been home and  more importantly  that he knows that Im coming back.


  
    
      
        
          Ry, I couldnt sleep so Ive left for work early. Ill be home later.


          I love you.

        

      

    

  


  I raise the biro from the envelope Ive been scribbling on. Then I lower it again to add:


  
    
      
        
          Im sorry.


          Molly x

        

      

    

  


  I pick up my bag and I look back at our homely flat. Its like looking at a scrapbook of my life. Theres the Hadleigh Castle print that my dad bought and framed for
  me to remind me of home when I first went to uni. Ive placed it on the desk in the corner of our lounge and the print of John Lennon and Yoko hangs above it. The Philippe Starck Louis Ghost
  chair we got as a present to each other when we bought this place sits under the desk. Over the fireplace is the canvas print of the pebbles that I photographed when Ry and I first moved in
  together at Jackie and Daves three years ago. The sofa is the white Ikea one Jackie and Dave put in the annexe for us. Its not so white any more so it has a dark-blue throw over it. I
  turn back to the door and smile sadly. On the back of it is an empty gold picture frame we solemnly put up the night the last episode of Friends aired. It was just a short few months ago but
  it feels like years ago now. None of it feels like it belongs to me any more. I open the door and on my exit, I trip over the Union Jack doormat (another of Jackies touches) and stumble into
  the communal hallway, the door slamming shut, without any encouragement from me. Its as if its spitting me out onto the street with disgust.


  My phone rings in my bag and I glance into it, dreading that Ryans woken up, seen my note and wants me to come back. I look at the screen before answering, the relief desperately evident
  in my voice.


  Molly? says a friendly but concerned voice.


  Oh, Casey . . .  I reply as a fresh flood of tears pour down my face.


  Hey, shhh, babe, Moll, its OK! Whatever it is, its going to be OK, she says soothingly.


  It wont, Casey, it wont. I sob, looking back at our front door as I descend the staircase.


  What is it? Whats happened? she asks.


  Can I come over? I beg, suddenly needing to get away from London, from the scene of the crime. I cant go to work. Not today. I dont care how it looks. I need to be
  with her, see the beach, breathe in the sea air, get some space to think and work out what Im going to do and shes the only person who can help me, the only person who knows Ryan and
  I well enough.


  Were walking along the mile-long stretch of Southend Pier, a journey weve taken a million times. Casey is clutching my arm, just like she used to when we were
  teenagers. Back then it made me feel strong, needed, but now Im feeling comforted by her presence, like she can take me back to a time when Ryan and I were still happy.


  I burst into tears when she picked me up from the train station a little after 8 a.m. She was still in her pyjamas but even these were typically Casey, cute little flannel shorts which
  shed teamed with leg warmers, a big pink Gap hoodie that contrasted perfectly with her olive GreekItalian skin and granite-black hair. We drove back to her place, she made me a cup of
  tea and I sat on her bright-pink sofa and cried as I told her everything. Then she threw on some warmer clothes and told me we were going for a walk to blow the cobwebs away.


  You know, Ive been thinking about this, babes, and I really dont think its as bad as you think, Casey says after a rare moment of silence that was only induced
  by the wind literally taking our breath away.


  You think? I look at her doubtfully. Really? Do you think Ryan will forgive me? It is a moment of fleeting hopefulness that is swept away by Caseys solemn
  expression and our bleak seaside-in-winter surroundings.


  Its a miserable grey day. The black clouds are rolling in ominously over the estuary, menacing spectres that appear to be coming for me, for my relationship. I have always thought of Ryan
  like the sun; summer is the season when hes happiest as he can do everything he loves: sport, swimming, sailing, surfing. Summer is the beach; its eating cockles and sipping wine in
  the garden, its sailing out on the estuary or lying on a sun-soaked beach, just like where we had our first real kiss. In winter he seems to recede, diminish. Everything about him becomes
  paler, more withdrawn.


  I ask Casey again. Do you think hell forgive me?


  She takes my hand and looks at me with her sweeping lashes and enormous dark-brown eyes.


  No, Molly, she says gently. If you tell him what happened it will be over. But what I do think, and I know you dont want to hear this, is maybe that
  isnt such a bad thing, you know?


  My stomach wrings with anguish until I feel like I can barely stand up. The pain travels up my body to my chest, squeezing until I cant breathe.


  I know this isnt what you want to hear, babe, Casey says, I know you love each other but you havent been happy for a long time. You went into that relationship
  so young  too young, and I know this is hard to hear because Ryan is the best guy there is. The BEST, she finishes emphatically.


  I sob into her shoulder. My body is bent awkwardly to create space between us. I want her comfort but I dont want the physical closeness it requires; it makes me feel like I havent
  got this under control. Ive never needed her help like this before and I want to pretend I still dont. Because the moment I let myself succumb to her sympathies, Im accepting
  that Ive majorly screwed up. Casey has seen Ryan and I from the start and hearing this from her has crushed


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

ops/images/cover.jpg
The First Last Kiss

ALI HARRIS

Al

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney -Toronto - New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY





ops/images/title.jpg
The First Last Kiss

ALI HARRIS

P

SIMON &
SCHUSTER

London - New York - Sydney - Toronto- New Delhi
A CBS COMPANY





