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      I don’t know what I’m doing here, really. I’m not in the mood for Christmas at all. Yet here we are, just a few weeks away,
         and there’s nothing on Earth that I, or anyone else, can do to stop it.
      

      
      I pull the collar up on my coat and tighten my scarf. Even with a beanie hat on the icy wind seems to be finding all the gaps
         and my ears are still freezing. I’m at work too, supposedly. But I finished my client meeting early and, despite the cold,
         I decided to walk back to the office instead of fighting my way through the Christmas crowds on the tube. I can’t stand being
         barged at the best of times and even though this is, allegedly, the season of goodwill to all men, shoppers on a mission are
         the worst. It’s like a rugby scrum every day. I have already been handbagged and elbowed more times than I’m happy with.
      

      
      So that’s how I find myself at Hyde Park’s Winter Wonderland and I might be feeling wintery, but I’m not feeling very wonderful.
         I stand below the gaudy welcome sign – a rotund and smiling Santa in his sleigh, which is pulled by grinning reindeer. Beneath
         him is the legend, Welcome to Winter Wonderland! Where your Christmas wishes come true! I hear the Christmas songs, see the cheery stalls shining out bravely in the greyness of the day and none of it touches my
         soul. In fact, I’d rather be anywhere else but here. Nevertheless, it’s as if my feet have a life of their own and I feel
         myself drawn in by the twinkling lights.
      

      
      I don’t want to be here. I don’t. And yet I am.

      
      I walk under the sign and with heavy heart I enter the park. As it’s daytime, there are only a few hardy people wandering
         around. A handful of fractious parents with crying children in tow, foreign tourists who have chosen this over all the other
         delights that London has to offer, smiling couples hand-in-hand oblivious to the cold. Sigh. That’s all I need.
      

      
      Last Christmas I was here with Mitchell. What a different story that was. My life, you’ll find, is divided into three sections.
         Life before Mitchell. Life with Mitchell. Life after Mitchell. Obviously I’m in the third stage now and the pain is more cruel
         than anything I’ve ever experienced. And I’m a woman who laughs in the face of root canal work. Emotional pain buries so deep
         inside of you that it becomes a daily part of your life. You might think you’ve forgotten it but, one day, when you’re least
         expecting it, it jumps up and grips you by the throat again, leaving you breathless and reeling.
      

      
      Tears spring to my eyes as I wander deeper into this festive celebration. I shouldn’t be here alone. No good can come of it.
         All it serves to do is remind me how empty my life is now, how lacking in love and laughter. I wish you’d known Mitchell like
         I did. How he loved to laugh. I’ve always been serious, sensible. I’m the one who’d stay sober in nightclubs to make sure
         that everyone else got home safely. I check the weather forecast every day and dress appropriately. I’m never caught without
         an umbrella. I like routine, structure and my job constructing economic reports puts that to perfect use. Exciting isn’t the
         first word that springs to people’s minds when they’re describing me, I’m sure.
      

      
      But that’s the first word that comes to mind when people talk about Mitchell. He was the life and soul of the party. He would,
         literally, light up a room when he entered it. There was a permanent smile on his lips and he had that certain charisma that no matter how hard you try, you just can’t learn. Wherever
         we went, there was always a crowd around him, hanging on his every word. If you’d have met him, you’d have fallen instantly
         in love with him too.
      

      
      His hair was dark, madly curled and he had smiling eyes. Eyes that when they fell on you would make you feel like the most
         important person in the world. No, more than that; the only person in the world. It was a gift.
      

      
      I met him at a party. One that I didn’t want to go to. I didn’t really know the host all that well – a woman that I worked
         with every now and again who, if I’m honest, I didn’t even really like all that much. The night I envisaged for myself with
         a long, hot bath and a good book held infinitely more appeal. But a colleague who was also going begged me to accompany her.
         She needed moral support, she said. We’d stay an hour, no more, show our faces, then we’d make our excuses and quietly leave.
         That was the plan.
      

      
      It was at a smart apartment in South Kensingston. I’d picked the wrong outfit (a little black dress and stilettos), which
         stood out hideously among the women in designer jeans and backless tops. The minute we got there, my colleague recognised
         someone she knew and dumped me. I got myself a glass of warm white wine and hung around, self-consciously, on the fringes
         of the party; I was not one of the cool people.
      

      
      It was torture. I’m not good in social situations and was on the verge of getting my coat when I caught Mitchell looking at
         me from across the room. The intensity of his gaze made me flush from my boots to my hair roots. The next thing I know, he
         was leaving the bunch of people surrounding him and pushing his way through the crowd to stand in front of me.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘I’m Mitchell.’

      
      ‘Hannah,’ I rushed out, before the cat got my tongue.

      
      He was tall, athletic, restless in his movements, but his eyes never left my face. The drink he found us was even warmer and
         less palatable than the last, but somehow it didn’t matter anymore. He told me about his life, his job, his hobbies. I didn’t
         say very much at all. I just hung on his every word, as everyone seemed to. How can you hope to sparkle with someone so confident,
         so sure, so absorbing?
      

      
      Even though I hardly knew him, he reached out and took a lock of my long blonde hair in his fingers. ‘Beautiful,’ he breathed.

      
      Though I’m really not.

      
      After an hour or two, he took me by the elbow and steered me to the door. ‘Let’s get out of here,’ he whispered in my ear.

      
      And we did.

      
      Mitchell took me to a late-night café in Soho with Formica tables and we sat and drank lattes until midnight. When he took
         my hand and walked me through the streets of London, I knew that for the very first time I was in love.
      

      
      
      Until then, love had been an elusive beast. There was no one who’d made my heart beat faster, no one who’d made me tremble
         when I heard their voice on the other end of the phone. I’m not sure that it bothered me. Love was for other people. Sillier,
         more impressionable people. I was happy with my nose in a book, and spending evenings by myself.
      

      
      I thought, perhaps, that one day I’d end up with an academic, someone older than myself. Conservative and staid. Perhaps with
         a beard. Even someone who’d be comfortable wearing socks with sandals. My expectations for myself were very low. Can you imagine
         how I felt when Mitchell turned his gaze on me? My life, which had been so crushingly dull, was suddenly illuminated to a
         brightness so staggering that it hurt even my own eyes.
      

      
      When he moved above me, sometimes it felt as if I was touching heaven. His skin was as smooth as silk, his breath on my neck
         would send me senseless, my name on his lips sounded like a prayer. When we’d made love I’d sometimes want to weep for joy.
         Sometimes I did and Mitchell would hold me even more tightly. It sounds so ridiculous now. Even to my ears. He was just a
         man. As fallible as the rest of us. I found that out all too soon.
      

      
      Mitchell liked to run, life taken at the fastest pace possible. Each day was seized as an opportunity to fill it full of as
         many experiences as he could. He left me breathless and zinging. I ran behind him, as fast as I could, always struggling to
         keep up. But I loved how
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