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I had always wondered what kind of man I might marry. I knew I wanted him to be kind-hearted, generous, strong and sweet. I knew I wanted him to treat me like an equal, but still take care of me when I needed him. I knew I wanted him to respect me and all that I desired in life.

Luckily, I found all of that. It just happened to be that I found it with a prince.

No one could have expected that he would be the one. I remember watching him on TV when I was just a young girl, only a few years younger than he was. Back then, he was the little boy set to inherit an empire—who would one day become King Robert. We were worlds apart, him and I. His life was all castles and motorcades and paparazzi, while mine was filled with quiet walks to school, jungle gyms and candies from the corner store.

We followed such different paths, but somehow we still found each other. 

I can still recall the day we met. Struggling home from the university library, far too many books in my bag, the skies had opened up with driving rain. I rounded a corner to my dormitory when—whack!—I collided with a tall, light-haired boy. I fell down to the concrete hard, skinning my knee and letting my bag fall aside. My research texts ended up scattered across the wet grass.

“Watch where you’re going!” I screamed, tears in my eyes, the stress of my schooling getting the best of me.

“I’m so sorry, miss,” he said. “Clumsy.” 

He picked up all my books and filed them back into my bag. I sniffled and grasped my knee, feeling like a perfect fool.

“No,” I said. “No no. It’s me. My life is chaos.”

He reached over to me with an outstretched hand, his oxford shirt drenched with rain and clinging to his body. The downpour was getting worse.

“It’s okay,” he said, letting his voice rise over the sound of the rain. 

He pulled me to my feet and I rose, too close to him. Even drenched, I noticed how handsome he was. Our eyes locked together briefly and I lost all track of time.

“I, um, need to go,” I said finally. “I’m getting soaked out here.”

“You’re not the only one,” he laughed, looking up at the rain. “Where are you headed?”

“Home,” I said, dumbly. “I mean, um, McConnor Hall. My dorm. I have to study.”

He took hold of my bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“Okay, I’ll walk with you.”

I started to refuse, only to be interrupted with a flash of lightning and a low rumble of thunder.

“Ah,” he said. “Correction—I’ll run with you.”

He made me feel at ease almost instantly. I had never really dated before, all wrapped up in my studies through most of high school and into my university years. I was a bit of a nerd, to be honest—I guess I still am—in that I much preferred to spend my Friday nights curled up on the couch with a little wine and a pile of novels. I never saw much appeal to the dance clubs and house parties my roommates raved about.

And, to be frank, I didn’t consider myself pretty like the other girls. When I wasn’t reading as a child, I spent my time with the neighbourhood boys playing football in the park and hanging off monkey bars. I barely understood make-up, and had the fashion sense of a nineteenth century peasant woman. It just wasn’t something I cared about.

But I did like boys. And I knew, even as a young girl, that I would find the right one some day. I just didn’t plan to run too fast toward it. It wasn’t my style.

So I guess I found it odd, then, when I suddenly found myself sprinting across the quad with this boy I just met, my sneakers making squishing noises in the grass. He held my bag of books around his muscular shoulder as he ran, our eyes catching with subtle glances.

And, though I don’t quite know why, I laughed, when I looked at him running beside me. I lost myself in the insanity of the moment.

I buzzed us in at the dormitory entrance and we bounded up the stairwell to my room. “Come,” I insisted, not sure what came over me. We burst through the door—my roommates were both out, and wouldn’t be home for hours—shivering and drenched. I stood in the centre of the room and caught myself again staring deep into this boy’s eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked finally.

I hadn’t realized we hadn’t exchanged names. What a weird thing this was, to be sopping wet with someone in your room and not even know their name.

“I’m Anna,” I said. Extending my hand in a weird gesture I almost instantly regretted.

But the regret was erased as he grasped back with his own wet hand. Despite the cold rain, he still radiated heat. I still don’t understand how boys do that—I’ll be so cold it’s like there are icicles inside me, but he will always, forever, be able to warm me up. No matter what.

That’s what he did that day, as we stood in the soft light of the room, our hands lingering together. He warmed me.

“I’m Robert,” he said, finally. “It’s been very nice to meet you.”

I didn’t even know who he was yet. I hadn’t pieced together that the boy in my room was the same boy I had watched on TV screens and followed in magazines all my life. I knew, of course, that the prince was attending classes at the same university, but I never imagined I’d see him, much less just run into him on a rainy evening. Right then, Robert was nothing but my handsome stranger—the young man who had run through rain with me.

Our eyes locked. He leaned in, still grasping my hand. I realized, too late, that he was going in for a kiss. But I had no intention of stopping him. 

Our lips touched tenderly. It was the moment that changed my life.

Years later, we were married in June. The world watched. 

I was driven down streets packed with what looked like millions of people, resplendent in a white dress so rare and so fine that it could never be priced. Even though I had never been much for dresses, I had to admit this one was sensational. My mother and father looked dumbfounded as I stepped out of that limousine and into a sea of cameras and adoring faces. Mom was teary, dad was proud, but both of them clearly were overwhelmed with the spectacle.

Their little girl was becoming a princess.

I hated the word. Princess. It reminded me too much of little girls in pink poofy dresses who wanted nothing in life except to be recused by a dull, simple-minded knight. I much preferred the other styling I’d been given: Duchess, but I couldn’t really fight the popular trend on that one. In the eyes of everyone watching that day, I was their princess.

There are much worse things to be.

When I finally took steps down the aisle, my father at my side, luminaries and celebrities had packed the seats and soft purple ribbons lined the church. Of the aisle walk and ceremony themselves, I remember very little. Because once my eyes caught sight of the man I was marrying, dapper in the red uniform of his military rank, he was all that I could look at. Everything else—the millions of people, the cameras broadcasting around the world, even our family and friends—faded into the background.

Faded, until it was just me and him. Anna and Robert. Bounded by love.

After the ceremony, the procession and reception lasted for hours. Lilac petals rained over us. I was congratulated over and over again. Soft music played and old colleagues laughed. After an endless dinner of too many courses, we danced, Robert and I—having a quick conversation with our faces buried into each other’s shoulders. It was the first time we had really talked at all that day.

“Crazy day, isn’t it?” he whispered.

I laughed a bit. “So crazy.”

“Are you having a good time?”

I was. It was big and scary and overwhelming, but I couldn’t help but admire the beauty of it all.

“Yes,” I said. “Are you?”

He pulled back a bit from our dancer’s embrace, and looked at me.

“Yes. I’m happier than I’ve ever been. But I can’t wait to get you home.”

Home, I thought, smiling. Our home. 

After all the pageantry of the day and long after the fireworks burnt themselves out over the city square, Robert and I would have just that. A home. 

Home. A place where we could start our lives together, as man and wife.

But it wasn’t always easy to wear the crown.

As prince and princess—duke and duchess—Robert and I wanted for nothing. We lived in a beautiful little cottage, finely furnished and away from the prying eyes of the big city. We ate amazing meals and were provided with the finest of clothes. We were happy, of course—I could never say otherwise.

But it was lonely too.

Robert was still active duty on the military, having achieved high rank as officer. He traveled a lot to bases on various deployments, flying helicopters and helping with training exercises. Without him, the cottage was just me and a handful of employees, there to help with security and landscaping and other household tasks. I got on well enough with a lot of them, but they regarded me with a strange and foreign reverence that I was never quite comfortable with.

Friends and family visited often, but our relationships were more awkward now. They tip-toed around subjects we used to talk about openly, as if my becoming a royal meant that my sense of humour and willingness to have fun had been surgically removed. My young sister, who used to regale me
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