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Prologue

  “The Night After the Wedding”





Kensington Palace 
The corridor outside our room has finally fallen silent. Hours ago, it was full of hurried footsteps, clipped instructions, and the discreet choreography that follows any royal event. Now it feels like the world has exhaled, leaving only the faint scent of lilies from the bouquets stacked along the walls. My jacket is draped over a chair, my shirt half unbuttoned, my cufflinks still on the bedside table where an aide placed them: polished, lined up perfectly, as if symmetry might hold the day together.


Kate sits on the edge of the bed, her wedding dress already replaced by a soft robe, her hair loosened into a quiet tumble around her face. She’s rubbing the last traces of makeup from beneath her eyes; her shoulders slumped in the kind of exhaustion you don’t show anyone until you are among the very few who truly see you.

I watch her for a moment, trying to take in the reality that we’re here just married, finally, after everything. A part of me still expects someone to knock on the door and tell us it’s time for another photograph, another formal handshake, another room full of well-meaning strangers offering blessings I barely heard.

She looks up.

“Are you all right?” she asks softly.

I sink down beside her, the mattress dipping under our combined weight. “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “It feels like today was… enormous. Wonderful, but enormous.”

Kate gives a tired laugh as she unpins a final stubborn hair clip. “That’s one way to describe eight thousand people watching you walk down an aisle.”

I smile, but it fades quickly. “I kept thinking about Mummy.”

Her expression softens immediately. She shifts closer, her knee brushing my leg. “I thought about her too,” she murmurs.

“I kept imagining her somewhere in the Abbey,” I say. “Not as a ghost or anything dramatic. Just… there. The way she always was. Warm. Proud. Laughing at how stiff I looked.”

Kate reaches out and takes my hand; her fingers cool against mine. She doesn’t interrupt. She never interrupts when something matters.

“And then I felt guilty,” I continue. “Because it was your day as much as mine. And I didn’t want you to think I was somewhere else, thinking about someone else.”

She shakes her head, her thumb tracing slowly over my knuckles. “William, she’s part of you. You don’t leave that outside the Abbey. And I would never expect you to.”

For a moment, neither of us speaks. The whole day seems to settle around us like the train of her dress earlier, fanning out in soft, heavy layers.

I tilt my head back against the headboard. “It’s strange,” I say quietly. “Everyone thinks a wedding is the end of a story. But sitting here, now that the noise has finally stopped… it feels like the beginning.”

Kate draws her legs up and folds them beneath her, settling in with that deliberate, serene stillness she has when she wants me to talk. “So,” she says gently, “where does the beginning start for you?”

I look at her, really look at her, without cameras or choreography and feel the years pressing forward and backward all at once. The long path here. The even longer path ahead.

“St Andrews,” I say.

She smiles, resting her cheek lightly against her knee. “I thought you’d say that.”

“I think,” I tell her, exhaling slowly, “that to make sense of today, I have to go all the way back to who we were then, to who I was then.”

Kate shifts slightly, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “All right,” she whispers. “Tell me.”

I nod, drawing in a breath I didn’t realise I was holding.

And just like that, alone in the quiet, with the palace sleeping around us…I begin.




ACT I

BECOMING US




CHAPTER 1

“That First Lecture Hall”

Kensington Palace - The Same Night

Kate lies against the pillows, one leg tucked beneath the other, listening as if she is settling into a story she’s heard pieces of but never the whole of. I stretch out beside her, not fully lying down but leaning back enough to relax, sitting up enough to keep talking without drifting off. The low bedside lamp leaves the room in a warm haze, like the end of a long evening in the common room at St Andrews, when conversation felt like the safest thing in the world.

I clear my throat, the day still sitting in it. “It all started so quietly,” I say. “Nothing dramatic. Just a lecture hall in St Andrews.”

Kate smiles, folding her hands in her lap. “I remember,” she says softly.

“I remember more,” I reply. “Or at least, I remember what I was thinking. And that’s the part I never really told you.”

She tilts her head in curiosity, tucking one knee under the blanket. She doesn’t speak just watches me, patient as ever so I take a breath, and let myself go back.



St Andrews – 2001

The air outside the chemistry building was always cold in the mornings, cold in that particular Scottish way that felt clean, almost medicinal. I’d walk across the quad with my head down, hands shoved into my coat pockets, wishing I could disappear into the crowd. But crowds don’t work when you’re who I am. Even then, before the cameras caught on, there was the subtle turning of heads, the double-take, the whisper-to-a-friend.

I told myself that university would be different, that if I kept my head down, if I wore the same clothes long enough, if I queued quietly for breakfast like everyone else, maybe I could just be another awkward young man trying to find his footing.

And for a while, it almost worked.

The chemistry lecture hall was one of the few places I felt nearly invisible. It was dim and cold in the mornings, the windows fogged with condensation. The rows of seats were stiff and too close together, the kind where you couldn’t shift without elbowing someone. But it was routine. Ordinary. Peaceful, in its way.

And then she walked in. Kate.

Not “Kate Middleton,” not “the girl in all the newspapers later.” Just Kate, another student with books pressed to her chest and hair slightly windswept from the morning breeze.

I still remember the exact moment: she stepped inside the lecture theatre, paused to scan for seats, then brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. The movement was unconscious, almost shy. But there was something unmistakably grounded about her. She didn’t rush to fill a silence. She didn’t shrink under the fluorescent lights. She simply existed; calm, present, unbothered.

I noticed her long before she noticed me.

Kate smiles at this part, drawing the blanket a little tighter around herself. “You never told me you noticed me that early,” she says.

“I did. I noticed everything,” I admit.

She looks down, a little bashful even now.



Back in the Lecture Hall

“I wasn’t brave enough to sit near you,” I tell her. “Not at first.”

Kate laughs softly. “Why not?”

“Because you were far too…” I pause, searching for the right word. “…real.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Real?”

“It’s hard to explain,” I continue. “Most people around me that year were trying to hide their reactions to me, trying to pretend they weren’t curious, or impressed, or imagining what headlines might look like if they sat next to the future King. You didn’t do any of that. You just… existed. Like a person who wasn’t performing.”

Kate blinks slowly, absorbing this. Her fingers rest lightly on my arm, tracing a soft line across my sleeve, encouraging me to go on.



The First Words We Ever Spoke

The first time we exchanged words wasn’t dramatic. It wasn’t some cinematic moment with papers flying or bumping into each other. It was after a lecture, when everyone was packing their bags in that slow, scraping way students do.

I dropped my pen. It rolled two rows down.

Kate reached it before I did.

She bent down, picked it up, and held it out without looking up. “You dropped this,” she said.

And for a brief second, she didn’t know whose pen it was, just that someone needed it back.

When she did look up, it was with the faint smile of polite recognition, not the usual jolt of realisation or the stiffening I got when people suddenly remembered who I was. Her gaze was steady. Human.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded, tucked her books under her arm, and walked out.

It was the smallest moment. Nothing special on the surface. But I thought about it for hours afterward not because she handed me a pen, but because she didn’t turn it into a performance.

Back in the present, Kate lets out a soft sigh. “I never thought twice about it,” she says.

“I know,” I reply. “That’s why it meant something.”



Finding Her in a Crowd

A few days later, I saw her again in the café near Market Street. She was sitting with a group of friends, half laughing, half hiding behind her cup of tea. She had that habit even then lifting her cup or her sleeve to hide her smile, as if she didn’t want the world to see too much of her at once.

I hovered near the counter far longer than necessary, pretending to decide between sandwiches I wasn’t going to buy, just so I could watch her without being obvious.

Kate bites her lip at this part. “You hovered?”

“Extremely unattractively,” I admit. “It was not my finest moment.”

Her laugh is warm, her hair slipping over her shoulder.


I remember thinking she looked like the kind of person you could talk to for hours without ever thinking about time. But I also remember the voice inside me saying, Don’t ruin it. Don’t make her life harder by stepping into it.


So I didn’t approach her. Not yet.



Our First Real Conversation

It came a few weeks later, after we’d both ended up in the same social circle, friends of friends who dragged us to the same places. I was standing awkwardly at a student house party, feeling every inch like someone who didn’t belong, when Kate walked over with two plastic cups of something too sweet to be real alcohol.

“You look like you’re thinking too hard,” she said.

“I usually am,” I replied.

She held out a cup. “Here. Drink this and stop.”

I took it, pretending to sip. It tasted like fruit juice that had been offended by the mere concept of vodka.

She leaned against the wall beside me, arms crossed. Her eyes were bright even in the dim, flickering light. “So,” she said, “do you always stand in corners at parties, or is this a special occasion?”

That was the first time someone teased me without caution. Without calculating the impact. Without trying to impress.

I laughed, and I didn’t laugh often in public back then.

I told her I liked quiet spaces, and she nodded as if she understood completely.

“Sometimes quiet is the only place you can hear yourself think,” she said.

In that moment, I realised something important: she wasn’t interested in my title. She was interested in whether I was actually a person underneath it.



Back in Kensington Palace

“That’s when I knew,” I tell her now. “That you weren’t going to treat me like everyone else did. That you’d see me.”

Kate shifts to lie on her side, propped on one elbow, watching me with an expression that is part fondness, part disbelief.

“William,” she murmurs, “I didn’t know who you were at first.”

“I know,” I say. “That’s the part I loved most.”

Her fingers drift across the blanket, playing absently with its edge. “I suppose I just thought you were quiet. And a little lonely.”

I nod. “Both of those things were true.”

She moves closer, brushing her fingers against the back of my hand. “And then we became friends.”

“Yes,” I say, feeling the memory settle warmly. “We became friends. Proper friends. The kind where you can sit in silence and not feel the need to fill it with anything.”

“That’s rare,” she says softly.

“It is.” I exhale slowly. “Especially for someone like me.”



What I Didn’t Tell You Then

“There’s something else,” I say.

Kate’s eyebrows lift slightly.

“I was scared,” I continue. “Terrified, actually.”

She sits up a little straighter. “Of what?”

“Of ruining your life,” I say plainly. “Before anything even began. I knew what attention did. I knew how it ripped things open. I knew what it did to Mummy. And the last thing I wanted was to drag someone I cared about into that world.”

Kate touches my face, brushing her thumb along my cheekbone. “You never dragged me,” she says.

“I know that now,” I reply. “But back then, I didn’t. So I held back. I watched you from a distance. I tried not to become part of your story until I was absolutely sure.”

She leans her forehead lightly against mine. “You were gentle,” she whispers. “Careful. That’s why I trusted you.”

Her voice is so soft that for a moment I forget the rest of the world exists.



The First Lecture Hall, Revisited

“When I think back to that first lecture hall,” I say, “I remember wanting a normal life. And then you walked in, and… suddenly normal didn’t matter as much as the idea of you.”

Kate swallows, lowering her gaze with a shy smile. “You make it sound so poetic.”

“It wasn’t poetic,” I tell her. “It was… grounding. Like everything else was noise, and you were the first clear sound.”

She laughs quietly, brushing her fingers through her hair. “I was just a girl finding her seat.”

“Exactly,” I reply. “And I was a boy hoping no one would look at me.”

“Except me,” she says, teasing.

I nod. “Except you.”



How It Really Felt

“I don’t think I ever told you,” I say, “how different you made everything feel. Before you, every interaction felt like something rehearsed, something that would end up in a headline, or a rumour, or a conversation behind closed doors. But with you…”

Kate lifts her eyes, waiting.

“With you,” I continue, “I could breathe.”

She smiles, slow and genuine.

“You didn’t know me then,” I add. “Not really. But you made me feel like myself before I even remembered who that was.”

Kate reaches out again, her hand finding mine. “I’m glad,” she says quietly. “Because you did the same for me.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Did I?”

“Yes,” she replies. “I was shy. Awkward. Worried about fitting in. You made me feel like I belonged.”

I let her words settle between us, soft and steady.

“We found each other,” I say.

“We did,” she replies.



Where It All Began

I lean back against the headboard, feeling the fatigue of the day melt into something calmer.

“I think that lecture hall,” I say, “was the first moment I ever felt the possibility of a different life. A better one. One where I wasn’t defined by everything that happened before.”

Kate strokes my arm gently. “We were just two students,” she says.

“Exactly,” I reply. “And for a little while, that was enough.”

She rests her head on my shoulder, her weight warm and familiar. “I’m glad we met the way we did,” she murmurs.

“So am I,” I whisper.

The palace is silent around us, but in my mind I can still hear the creak of those old wooden lecture seats, the murmur of students settling in, the soft click of Kate’s shoes as she walked past me that very first day.

It began in a lecture hall being both ordinary and unassuming and yet, it changed everything.


CHAPTER 2

“Flatmates, Kitchens, Burnt Pasta”

Hope Street, St Andrews

Hope Street was the first place in my life that felt like mine. It was not grand or polished or carefully maintained. It was a narrow road lined with terraced houses, each with a small patch of garden and paint that had faded from years of coastal wind. Yet whenever memories of our early days return, I think of Hope Street before anything else. It was where life felt real. It was where the noise of expectation softened. It was where I found something that had been missing for far longer than I had admitted.

Kate settles against the pillows now, drawing the blanket around her shoulders as I begin. Her eyes carry that familiar brightness she used to have at St Andrews when she wanted me to continue speaking. It feels natural to describe it all to her, even after all these years.

“You really did love it there,” she says.

“I loved it more than most places I have ever lived,” I reply.

“Even though it was freezing and the windows rattled every night.”

“Exactly.”

She smiles, shifting a little closer as the memories begin to take their full shape.



Arriving at Hope Street

The day I first arrived at Hope Street was brisk and windy, the kind of wind that cuts through even the thickest coat. I carried two suitcases and a box of books up the narrow front steps. Nothing about my arrival looked unusual from the outside. There were no cameras. No entourage. No formal welcome. Just an ordinary student trying to find his new home.

The hallway smelled of old carpet and cleaning fluid. A single bulb flickered overhead. The first thing I heard was the sound of a door closing softly upstairs. I took the stairs slowly, my suitcase bumping with each step, and reached the landing just as you arrived behind me.

You had two bags, both heavier than you wanted to admit. You held one on each shoulder, your cheeks flushed from the cold. Your hair was loose, blowing slightly across your face. You rested the bags at your feet for a moment and straightened your jumper.

“Do you want help,” I asked.

“No, thank you,” you said with a quick, determined breath. “I can manage.”

You could not manage, but you were committed to the idea of doing everything yourself. I stepped aside so you could pass.

“Room on the right,” you said with a polite nod.

I smiled. “Room on the left.”

We walked into our respective rooms without another word. It was the simplest beginning, but I still remember the way your voice sounded in that narrow corridor. Calm. Straightforward. Unaffected.

Kate gives me a knowing look. “I was trying very hard to be normal.”

“You succeeded,” I reply.



Your Room, My Room

Your room faced the street. It had a small window with a sill where you placed three potted plants almost immediately. I remember the sight of them the first time I walked past your open door. Small, bright, and cared for. They brought colour to a room that had clearly not been painted in years.

My room was at the back. It had a creaky bed, a desk covered in old scratches, and a view of the garden, which was not really a garden at all but rather a patch of earth with a few stubborn weeds. The walls were thin. I could hear you moving around in the mornings, the kettle boiling, the clink of a mug being set down on the counter. The sounds were oddly comforting. They made the place feel alive.

“You always rushed out in the mornings,” you say now.

“I was trying to avoid attention.”

“You avoided me a few times too.”

“I did not want to look like I was waiting for you.”

You laughs softly at that.



The First Week

The first week at Hope Street was quiet but full of small, awkward interactions. You unpacked your suitcase fully within the first hour. You arranged your books by height. You placed framed photographs on the shelf above your desk. You folded your clothes and organised your drawers with a precision that made me reconsider my entire approach to storage.

I, on the other hand, lived almost entirely out of my suitcase. I placed two shirts in the wardrobe and left the rest in the case. You noticed. You watched me pass your doorway with a raised eyebrow the third day in a row. You said nothing, but your silence spoke volumes.

“You were disorganised,” you say now.

“I was efficient.”

“You were chaotic.”

“I was adapting.”

She smiles in that teasing way she has always had.

The kitchen also revealed our differences. You wiped the counters every night. You placed mugs in one cupboard, glasses in another. You labelled the tea tins. You rearranged the drawer of cutlery when you thought I was not looking.

“You put the spoons in the wrong place,” you say.

“I still think my system made more sense.”

“There was no system.”

“There was a possibility of one.”

She laughs, shaking her head, and I feel the familiar warmth of those early days.



The Kitchen Disasters

The kitchen in Hope Street was a battlefield disguised as a room. It was narrow and cold, with cabinets that hung slightly crooked and a refrigerator that rattled whenever it felt like it. The oven door stuck half open. The tap had an unpredictable spray that caught us both at least once a week.

We both tried to cook. Neither of us was good at it.

My first attempt at pasta became a legend. I put the pot on the stove, filled it with water, and waited for it to boil. Then I became distracted by a newspaper left on the table. You walked in just as the pot began to smoke.

“You smell that,” you said.

“It cannot be the pasta,” I replied.

“It smells like burnt rubber.”

“That is impossible,” I insisted.

You opened the door to the kitchen, and smoke billowed out. The water had evaporated entirely. The pasta had fused into a single burnt clump at the bottom of the pan. You covered your mouth to contain your laughter, but I saw your shoulders shaking.

“You ruined the only pan we had,” you remind me now.

“I apologised.”

“You hid it outside by the bins.”

“I panicked.”

Your toast incident arrived a few weeks later. You placed four slices in the toaster and became distracted by a friend’s phone call. The smoke alarm began screaming. You ran into the kitchen with a tea towel and began waving it at the smoke, hitting the cupboards twice by accident. The neighbour knocked on the door, concerned by the noise. I stood behind you trying very hard not to laugh.

“It was only once,” you say.

“It was memorable.”

“It was embarrassing.”

“It was endearing.”

You shake your head in disbelief.

Despite everything, the kitchen became a place of laughter. We spilled things. We burnt things. We dropped plates. We sang along to songs on the radio that never quite tuned properly. We talked about classes and group projects. We competed to make edible meals. You teased me for my chopping skills. I teased you for your disastrous attempts at boiling eggs.

“You nearly set fire to a tea towel,” you say now.

“You nearly set fire to the toaster.”

“We were not very good.”

“We were enthusiastic,” I reply.

She reaches over and squeezes my hand lightly.



The First Real Evening

The first evening we spent alone in the living room became something I still remember clearly. The others were out. The storm outside was fierce. The wind rattled the windows, and the rain slapped against the glass with a force that made the room feel smaller than ever.

You sat on the sofa with your legs curled under a blanket. You had a book in your hand. Your hair fell over your shoulder as you leaned forward to read. I sat at the table, pretending to write notes, although I spent more time watching you.

You caught me looking and smiled.

“You can sit here if you want,” you said, gesturing to the sofa.

“I am fine,” I replied.

“The table looks uncomfortable.”

“It is acceptable.”

“You look uncomfortable,” you said.

I hesitated, then crossed the room and sat at the other end of the sofa. You smiled at the space between us, then tucked your legs closer to make room.

We talked for three hours. About school. About our families in the vaguest terms. About the storm. About why you chose St Andrews. About why I had chosen it. You teased me about my handwriting. I teased you about the blanket that seemed to engulf half the sofa.

When the wind howled loudly and the lights flickered, you leaned closer without thinking. Our knees touched briefly. You pulled the blanket slightly tighter.

“You were nervous,” you say now.

“So were you.”

You nod with a quiet smile.



The Evening You Knocked on My Door

There was an evening when I returned from lectures with the weight of everything pressing on me. The expectations. The decisions waiting outside the university gates. The letters from home. The reminder that freedom was an illusion.

I sat on my bed fully clothed, staring at the ceiling. I heard footsteps in the corridor. A soft knock on the door followed.

You stepped inside with a mug of tea in your hands.

“You looked tired earlier,” you said. “I thought this might help.”

I took the mug. I did not know what to say. You looked at me for a moment, reading more than I had said, then placed your hand gently on the edge of the door.

“If you want company, I will be in the living room,” you said.

You left the door slightly open.

Kate’s expression softens now. “You always looked like you were carrying too much.”

“I was,” I reply. “You helped me carry some of it.”

She takes my hand again. There is something tender in the way her thumb brushes across my knuckles.



Late Nights in the Living Room

Some of my clearest memories of Hope Street are the late evenings in the living room. The sofa was old and sagging. The lamp flickered occasionally. The television required someone to hold the cable at a certain angle. Yet it was the place where I felt most at peace.

You sat curled up with your blanket and your notes. I sat on the other side, pretending to read my book. Sometimes we talked. Sometimes we said nothing. Sometimes you fell asleep halfway through a sentence, and I lowered the volume and adjusted your blanket so you would not get cold.

“You must have thought I was very dull,” you say now.

“I thought you were safe to be around,” I reply. “I had never had that before.”

You lower your eyes briefly, touched.

There was a night when the storm outside was so loud that the walls felt like they were moving. You shifted closer without noticing and rested your head on the back cushion near my shoulder. I kept perfectly still, afraid to break the moment.

“You were terrified to move,” you say now, smiling.

“I was enjoying the moment.”

“You could have said something.”

“I did not want to wake you.”

She laughs, then leans her head gently against my shoulder in the present, echoing the memory.



Understanding Each Other

There were mornings when you noticed things before anyone else did. You saw when I was restless. You heard when I paced the corridor. You read my silences with surprising accuracy. One morning you entered the kitchen, looked at me over your mug, and said, “You did not sleep.”

I blinked at you. “How do you know.”

“You have that face,” you said.

“What face.”

“The one where you try to look normal but your eyes give you away.”

I laughed. You smiled softly and pushed a bowl of cereal toward me.

“You never lied well,” you say now.

“You never let me,” I reply.

You laugh quietly at that.

We also spoke about your insecurities, although you rarely shared them openly. One evening when we were organising books in the living room, you admitted that you sometimes felt overshadowed by others. You worried about fitting in. You worried about being judged before anyone knew you.

“You seemed confident,” I say.

“I was trying to be,” you reply. “I did not want to appear foolish.”

“You never were.”

You lift your eyes slowly, and I can still see the girl who wanted to be brave enough for both of us.



The Group Gathering

There was a gathering with friends one evening. Someone made a careless joke about my background. It was not cruel, but it lacked understanding. The room laughed.

You did not.

“That is not funny,” you said firmly.

The room fell silent. The person apologised. I looked at you, surprised and grateful. You did not look at me. You did not need to. You simply continued the conversation as if nothing had happened.

“You defended me without hesitation,” I say now.

“I defended a friend,” you reply.

“Not everyone would have.”

“I would always have.”

You say it gently, but with a confidence that echoes the very essence of who you were then.



The Walk Back to Hope Street

There was a cold night when we walked back to Hope Street after dinner. The sky was dark, and the wind cut through our coats. You kept adjusting your scarf, even though it was perfectly fine. I watched you in the lamplight, hair blowing across your face.

“You look thoughtful,” you said.

“I am,” I replied.

“About what.”

“You.”

You stopped walking for half a second. Then you resumed, slightly flustered.

“You should not say things like that,” you said.

“Why not.”

“Because I will not know what to do.”

Neither of us spoke for the rest of the walk. Not because we were avoiding anything, but because the air felt charged with something we were not yet ready to name.

When we reached the front door, you hesitated. Your hand lingered on the handle. You turned to me with a soft, uncertain expression.

“Goodnight,” you said quietly.

“Goodnight,” I replied.

You stood there for two seconds longer, then slipped inside.

Kate looks down now with a shy laugh. “I was terrified.”

“So was I,” I reply.



The Quiet Shift

Over time, something subtle began to shift between us. The air felt different. The silences felt warmer. The glances became slightly longer. The laughter came easier. The tension was there, but gentle. Neither of us hurried it. We simply let it grow in the background of everyday life.

Hope Street became more than a flat. It became a sanctuary. It became a place where I learned how to be myself and where you let yourself be seen. It was a place where we were not prince and commoner, or public figures, or anything complicated. We were just two young people discovering a connection neither of us had expected.

“You made Hope Street feel like home,” I say.

“You made it feel safe,” you reply softly.

I reach for your hand, threading our fingers together.

“It was the beginning,” I say.

“Yes,” you answer quietly. “It truly was.”


CHAPTER 3

“Do You Know Who You Are Dating?”

The university town of St Andrews has a way of absorbing sound and releasing it slowly, as if it considers every whisper before allowing it to drift further. The cobbled streets hold the footsteps of centuries, and the wind that sweeps across the coast seems always to carry remnants of distant conversations. It is a place where history feels close, yet student life feels immediate and lively, with its chatter and gossip and restless energy. It was into this atmosphere that the first questions began to spread, gentle at first, then persistent, then unmistakable.

Hope Street, by contrast, existed in its own pocket of quiet. The sea breeze softened by the row of terraced houses. The faint scent of old books and floor polish inside the flat. The slight unevenness of the carpet near the entrance. The creaking floorboard in the hallway that you always stepped over instinctively, while I stepped on it every time, forgetting to avoid the sound. Hope Street protected us. The university around it did not.

Kate sits beside me now, adjusting the pillow behind her. She pulls the blanket across her lap and folds it between her fingers as she listens. Her eyes do not blink much when she listens to stories, and I remember noticing that even then. She always said it helped her stay present.

“You remember this one clearly,” she says.

“I do,” I reply quietly. “It was the first time the outside world tried to intrude on us.”

She nods, waiting and I I begin…..



A Curious Morning

The morning began quietly enough. I walked through the courtyard beside the arts building, my breath forming pale clouds in the crisp Scottish air. The sun had not fully risen, casting a muted gold over the stone walls. Students milled about in small groups, their scarves wrapped tightly around their necks, coffee cups clutched between gloved hands. There was a hum of conversation, the sort that usually evaporated the moment a lecturer appeared.

But on that morning, something lingered. There was an undercurrent in the air, the subtle shift that happens when words are being shared too quickly and too quietly.

I took my usual path across the courtyard, trying not to draw attention. The sea breeze fluttered the edge of my coat. A pigeon landed nearby, pecking at a crumb someone had dropped. The details of a morning like that should have been insignificant, yet I remember them vividly because they were the last normal breaths before the world tilted slightly.

A group of students stood near the entrance, their heads bent together. I heard a name. My name. It stopped me mid-step.

“… seen them together again yesterday.”

“Walking back to Hope Street.”

“Do you think she knows.”

“I do not think she understands what she is getting into.”

“She seems nice though.”

“Yes, but nice does not prepare you for that life.”

Another set of footsteps approached behind me. Someone cleared their throat politely. I moved forward quickly, not wanting to appear as though I had heard anything. I entered the building and climbed the stairs two at a time, trying to lose the sting of the words.


Do you think she knows.
And the quiet, almost mournful,
She does not understand what she is getting into.


The lecture hall was warm and slightly stuffy. The windows were steamed at the corners. Students shuffled to their seats, rustling notebooks and removing layers of clothing. I sat down near the back, hoping to disappear.

But the glances continued.

A young man two rows ahead leaned towards his friend and whispered something. His friend glanced back at me discreetly, then turned forward again. A girl in the front row looked over her shoulder with a mixture of curiosity and concern. Two others stared until they noticed I had seen them, then looked away with awkward stiff movements.

The rumour had travelled fast. Faster than anything else I had known at university.

I supposed it was inevitable.

Kate sat three rows ahead, unaware for the moment. Her hair was tucked neatly behind her ear. She wrote something in her notebook with concentration. The sight of her grounded me, yet the glances around her reminded me that grounding was fragile.

Kate now folds her hands in her lap. “I had no idea anyone was looking at me that morning,” she says.

“You never noticed,” I reply. “You were focused.”

“I was naïve,” she says softly.

“You were steady,” I correct her. “And people noticed that too.”

She smiles a little.



Kate in the Courtyard

The library courtyard at St Andrews is one of the loveliest small spaces in the town. A square of weathered stone walls with benches scattered along the edges. Tall hedges trimmed neatly. The old oak tree at the centre casting long shadows in the mornings. Students sit there when the cold is tolerable, and sometimes even when it is not.

Kate sat there that day, absorbed in her notes, her pencil tapping a thoughtful rhythm against the page. Her breath formed faint white clouds. A strand of hair had come loose and drifted across her cheek whenever the breeze shifted.

She later told me she felt nothing unusual that morning. No shift in the air. No sense of scrutiny. Just the quiet pleasure of getting an hour to herself before the day grew busy.

That was when Emma approached.

Kate remembers the sound of Emma’s boots on the gravel. She looked up and saw her friend’s face carrying a mixture of hesitation and urgency.

“Can I talk to you,” Emma asked, sitting down beside her.

“Of course,” Kate replied, closing her notebook gently.

Emma took a moment. Her breath fogged in the air. She rubbed her hands together, perhaps to warm them, perhaps to find the courage to speak.

“It is about William,” she said.

Kate felt a small cold jolt. “What about him.”

Emma exhaled slowly. “People are talking. I thought you should know.”

Kate kept her expression calm. She always did. “What are they saying.”

“That you are spending a lot of time together.”

“That is true,” Kate replied with a light shrug. “We are flatmates. And friends.”

Emma hesitated. Then she leaned in slightly, as if the stone walls might be listening.

“Kate,” she said softly. “Do you know who you are dating.”

Kate’s eyebrows rose slowly. “Dating.”

“Yes,” Emma insisted. “Everyone thinks you are.”

“We are not,” Kate said firmly.

Emma nodded as if she had expected that answer, yet something in her eyes suggested the matter was not settled.

“It does not matter if you are or you are not,” Emma said. “What matters is that people think you are. And that means your life is going to change. You might not want that.”

Kate lifted her chin, her voice calm. “My life is my life. I decide what changes it.”

“Do you,” Emma said gently.

Kate felt a flicker of irritation then. She closed her notebook carefully, pressed the edge firmly, and looked directly at her friend.

“I know who I spend my time with,” she said. “Better than most people think.”

Emma sighed. “That is what worries me.”

Kate shook her head. “You do not need to worry. I can handle my own choices.”

Emma placed a hand lightly on her arm. “I just want you to be prepared. His life is not simple. And if you become part of it, you will not be able to step away easily.”

Kate did not respond at first. She looked at the oak tree, the gravel path, the pale sunlight filtering through the branches. She took a long breath.

“I am not afraid of complicated things,” she said quietly.

Emma studied her, searching for something in her expression. Then she nodded imperceptibly.

“I trust you,” she said. “I just hope you trust yourself.”

Kate walked away with her notebook under her arm, her shoulders a little more tense than usual.

Now, in the present, she exhales slowly. “Emma meant well,” she says. “But it felt like the ground had shifted.”

“It had,” I reply. “But not in a way that should have frightened you.”

She smiles faintly. “I know that now.”



The Walk Back to Hope Street

Kate walked home alone that afternoon. She traced the familiar route down the quiet side streets, past the pale stone buildings with their slate roofs and their narrow windows. The sound of her boots on the pavement mixed with the distant cries of gulls. The sea breeze carried the scent of salt and damp sand.

She later told me she was replaying the conversation in her mind, turning Emma’s words over as if inspecting them from every angle. The question kept echoing.

Do you know who you are dating.

It was intrusive, presumptive, and deeply premature, yet it held a truth beneath its surface. People had begun to notice something between us, even before we had noticed it fully ourselves.

Kate reached Hope Street feeling both grounded and unsettled. The simple front door with its worn brass handle. The faint smell of cooking from one of the neighbours. The familiar creak in the second step. She pushed the door open and stepped inside, closing out the world with a quiet click.

The warmth inside the flat wrapped around her immediately. The kitchen light glowed softly down the hall. The faint citrus scent from the cleaning spray we overused lingered in the air. Everything was familiar. Everything was safe. And yet she could not quite shake the feeling that something had changed.



A Day of Distance

We crossed paths only once that day. In the corridor outside the student lounge. I saw your face, the faint tension around your mouth, the slightly thoughtful set of your eyes. You smiled, but it was one degree dimmer than usual. I asked if anything was wrong. You said no too quickly.

I knew something was different, but I did not know what.

In the seminar, I kept glancing in your direction. You took notes mechanically, your posture straighter than usual, your shoulders pulled slightly inward. You left the room quickly, your hair bouncing lightly behind you as you disappeared into the crowd.

I stayed in my seat long after the lecture ended.

A space had opened between us, small but unmistakable. I did not know its shape yet.



The Evening at Hope Street

When I reached Hope Street that evening, the flat was quiet. A warm light glowed from the living room. The air carried the faint smell of tea. I stepped inside and gently shook off the cold.

You sat curled on the sofa, a blanket draped across your legs. The book in your hands was open, but you were not reading it. Your thumb held the page, your eyes unfocused.

I placed my bag down and joined you. The cushion beside you felt warm, as if you had been sitting slightly closer earlier.

“You seem quiet,” I said.

“It has been a long day,” you replied softly.

“Anything I can help with.”

You hesitated. Then you drew a long breath. The kind of breath someone takes when they have decided to walk into a difficult truth rather than avoid it.

“Someone asked me a question today,” you said.

“What question.”

You looked at me directly then, your eyes steady and serious in the soft light.

“They asked me if I know who I am dating.”

My heart sank.

“Dating,” I repeated slowly.

You nodded once. “Dating.”

“And what did you say.”

“I said we are not dating,” you replied. “Because we are not.”

“Right,” I said quietly.

“But then they asked something else,” you said. “Something that stayed with me.”

I waited.

“They asked if I know who I am spending time with.”

I sat very still.

“And what did you answer,” I asked.

“I told them I know exactly who you are,” you said in a calm, deliberate tone. “Not the prince. Not the title. I know the person.”

You looked down then, your fingers closing around the blanket.

“But I realised something afterward,” you continued. “I know you. But I have not told you what it feels like to stand beside you when everyone else sees something else entirely.”

I swallowed. “Then tell me.”



Kate Speaks Honestly

You turned to face me fully. Your expression was open, yet carrying something fragile beneath its calmness.

“I felt watched today,” you said. “Not by you. By everyone else. I did not like it.”

“I never wanted that for you.”

“I know you did not. But that does not change the fact that it happened.”

You shifted your weight slightly, pulling the blanket closer around you. The soft fabric brushed your wrists.

“I was not frightened,” you said quietly. “But I was aware. More aware than I have ever been. People noticed me in a way I am not used to, and I realised that if I stay close to you, that will happen more often.”

I looked down at my hands.

“I do not want you to carry that burden,” I said.

“You need to stop saying that,” you replied gently but firmly. “You think you are protecting me by stepping back, but that only makes me feel like you regret our friendship.”

I raised my eyes. “I never regret anything that involves you.”

You inhaled slowly.

“Then talk to me,” you said. “Help me understand what I am walking into. Not so I can run from it, but so I can walk with you without stumbling.”

I took a long breath, steady and reluctant.

“My life is complicated,” I said. “There are expectations I never asked for. There are eyes on me every day. There are stories written about me without my permission. I sometimes feel like I am made of glass.”

Kate watched me with quiet understanding.

“And you are afraid I will break,” she said softly.

“I am afraid I will force you to change,” I corrected her. “That you will bend around my life and lose pieces of yourself.”

“I am not that fragile,” you replied.

“I know,” I said. “But I also know how relentless the attention can be, and I never want you to feel swallowed by it.”

You placed your hands gently on your knees, grounding yourself.

“I do not feel swallowed,” you said. “I feel seen. Not by them. By you.”

Something shifted in the air. Not romantic tension, not something impulsive, but something deeply human. A connection strengthened by vulnerability.

“You said something today,” you added. “Something important.”

“What did I say.”

“You asked what I answered when Emma asked if I know who I am dating.”

“Yes.”

“And I told you I said I know exactly who you are.”

“Yes.”

You tilted your head slightly.

“But that conversation made me think. Do you know who you are spending time with.”

The question landed gently, yet with surprising weight.

“What do you mean,” I asked quietly.

“You spend time with someone who is not afraid of your life,” you said. “Someone who wants to understand it. Someone who will not break just because people stare. You spend time with someone loyal. Someone patient. Someone who watches you burn pasta and still comes back to sit beside you on the sofa.”

I let the words settle.

“You spend time with me,” you said softly. “And I hope that counts for something.”

I swallowed. “It counts. More than you can imagine.”

We sat in silence then, the warm kind of silence that fills the room rather than empties it.



A Longer Conversation

You stretched your legs slowly and let your feet rest on the carpet. The texture pressed against your toes, grounding you. You looked at the fireplace even though it was unlit. A faint reflection of the lamp shimmered in the glass.

“People will talk again,” you said. “Probably tomorrow. Probably next week too.”

“I know.”

“They will not stop.”

“I know.”

“So we should decide how we handle it. Not give them power over us.”

I waited.

You turned to me again, this time with a clearer and more assured expression.

“I am not asking you to define anything,” you said. “I am not asking you to change anything. I am not asking you to tell the world something we are not ready to define.”

“What are you asking then,” I asked softly.

“I am asking you to keep letting me in,” you said. “To trust me when I tell you I can handle the parts of your life that scare you. To let us move at our own pace rather than reacting to whispers.”

I felt a slow warmth spread through my chest. “I can do that.”

“I know,” you said with a smile. “You just needed to hear me say it.”

I nodded.



Cooking Dinner Together

A few hours later, the flatmates returned with noisy footsteps and laughter. They offered us takeaway, which we politely declined. Instead, we made our own dinner in the kitchen. The small room felt cosy with the warm light overhead and the soft steam rising from the pot.

You rinsed tomatoes under the tap, humming softly. I stirred the pasta with exaggerated care, determined not to repeat past disasters. The wooden spoon knocked lightly against the edge of the pot.

“You are stirring too slowly,” you teased.

“I am avoiding catastrophe.”

“You are avoiding speed.”

“You criticise my technique a lot.”

“Because it is worth criticising,” you replied, laughing.

We ate at the small wooden table, our plates steaming lightly. The hum of the refrigerator filled the room. Outside, the wind rustled the last of the autumn leaves along the pavement. Inside, it felt warm and safe.

After dinner, you washed the dishes while I dried them. The sound of the running tap and the clink of plates echoed softly around the kitchen. When you finished, you wiped the counter with your usual precision.

“Another successful meal,” you announced proudly.

“I am calling this progress,” I replied.

“You are welcome.”

We laughed quietly, and the room felt lighter.



A Walk in the Night Air

Later, as the flat became quieter, we stepped outside for a walk. The night was cold but clear. The sky stretched in a deep blue expanse, dotted with sharp white stars. The faint crescent moon hung low above the rooftops.

We walked side by side with our hands tucked into our coat pockets. The gravel under our feet crunched softly. The distant sound of waves drifted through the night.

“I always liked walking at this hour,” you said. “It feels like the town belongs to us.”

“I know what you mean.”

“It is the only time no one looks,” you said.

“That is why we do it.”

“It is not the only reason,” you replied. “I like the silence.”

“Me too.”

We reached the small park near the water. The grass glistened with dew. The benches were cold, but we sat anyway. You leaned slightly back, your breath visible in the cool air.

“Earlier today,” you said, “Emma looked at me as if she was trying to rescue me from something.”

“People assume too much.”

“Yes,” you replied. “But she was not wrong about one thing.”

“What was she right about.”

“She said you look at me differently.”

I looked away then, toward the curve of the bay.

“Oh,” I said quietly.

“Do you disagree,” you asked.

“I do not know how I look at you,” I said truthfully.

“You look with intention,” you said, your voice gentle. “You look as if you are trying to understand me.”

“I am.”

“And that is different.”

I closed my eyes for a moment.

“I suppose it is,” I said softly.

You adjusted your scarf, watching me with a careful smile. “It does not frighten me.”

“I am glad,” I replied.

You laughed lightly. “You always think I will run.”

“I am always afraid of losing the things that matter,” I said.

You fell quiet, then said, “I am not going anywhere.”



Returning to Hope Street Again

When we returned to Hope Street, the flat was warm and calm. You curled up on the sofa, your legs tucked beneath you, your hair spilling over your shoulder. The lamplight cast a soft glow over your face.

I sat beside you, feeling the weight of the day settle into something gentler.

“You handled today better than I would have,” I said.

“You underestimate me.”

“Probably.”

You nudged me lightly with your foot. “Stop doing that.”

“I will try.”

You smiled and wrapped the blanket higher around your shoulders. The fringe brushed your cheek lightly.

“You asked me earlier if I know who I am dating,” you said, a small laugh in your voice. “But maybe the real question is, do you know who you are spending time with.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “I do.”

“And who is that.”

“You,” I replied.

Your smile softened. “Good answer.”

We sat together in comfortable quiet. The wind nudged the window. The flat seemed to breathe with us.

The world outside had mistaken us for something we were not yet. But that misunderstanding had uncovered something real. Something steady. Something patient.

Something that needed time but we had more time than we realised and we would use it carefully.


CHAPTER 4  

“Holidays, Pressures, and the First Setback”

Autumn at St Andrews has a way of slipping quietly into winter, as if the seasons conspire to shift without ceremony. The sea turns darker. The wind grows sharper. The sky becomes pale and thin, stretching across the horizon like a sheet of glass. Students move more quickly along the cobbled streets with their collars turned up and their scarves pulled tightly around their faces. The leaves gather in small clusters along Hope Street, blown against the edges of the terraced houses until the doorways look framed in gold and rust.

It was during this gradual shift that our world began to change in ways neither of us were prepared for. Hope Street remained familiar and warm, but the town outside it felt different. Conversations grew shorter. Glances lingered longer. A soft tension lingered in the air, like a note held too long in a quiet room.

Kate sits now with her legs curled beneath her, listening as I recount the details. The light from the lamp rests softly on her face. Her eyes remain steady and focused, the same way they did during long nights in the flat when I struggled to articulate what weighed on me.

“It was the beginning of something complicated,” she says quietly.

“It was,” I reply. “But it was also the beginning of understanding.”

She nods, and the story unfolds.



The Cold Weeks Before the Holidays

The weeks leading to the Christmas break were colder than usual. Frost laced the edges of the pavement by dawn. The air carried the scent of pine from the occasional wreath hung on a door or the faint fragrance of cinnamon from the bakery near the coast. Students spoke of travel plans and essays. Groups gathered in cafés with their hands wrapped around steaming mugs.

Inside Hope Street, life moved at its own rhythm. The radiators clanked to life each morning, sending warmth through the walls. The kettle boiled more often. The living room filled with the sound of pages turning, quiet discussions, and the comforting clink of cutlery during our shared dinners.

Yet there was something else. A restlessness. A subtle shift between us that neither of us wanted to name.

Kate began spending more time at the library. She said she wanted to get ahead on her assignments. I believed her, yet there was a faint strain in her voice when she said it. I found myself checking the window for her return more often than I wanted to admit. She came home with cold cheeks and tired eyes, and I wondered whether the whispers around campus had settled somewhere beneath her skin.

I never asked. I should have.



Outside Pressures Start

It happened on a windy afternoon in early December. I had left the lecture hall and noticed two people standing near the gate. They held their phones angled upward in a way that made my chest tighten. They were pretending not to look directly at me. My pace slowed, and I pulled my scarf higher.

A girl nearby whispered, “They are taking pictures.”

Another murmured, “Of him.”

I quickened my steps, but the wind carried the faint clicks behind me. Not loud, not invasive, but enough to stir the old anxiety I had learned too young. The intrusive snapping of a camera lens had always pierced deeper than anyone realised. It had been the soundtrack of my childhood, composed of moments I could never reclaim.

When I reached Hope Street, I stood on the pavement for a moment and let the cold air settle inside me. The sky was grey, and the clouds moved slowly in long, smooth layers. I breathed deeply, trying to shake off the feeling.

Inside the flat, Kate was in the kitchen reading a recipe book. She looked up as I entered.

“You are early,” she remarked. “Did the lecture end soon.”

I hesitated. Then shook my head.

“No,” I said quietly. “I left early.”

She closed the book, studying me with concern. “Are you all right.”

I nodded. But the pause before the nod was too long.

She stepped closer. “Is it something I can help with.”

“No,” I murmured. “It is nothing.”

Her eyes softened, but I could see she was unconvinced. She placed the book aside and gave me a gentle smile.

“Come sit,” she said.

I followed her to the living room. She tucked her legs beneath her again, and I sat beside her in silence. The warmth of the room eased me slightly, but the weight remained. I should have told her. I did not.

The silence thickened.



Kate’s Holiday Preparations

As Christmas approached, Kate grew excited about returning home. She spoke of decorations, her parents’ traditions, the smell of her childhood living room, and the warmth of her family gatherings. She described the tree they always placed in the corner of the dining room and the way her mother insisted on baking too many mince pies. I watched her face light with a joy that looked effortless and felt sincere.
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