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Note to Reader:

 

This story is a figment of the author’s imagination.

Some places are fictional, some are real. 
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PIPER

Once upon a time…… 

It’s how every fairy-tale begins or, almost every fairy-tale.

My tale begins on the night of my prom, but would I capture my prince? 

Would I have the happily ever after?

~*~

Everyone expected us to attend my prom together. As a couple. Dalton and I have shared everything in our lives. The good times and the bad—the cuts, scrapes, bruises and broken hearts. Throughout everything, we’ve been there for each other. But no, we are not attending the prom as a couple. We will be there, hand in hand, as best friends.  

We’ve known each other since I was born—Dalton was four years old. Our parents are best friends, both of our fathers serve in the Navy and have been posted to the same places together. So, we’ve always been neighbors. Dalton and his older brother, Mitchell, my protectors. Where Mitchell is my knight in shining armor, Dalton is my prince.

I can’t wait to see him. Much to our father’s dismay, Dalton joined the Army—Special Forces and has been posted out of Fort Bragg for the past three years. It’s been almost a year since he was last home. He promised to take leave for my prom and he kept his word, like he always does. He flew in late last night.  

Turning to the mirror, I check myself one final time. My gorgeous dress was carefully selected because the deep blue matches my eyes. The strapless bodice is lacy and dotted with sequins. The plain silk skirt flares ever so slightly over my hips and falls to my knees. My stiletto-heeled shoes afford me some much-needed height and I pray I can manage to stay upright in the damn things. My cornsilk blonde hair is swept up at the sides with sparkly clips while tendrils of loose curls have been left to dance over my face.  

I twist from one side to the other in an effort to capture every angle. Does my ass look enormous? Why don’t I have more than bee stings for breasts? I sigh deeply. There is nothing more I can do; Dalton will be here in ten minutes. There is no time to change into anything else. Not to mention, I have nothing else suitable. 

My mother’s voice floats up the stairs. “Piper, Dalton has arrived.” 

“Coming.” I swipe on a final lick of lipstick, gather a wrap in case it becomes cool and leave my room. My descent down the stairs is calculated and slow. The last thing I need is to faceplant at Dalton’s feet. 

Dalton whistles and I feel my face heat. He’s never seen me dressed so formally before, I was ill on the day of his prom and like the good friend he is, he’d refused to attend without me. On occasion, I’ve worn dresses, but mostly jeans and a shirt fit the bill. I guess you would say I’m a tomboy.  

My date offers his hand as I reach the bottom and I slip mine into his. I laugh as he twirls me around. “You’re absolutely gorgeous. Where have you been hiding?” He kisses my cheek—a chaste, brotherly kiss. 

“Thank you. You look pretty hot yourself.” Dalton is mind-blowingly sexy in his tux. Tall at more than six and a half feet, he dwarfs me even in my stilettos. Without them, I don’t reach his shoulders. Our height difference is hilarious.  

As I take him in, I notice his shoulders have become broader in the past couple of years. His waist is narrow, hips are slim. His body is a testament to his daily workouts and sensible diet; he carries not one ounce of extra fat. He says he has to be fit and strong to be part of the Special Forces.   

He tugs at his tie. “I’m glad you approve. I have something for you.” 

Dalton holds a clear box toward me. A gorgeous single red rose with glossy green leaves is inside. I open the top and remove it at the same moment mother and father step into the foyer. My mother leans over my shoulder as Dad shakes Dalton’s hand. “It’s beautiful, sweetheart. Would you like me to pin it on?” 

I glance at Dalton and see the disappointment in his eyes, but I don’t understand why. I turn back to Mom. “Dalton will pin it on. After all, it’s his gift to me.”  

My dad glares at me and I try not to giggle. I know exactly what he’s thinking. No man is going to put his hands anywhere near my eighteen-year-old daughter’s breasts. The fact Dalton and I are only best friends means nothing to my dad.  

Dalton takes the rose from my hand and moves closer. His hand trembles slightly as he positions the flower and reaches inside the top of my dress to secure it. His hand brushes my breast and my body responds with a powerful tingling sensation. Our eyes lock and I search for any sign that he felt it too.  

“It looks beautiful, sweetheart.” Mom kisses my cheek and then kisses Dalton. “Have fun.” 

“Not too much fun,” my dad growls. He moves to peer through the glass at the side of the front door. “The car is here.” 

I stand on tiptoe and kiss my father’s cheek as we leave. “I’ll be fine, daddy. Dalton will take care of me like he always does.” 

“Peter, stop fussing. Dalton isn’t one of your sailor’s you can order about. Let them leave.” Mom takes dad’s hand and they stand in the doorway watching as we descend the steps and head for the stretch limousine which is parked out in front.  

Dalton manoeuvres the driver out of the way and holds onto the door. “Your carriage awaits, m’lady.” He kisses my cheek before I slip onto the soft leather seat. As he closes the door, I fasten my seatbelt and within seconds, the other door opens and he climbs in beside me. After fastening his seatbelt, he gathers my hand into his. 

“Excited? This will be our last school function. Probably our last function together with me in the Army and you joining the Navy.” 

I tense at Dalton’s words, I’ve been avoiding telling him my plans. “When we arrive, can we find somewhere quiet so we can talk? I have something I need to tell you. Something I’ve been keeping from you.” 

Dalton swivels on his seat. I can barely see his face in the darkness, but I know if I could, disappointment would be clear. 

“You’ve been hiding something? We never keep secrets from each other. It sounds serious.” 

“It is. It’s time you knew and I didn’t want to tell you over the phone.” 

~*~

The driver turns into the circular driveway at the front of the school and waits patiently in line while other students climb from their cars. Our vehicle crawls forward as one car after another deposits their clients and pulls away. Then, it’s our turn. The driver places the car into gear, but before he can exit Dalton is out, opening my door and offering his hand. I gratefully accept, getting to my feet in sky-high heels would be quite a feat without help. 

Dalton’s arm snakes around my waist and he holds me close while guiding me up the steps. He hands in our tickets and my wrap before we enter the hall. Balloons and streamers hang from the ceiling and walls. On the raised stage at the far end, a popular band is warming up. A banner proclaiming our graduation hangs above them. The noise is almost deafening as people chatter, some shout instructions to others while last minute preparations take place and the band’s instruments sound like a thousand cats are being strangled. I lean into Dalton, unsure of myself. I’m not used to large gatherings; they rattle my confidence. 

“Let’s find a drink and head out onto the veranda where we can have that talk. I want to hear what you’ve been keeping from me.” Dalton eases us past a crowd of students to where the drinks table is set up. “Soda for me and punch for the lady, please.” The waiter hands Dalton our drinks. I hate that his arm is no longer around me. 

“Follow me and stay close, honey.” 

I clutch at the back of his suit jacket as he threads us expertly through the crowd and breathe a sigh of relief when he pushes the door open with his foot and we step into the balmy night air. The door whooshes closed behind us. I lead the way to a bench and sit down. Dalton sits beside me and hands me a glass. I sip at the punch and take a deep breath, trying to work up the courage for the bombshell I’m about to drop. 

“Honey, what’s wrong? I can see something is bothering you. In fact, something has been bothering you for a few weeks. I could hear it in your voice on the phone when we spoke.” Dalton takes my free hand in his and I turn on the seat to face him. 

“A few weeks ago, I sent applications to universities around the state. I heard back from a few, but two weeks ago, I heard back from Grantham. They have accepted me to study economics and finance.” I pause to give Dalton time to absorb what I have said. 

“But, you’re joining the Navy. I don’t understand.” 

I drop my eyes to my lap. “I’m not joining the Navy, Dalton. That’s daddy’s dream, not mine. My heart is in banking. I want to work in International Finance and Grantham is the best place to study for my degree.” 

“Does your father know?” 

“No, I haven’t worked up the courage to tell him.” 

“Considering applications for the next intake into the Navy begin next week, I’d say you haven’t got a lot of time to break the news. Have you told your mother?” 

“No. I’ve been too terrified to tell anyone, including you. Are you angry?” I raise my eyes to his. 

“Of course, I’m not angry. I’m disappointed you didn’t trust me with your decision, but I’m not angry. Your father, on the other hand, will be livid. I can hear him and my dad now – “Bill, I don’t know what we did wrong, first your two sons join the damn Army and now my daughter wants to enter finance.” “I agree, Pete, Piper was my last hope for a Navy connection even if it was by proxy.”
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