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    Note to the Reader




    In this exclusive ebook you will find three brand-new short stories from bestselling author Milly Johnson, and a sneak peek at her new novel, A Winter Flame, out in October 2012.




    The title story, ‘The Wedding Dress’ is a mini sequel from Milly’s last novel, White Wedding, following Max’s story as she finds happiness. If you haven’t yet enjoyed White Wedding, please bear this in mind before reading ‘The Wedding Dress’.








  



    



    




    The Wedding Dress








  



    




    Max McBride drove past the small shop with the bay window in Maltstone and smiled sadly. It was an eighty-five pence shop now; full of plastic rubbish, cut-price toiletries, batteries only strong enough to power a clock and bargain-basement books. Once upon a time it had been the most beautiful bridal shop ever, run by a strange but lovely woman who had a magical air of mystery about her. She had disappeared into the ether eighteen months ago leaving no forwarding address, which was a bummer really because Max was getting married and she needed a dress as special as the man she was going to be meeting at the end of the aisle. She knew that the shop’s owner, Freya, would have stocked, found or made her the perfect dress for the occasion – but she was gone and so Max just had to find another bridal shop.




    And so she ended up at Love and Marriage, a shop that believed its own hype. Situated on the remote Holmfirth Road, it attracted the sort of clientele who wouldn’t have got a bus there. The front window was decorated with incredibly impressive designer names with off-the-scale price tags to put off those who didn’t earn six-figure salaries. But Max wasn’t about to be deterred – she was a self-made woman with a Coutt’s bank account and so she swanned into the shop as if she was about to make an offer on all the stock.




    The owner of the shop had a nose for money and the length of her smile was directly proportionate to the strength of the smell of it. And her smile when Max walked in could almost have been knotted at the top of her head.




    ‘Good morning. Can I help you?’ she said.




    ‘Just browsing,’ Max replied.




    ‘Well, please let me know if you should need anything,’ said the shop owner. Her eyes didn’t smile like Freya’s had; it was quite obvious to Max that Mrs Love and Marriage had had so much Botox pumped into her face, the next step would have been rigor mortis.




    As Max moved down the rails, the shop owner secretly studied her, running her eyes from her dark red hair piled up into a bun down to her long legs. The suit she wore wasn’t off the peg – the customer had a big bosom and a small waist: a very non-standard fitting. She stole a look out of the window to see what she had arrived in: a golden Mercedes with a personalised numberplate. Mrs Love and Marriage heard a very loud kerching go off in her brain.




    ‘I’m seeing you in something like this,’ she said, suddenly appearing at Max’s shoulder with a strapless Vera Wang dress: plain, simple and exquisite.




    Max’s pupils remained undilated. The dress was about as exciting as Emmerdale with the sound turned off.




    ‘And I’m seeing myself in something like that,’ replied Max, pointing to the dress in the corner which a headless mannequin was wearing. The dress was an explosion of net and satin, saturated in Swarovski crystals and golden sequins. It was gypsy bride meets show-off Flamenco dancer. Totally unsuitable for a woman over thirty and bigger than a size eight. And it cost thousands of pounds.




    ‘Absolutely gorgeous,’ said Mrs Love and Marriage, her piggy little eyes flashing pound signs. ‘Let me slip it off this model and follow you into the changing room.’




    ‘So, did you find a dress?’ Luke leaned over the sofa and kissed his fiancée before putting down his briefcase and taking off his coat. He was a man who had his priorities right.




    ‘I did,’ grinned Max.




    Luke knew that grin and it made him shake his head. ‘Oh God,’ he said.




    ‘What?’ tutted Max with a sparkle in her eye; she knew that he understood what her grin meant.




    ‘Where is it then? Let’s have a look.’




    ‘No, it’s bad luck,’ said Max. ‘Besides, the house isn’t big enough for me to keep it here.’




    Luke groaned. The house had five double bedrooms set over three floors. But Max knew that he was playing with her. Luke wanted her to have the wedding of her dreams and if that meant a dress that would have the church walls groaning at the seams, then that’s what she would have.




    ‘Anyway, I er . . . I’ve got something to tell you, Max,’ said Luke, suddenly turning serious. He sat down on the sofa beside her and took her hand in his. ‘I bumped into Stuart today.’




    He waited for her to react. But all she said was, ‘Oh, did you?’




    ‘He’s going to be a dad.’




    Max felt the slightest of stabs inside her heart. It was as if her old relationship had been boxed up and put in a recycling bin which hadn’t been emptied yet and it could still bleed some emotion into her if poked.




    ‘Are you okay?’ Luke squeezed her fingers gently, reassuringly.




    ‘Yes,’ said Max, and was surprised to realise that yes, she was okay. Stuart would make a great dad. He was kind and sensible and gentle, and though they had been a couple for seventeen years, now he was just someone she used to know. Faithful Stuart, who never wanted children, had left her for another woman and they were going to have a baby. The old Stuart had gone, long live the new Stuart.




    If Stuart hadn’t left her, she wouldn’t be planning her mad, crazy, huge wedding to Luke. Because bolshy, confident, powerful Max was a wreck when Stuart left, until Luke rode into her life like a white knight to love her and heal her, and made her realise that sometimes strong women need stronger men to make them happy.




    Luke placed his warm, large hand on her cheek. ‘I was a bit scared to tell you, Max. I was worried what your reaction would be.’




    ‘I feel like a recycling bin that has just been emptied,’ said Max, patting her chest. Luke didn’t know what that meant, but from the way she leaned forward and kissed him, he reckoned it was good news.




    Angel Hair was a shop not so far away from Love and Marriage on the Penistone-Holmfirth Road. The owner, Angelique, wasn’t half as much of a snob as that Botoxed bag who had zipped Max up into the ornate gypsy wedding-style dress and then stood behind her cooing like an enamoured pigeon as Max studied herself in the full-length mirror and felt a heavy thump of déjà-vu.
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