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CHAPTER ONE
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I’m luxuriating in a bubble bath at Jon’s flat in Shoreditch on an early Friday night. A black metal accent table is next to the tub and holds a champagne bucket with chilled bubbly and two flutes. He has promised to join me after he has run downstairs to pick up his mail, leaving me some decadent moments of bliss to contemplate what this year’s upcoming Christmas might bring.

He usually stays at my place. A matter of logistics on my part actually. If it’s a one-night sleepover, it takes me far more time to pack for it than it does him and then having to unpack all over again when I return home. 

“Do you really need all of this stuff, luv?” he always asks. 

From his point of view—and I do love him for this—he thinks that my green eyes, creamy complexion, well defined cheekbones and black hair cut in a stylish, layered bob occur naturally and without any assistance from cosmetics and Bumble&Bumble hair products.

There’s also the issue of what kind of clothes I’ll need depending on where we’re going, what we’re doing and how the weather factors into this. London winters bring a comforting level of predictability—cold, rainy, overcast and fluctuating between 4 and 9 degrees Celsius. Now and again there’s snow in the forecast which calls for boots, mittens and cute hats. When I’m at home, all I need do is look out the window of my Juliet balcony and tuck into my wardrobe for the appropriate apparel. 

If I stay at Jon’s—and as I’m doing for this weekend—it requires me to bring multiple jumpers, wool trousers, a dress or skirt for dining out, jeans, trainers, socks, a raincoat, Liberty London scarves and ankle boots. My friend Cybbie, who is the receptionist where I work at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe, suggests that maybe each time I stay at Jon’s I could casually-on-purpose leave various items of clothing behind. 

Not only would this cut down on what I’d have to pack but the familiarity of seeing my belongings when I’m not there might nudge him into thinking we should change our living arrangements to something a smidge more permanent. I actually gave this a try a month ago by leaving some eyeshadow and a tube of lipstick on his bathroom counter. 

The next time I saw him, he came to my place and handed them to me. “I thought you might be missing these,” he said.

He is either the most thoughtful boyfriend on the planet or quite possibly one of the most dense.

We had an interesting beginning, we two. We were neighbors in a large house in Lynmouth which had been converted to flats and featured a shared kitchen and front parlor. For quite a while I assumed he was a lowly, rough-around-the edges fishmonger and, thus, someone who wasn’t worthy of my attention. 

Not that I didn’t notice he was physically fit and very handsome with dark hair and the most sensuous dark brown eyes. I just pretended to not notice until it was impossible to ignore I was falling for him and vice versa.

That we were both murder suspects for a bit probably made our romance more complicated than most. This was further compounded by learning his parents are Lord and Lady Tapping and that Jon will one day inherit a title. In honesty, I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact that family dinners at the Tappings probably look like something out of Downton Abbey and everyone dresses to the nines.

And yet—class differences aside—here we are, blissfully in love. Well, at least I’m here. I wonder what’s taking him so long to get back from downstairs.

Our plans for tomorrow are to scope out some new shops and eateries in Jon’ neighborhood. Shoreditch is an eclectic pocket of East London and is always debuting trendy gastropubs, artsy restaurants, farmers markets and even a quirky museum which focuses entirely on sitting rooms from the 1600s to present-day. Time Out Magazine has touted it as one of the most popular places for up and coming young professionals to stake an address and, of course, the bar scene is lively any night of the week.

Jon’s flat is on an upper floor of an older brick building that long ago was a factory. We’re high enough to be away from the noise but his front windows do afford a nice view of the city. While it’s larger than my place and has an actual dining room instead of an eat-in kitchen, I do wish they would have invested a little more thought into wardrobe space. Apparently either people didn’t have as many clothes when the building was converted to residential or it was assumed none of the tenants would be female.

One of its best features is the high-ceilinged bathroom with its black and white Art Deco tile flooring and a clawfoot tub which must have been a monster to get up the stairs in a building with no lift. It can easily accommodate two people, one of whom has yet to return.

When I finally hear his key turn in the front door, it’s just moments before I’ve been contemplating adding more hot water or more bubbles. I’ve already poured myself a glass of champagne and have seductively sunk into the tub up to my breasts by the time he appears. Odd that he’s brought the mail in with him, although I do spy a flyer from Alexander McQueen. He sets all but a small ecru card and envelope on the accent table.

Out of the blue he asks whether I think a wedding in December is a smart idea.

I’m barely able to control my gasp of surprise. Yes, I’d been hoping for a proposal for some time but somehow I’d always thought we’d both be fully dressed and gazing at each other over a candlelight dinner at someplace very swanky. Leave it to Jon, though, to completely catch me off-guard.

“Um—uh—December, you say?”

Does he really have no clue how much time it takes to plan for something like that? A dress to pick out, a church and reception venue to book, invitations to send out, caterers to interview, a cake flavor to decide on, what kind of flowers to order...

Jon is thoughtfully nodding. “I think it’s odd timing, too,” he says, “what with Christmas, Boxing Day, people being away on holiday. Given all the goings-on of the season, I can’t imagine how many people would be able to attend.”

Begs the question of why he even came up with it then. “It does seem awfully soon,” I agree. I can only imagine what friends will think if we rushed through our nuptials in less than four weeks. No, forget that. I know exactly what they’d think. I am, however, still waiting for him to get down on one knee beside the tub and ask me for my hand. 

Which he doesn’t.

He tosses the card and envelope on the table and proceeds to peel off his shirt. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he tells me, “but the invite does say I can bring someone.”

I reach a soapy hand toward the card and discover it’s a wedding invitation. I immediately recognize the name of the bride-to-be.

Jane Bjerklie.

I arch an eyebrow. “Isn’t she the one—”

“My first crush? Yes.”

“The same one who got you expelled from Eton?”

He sighs as he unzips his jeans. “I really do wish I’d never told you that story, luv.”

“I don’t understand. Why is she inviting you to her wedding?”

He winks. “Do I detect a whisper of jealousy?”

“Absolutely not.” Even I know that didn’t come out convincingly.

I remind myself that Jane Bjerklie is getting married in Scotland in two weeks and I’m about to have an evening of steamy sex in Shoreditch with someone who tried to run away with Jane when they were both teenagers.

No worries. 

It just seems very strange timing that she’d reappear in his life during the very season I was fantasizing about my own wedding and a happily ever after.

*****

[image: ]


WHAT DO I KNOW ABOUT Jane Bjerklie? 

I close my eyes and run through my mental checklist.

She has long, blonde hair which probably moves in slow motion every time she turns her head.

She has blue eyes the color of the ocean. Or is it the color of the sky?

Her skin is flawlessly peaches and cream.

Her lips are heart-shaped and perfect.

She has had never had a zit.

She can eat like a horse and never gain a pound.

She was Jon’s first crush when he was 11.

They were inseparable until her parents sent her to Roedean and his parents sent him to Eton.

The daughter of one of Roedean’s meanest teachers began bullying Jane and made her very sad. She told Jon this and it made him very mad.

He decided he needed to mount a white charger and go to her rescue as a knight in shining armor. Having neither a white charger nor the requisite armor, he ‘borrowed’ a car and packed some sandwiches with the intention of meeting her on a Sunday at midnight and swiftly whisking her off to Calais.

Long story short, they didn’t even make it as far as Swindon. Jane got returned to Roedean and Jon got returned to his parents who were informed by the Provost, Vice-Provost and Fellows that he had behaved in a manner most unbecoming a young gentleman of Eton.

Obviously all of these elements—especially Jane’s physical attributes—are the recollections of his 15-year-old self. They may, in fact, not have any basis in current reality, given that he never saw her again after he got expelled and went to work for his uncle.

“Uh—luv?”

I’m nudged back to the present with the sudsy sight of Jon refilling our champagne flutes and retrieving the bobbing sponge so as to continue soaping my legs.

“Hmm?’

“Why do I have the feeling I don’t have your undivided attention?”

“Of course, you do,” I playfully lie.

“And how about...now?”

“Ooooh. Yes. Definitely yes. 

*****
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WE’RE HAVING A LATE dinner at Dishoom, a place that makes you feel as if you’ve just time-traveled to Old Bombay. There’s a fancier version of this popular Indian eatery in Covent Garden but Jon and I prefer the weathered, rustic and unfussy look of this one and its odd litany of posted house rules, including No Flirting with the Cashier, No Stealing Newspaper, No Mischief-Making. 

We’re tucking into a shared order of Murgh Malai, Masala Prawns and Gunpowder Potatoes when the specter of Jane Bjerklie slithers into my subconscious.

“You know you really don’t have to go if you don’t want to,” he says.

“Um—what?”

“You were thinking about the wedding, weren’t you?” 

I toss this off with a casual laugh but even I don’t think I’m convincing. I follow up by asking if he’d still go if I were to bow out and stay home.

He shrugs. “I don’t see why not. Jane and I go way back.”

I tell him that two weeks isn’t a very big window for guests to properly RSVP. “All of the experts say you should send invitations three to six months in advance of the date.” 

I realize I’m tipping my hand by letting him know I’ve made a focused study of modern wedding etiquette but his response is that three to six months is too far ahead and would likely result in guests forgetting about it altogether.

“Now if it were one of those ginormous affairs,” he continues, “and involved a guest list in the hundreds, I can understand why brides might want a heads-up estimate for the caterers.” His interpretation of the after-ceremony reception being held at her fiancé’s home suggests a more intimate gathering for immediate family and friends.

I smirk. I think he said ‘intimate’ on purpose just to get my goat. “Well, I suppose as long as his house isn’t a semi-detached in a dodgy part of town...”

He laughs at this. “Arlys and his sister, Dilys, are the last of the line to inhabit Granndach Manor. Once they marry, Jane will make it her home, too.”

A manor, is it? So much for the idea of a semi-detached and Crudités served on flimsy paper plates with ghastly fruit punch.

“So what does this man of hers do, praytell?” At this point, I don’t even care if I sound a wee bit sarcastic.

He spears another forkful of potatoes and thoughtfully chews before replying. “He’s a senior security architect for The Law Society of Scotland.” 

“’Senior,’ is it? Not just wet-behind-the-ears and working his way up from the mailroom?” I’ve naturally been assuming Jane’s husband to be the same age we are.

“Arlys is actually a little bit older than she is.”

“Oh? By how much?”

“Twenty-five years, more or less. Very stable. Well respected. Pillar of the community. Exactly the kind of husband she needs.”

“And you know all of this how?”

He winks. “Research, luv. You can’t expect me to let my first crush marry just anyone, can you?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The last day of November, the senior partners of Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe—who remind me of The Muppets’ Statler and Waldorf—hire a professional design team to transform the entire building into a Christmas wonderland. It’s always so beautiful, it makes employees such as myself actually want to be at work just to take it all in.

This year they’ve hired Chasworths, which is about as posh as one can get. Last December they won the contract to do the ground floor windows of Selfridges. Even people who aren’t all that keen on dealing with the holiday shopping crowds were lined up five-deep to see the depictions of a Victorian family getting ready for Christmas. 

Cybbie and I went out on our lunch hour to see it in the hopes the inclement weather that day would make it easy-peasy. Unfortunately, the number of brollies obscured our viewing even more. On a bright note, everything in the windows stays lit up long after Selfridges is closed and so we went back a few evenings later. The experience was so magical that, to this day, Cybbie swears she saw one of the lady mannequins move. 

That we shared a pitcher of Margaritas that night might have something to do with this.

The focal point of the lobby is a magnificent white tree that’s so tall I have to marvel at how they got it in the building. In addition to tulip-shaped glass ornaments in red, green and gold, there are squillions of tiny wrapped packages which are two inches square. A full-sized white and gold sleigh awaits by the lifts with two full-sized reindeer in jingle bell harnesses. 

Evergreen garlands and red bows adorn the reception counter along with cornucopias overflowing with hard candy sweets for visitors. It’s Cybbie’s job to make sure the cornucopias stay full. A bigger challenge, I think, is making sure she doesn’t deplete them herself. Cybbie has an insatiable sweet tooth.

Each of the floors has its own smaller, festively dressed tree and all of the cubicles have fairy lights and cheery garlands. In HR—where Stuart works—there are diminutive Santa workshop helpers that remind me of Dobby from the second Harry Potter movie. I feel for anyone who works overtime and might encounter these strange little creatures and their striped caps and stockinged feet in the shadows. It really wouldn’t take a pitcher of Margaritas to imagine them skulking about.

They creep me out a bit because they remind me of dolls. I was never a doll girl growing up.

I’m outside Stuart’s office because I need to ask him about time off. Since Jon and I will be driving to Paisley, Scotland from London instead of flying direct to Glasgow, I’ve had to factor in the Friday before and the Monday after as travel days.

He’s on his mobile but sees me through his open door and gestures for me to wait while he wraps up his call. Stuart Frye knows all about Jon but that doesn’t stop him from wearing his heart on his sleeve and creating opportunities just to be in my orbit or bring me treats from the breakroom. Tis definitely the season for cookies and fudge, both of which are plentiful and seem to multiply every time one turns away.

Stuart was wildly instrumental in getting me my job back after I was made redundant through circumstances out of my control. We’ve been friends ever since, even though I know he not-so-secretly wishes it could be more. There’s no shortage of females at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe who have a crush on him. What’s not to like? With his sandy brown hair, athletic physique and a face that will always keep him on the boyish side, he is Central Casting’s response to Perfect Boyfriend Type.

I’ve been trying—unsuccessfully—to set him up with Cybbie. Two factors, however, are working against this. The first is that Stuart is too besotted with me. The second is that Cybbie’s type tends to fall on the Bad Boy side of the spectrum. Nothing criminal or cruel, thankfully. Just woefully stupid, emotionally unavailable and/or certifiably self-absorbed.

His call now finished, Stuart youthfully bounds around the side of his desk and compliments me on the jumper I’m wearing. “I was about to go to the breakroom,” he announces with a grin. “Want to come with?”

If I stare down one more piece of fudge, I won’t fit into any of the cute outfits I want to wear for the holidays. I also know how much Stuart hopes that any time we casually fall in step together, coworkers who don’t know any better might see us and construe we’re a couple. 

I tell him I’ll have to take a rain cheque. “I actually need to just square away two vacation days. A Friday and a Monday. I know it’s total madness to even ask in December but—”

“For you,” he affably replies, “the world.” 

He sincerely means this. If I asked him to throw in the moon as well and to please gift-wrap it, he’d be on my request in a heartbeat.

“So where are you off to this time?” he wants to know. Somewhere in the course of this conversation, he’s going to work in the question of whether I’m to be off by myself. 

I decide to cut to the chase. “A friend of Jon’s is getting married in Scotland.”

He scowls. “December seems an odd time for a wedding, doesn’t it?”

“My thoughts exactly. But apparently it’s to be a small, at-home affair and so not as many moving parts to cobble together.”

He asks if we’ve made plans for Christmas.

“Not as yet but probably just staying home. And you?”

He discloses he’ll be spending Christmas Day with his parents and assorted relatives in Hertfordshire. “St. Albans, to be specific. Mum puts out a generous spread which means I bring home copious leftovers in glass tubs with snap-on lids and color-coded plastic labels. I don’t have to cook for the rest of the year!” 

His Aunt Jean, he continues, is always a bit of a dread with her zealous quest to set him up with the single daughters of various friends. “I’ve thought about telling her I’m seeing someone at work, but then I suppose it would all get messy making up excuses for why I haven’t brought her round yet.”

“Best to just stick to the truth,” I recommend, even though the truth is that he’s a lovesick puppy pining after a green-eyed brunette goddess he can never have.

I really do need to revisit my matchmaking attempts with Cybbie. No one should have to be alone at Christmas. Goodness knows that before I met Jon, I spent many a December 24th eating Graeter’s ice cream straight out of the carton, watching Love, Actually, and fantasizing about Colin Firth showing up at my workplace and proposing in Portuguese.

Stuart is sensing our conversation is winding down and is perhaps hoping to taffy-pull it out as long as he can. “Did I mention the bonus turkeys?” he blurts out.

“’Bonus turkeys?’ I’m sure I’d remember if you had.”

He explains that the senior partners have decided to give every employee—even those in the bowels of the mail room—a ten-pound turkey this year for their holiday dinner along with coupons for all sorts of free sides and mincemeat pies from Sainsbury’s. 

Golly. Between being gifted with festive fowl by three rich geezers and Cybbie’s Secret Santa presents of cozy hand-knit scarves, I’m feeling as if we should call this montage ‘Christmas with the Cratchits.’

It’s only after I leave Stuart’s office that I wonder to what use he might make of a ten-pound turkey if he’s all by his lonesome.

*****
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“DO WE KNOW WHAT CLIVE is doing for Christmas?” I ask Jon a few nights later. 

Even though it’s midweek, he’s staying over at my place because of an early meeting he and his uncle have tomorrow morning in Croydon.

He fuzzily recalls Harry saying something about treating his dad to a trip to Greece. “I think you really ignited his imagination with the whole ‘experiential’ thing and activities they could do together.” 

Certainly my suggestion for Clive’s birthday last month led to something Clive continues to rave about. After all the years this father and son duo spent not even knowing of each other’s existence, it gladdens my heart that they finally have the opportunity to grow closer.

I broach my next question cautiously. Cautiously because I suspect the reason Jon has yet to propose marriage has something to do with the formalities of first introducing me to his parentals and getting their titled approval. 

What will it be like, I wonder. I’m picturing a grand baronial hall in which my name is announced by someone in livery, and everyone in attendance looks up from their posh dinner and cranes their necks like inquisitive lemurs to see who the new arrival is. 

Unfortunately this dream sequence usually involves me discovering to my horror that my shoes don’t match or that it’s a bad hair day or that I’m suddenly sporting a gigantic zit in the middle of my forehead.

“So what does your family do for the holidays?” I ask. “Any special traditions?”

He shrugs as he dons a pair of mitts to take his signature lasagna out of the oven. “Not really. Mum’s had a hankering lately to do The Maldives and, of course, December’s an optimal time for sunbathing and scuba.”

He tosses off this bon mot as if it’s something everyone obviously knows. Everyone except someone who wasn’t raised in this milieu and is treading on foreign turf. 

I hesitate to ask whether he’ll be joining them because, if he does, I’ll be home alone watching Love, Actually.

As he often does, he reads my mind. “There’s something about spending Christmas in a tropic isle where people are wearing tank tops and flip-flops instead of jumpers and wellies that just feels wrong, don’t you think?”

“Oh absolutely.” 

Every calendar I have ever owned in my adult life has featured snowy scenes with happy, well-bundled people ice-skating, building snowmen, gathering around fires to roast chestnuts and partake of hot apple cider. Nothing puts me in better humor than to be gruntled with winter wonderland frolics. 

Happily, the UK accommodates this with season-appropriate weather. Were it to be anything otherwise, it would set a wonky tone for the new year to come.

*****
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ALTHOUGH WE’LL BE TALKING on the phone as always, I won’t be seeing him again until the night before our departure. It’s a good thing, I think. This spares him witnessing the minutery I tirelessly expend in my wardrobe putting together everything I’ll possibly need in a climate that’s going to be colder and wetter than this one. 

And, of course, this also means identifying ensembles which make me look tastefully sexy and will remind him I’m the better catch than Jane Bjerklie.

I’ve told Cybbie about her and Cybbie says a lot of hottie girls peak in high school and it’s all downhill from there. Cybbie’s prediction is that Jane has probably porked out ginourmously and has alarming dark roots and can’t put together an interesting sentence to save herself. One look at her and Jon will breathe a sigh of relief that his long ago plan to rescue her didn’t even get them as far as Swindon. 

I’m still perplexed as to what his plan would have been from there but I get the sense he hadn’t really sussed it out, either. 

“I guess love just makes you do stupid things,” he told me. Obviously.

But back to the present. Since the boot of the McLaren isn’t big enough to hold everything he knows we’ll both be packing, we’ll be doing our motoring in his Bentaya Azure. He keeps it at his parents’ so I’ve yet to ride in it but I did look it up on the internet. Apparently, it’s the luxe of luxe Bentley SUVs and can go from 0-60 mph in 4.4 seconds. A top speed of 180 mph—useful, I suppose, if someone is chasing you—and it even has two 10-inch touchscreens so your passengers in the back—assuming you had some—can keep themselves entertained and check their email instead of enjoying the scenery. 

Jon thinks I’ll be especially keen on the six-setting massage functions and heating elements in the front seats and how the headrest and bolster backrest on the passenger side will be a pleasant experience if I decide to catch some zzzzs twixt here and there. I’ve insisted I plan to stay awake for the entire trek to Paisley—420 miles to be exact. 

He just smiles at this, reminded that when we flew to Scotland this past July for The Open, I managed to doze off before the plane even left the tarmac.
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CHAPTER THREE
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To my credit, I stay awake all the way to Manchester. I owe this to the cookies I brought and a new audio book I’ve been meaning to listen to. The sound system in Jon’s Bentaya is amazing and makes it feel as if the narrator is reading to you from the backseat. So compelling is the storyline that I actually made him circle around the city car park until we got to the end of the chapter.

A prosciutto pizza at Campo Enoteca was exactly what I needed to refuel. What I probably didn’t need was the glass of Chianti which sent me into slumber about twenty minutes after we returned to the car. Jon claims he was pointing out various sights to me between Manchester and our final destination but couldn’t elicit much more than a few ‘ums,’ snorts and ‘uh-huhs.’ 

Not only is there a marked difference between towns in England and those in Scotland but having the North Sea to the east and the Atlantic Ocean to the west has also contributed to a much harsher terrain and colder temperatures. Between the car’s enormously smooth ride and sophisticated climate control, I’m oblivious to all of this until we finally come to a stop and he whispers, “Wake up, luv. We’re here.”

When I open my eyes, it’s to discover that light snow has dusted the hotel and its expansive wooded grounds. It’s not yet four o’clock but we’re far enough north for a shadowy dusk to have arrived. Fairy lights twinkle in the trees and—were it not for the vehicles in the car park—the whole scene could be something from a period movie set.

The Coinneach Inn, however, is not nearly as old as it looks—a five-story structure in the Georgian style with Palladian windows on every floor of its front-facing façade. From what I read on the website, it boasts a garden (though we’re too late in the season to enjoy it), a full gym and squash court (who goes on holiday to exercise?), a ballroom (primarily used for wedding receptions) and a library/bar with a massive fireplace in dark woods, marble and Italian tilework (majorly cozy).

The grand staircase to the mezzanine level is bedecked in green and gold garlands with large red bows. I’m assuming the designers of the dark blue lift tucked towards the back must have been fans of Dr. Who. What else would account for its shiny exterior and transom window looking like The Tardis? All that’s missing is the vworp-vworp sound effect whenever the doors close. It’s a novelty to be sure.

Our en-suite room faces the front, and I am already in love with these floor-to-ceiling windows and trying to picture what they’d look like at my flat in London. Not that it would ever happen, but I can dream, can’t I? The brocade fabric in the tieback draperies matches the comforter and pillow shams of the queen-sized bed where we’ll be spending the next three nights and forgetting that anyone else on the planet exists. 

Especially certain first crushes.

“Are you telling me you never had a first crush, luv?” he asks as we start to unpack.

I ignore this.

Unpacking, of course, will take him much less time than it does me. He even knows what he’s wearing to dinner tonight. I don’t even know where we’re going. The Coinneach Inn doesn’t as yet have its own onsite restaurant although plans are in the works to commence construction of one next summer. 

The hotel’s location, however, is right in the heart of Paisley, and we’re told by the concierge that several eateries are within easy walking distance if we want to chance that the evening snowfall doesn’t pick up. Although tomorrow’s forecast is still sketchy, it’s supposed to be crisp, clear and beautiful on Sunday. 

If it were anything less than that, JB would probably throw a hissy fit.

Paisley’s claim to fame on the world stage isn’t just the ornamental, tear-drop design its textile mills have been producing since the 18th century; it also boasts the second largest concentration of buildings listed in Scotland. And yet for its size and its proximity to Glasgow, the walkability of the town center and its array of churches, libraries, galleries and shops makes it feel a cozy world away from the hustle of modern times. 

From what I read prior to our arrival, much of the stately architecture owes its origins to wealth derived during the industrial revolution and Paisley’s subsequent prominence in the woven thread industry. Likewise, locals take pride in the number of luminaries who have passed this way, not the least of whom were William Wallace—Mel Gibson portrayed him in Braveheart—and the first Stewart king, Robert II, who was Robert the Bruce’s grandson.
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