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Chapter One

E veryone at Lesser Syding Castle was excited. It was 
almost Christmas. The castle was home to four 

children and their mother, Sally. Penelope, the eldest 
daughter, was due home from boarding school that day. The 
thirteen-year-old twins, Sebastian and Felicity (Seb and Flick 
to all their friends) and eleven-year-old Theodore attended 
the High School in Dorchester, a nearby market town. They 
still had two more days of  school before the holidays began.

Penny’s train was on time and she greeted her mum with 
a huge hug. Within minutes the car was speeding along to 
the castle, Penny chattering all the way. She was glad to have 
her mother to herself  before the others arrived home from 
school. They sat in the kitchen drinking tea and sharing 
news. Penny had won a scholarship to a specialist music 
school in Manchester and the family was very proud of  her. 
A few weeks ago she had played a piano solo at a concert in 
London and her mother, brothers and sister had been able 
to attend and support her.

 Suddenly, the kitchen door burst open and in ran Theo 
with his inseparable friend, Tyler. Theo hugged his big sister, 
almost squeezing the breath out of  her.

“Hi sis! It’s so good to see you again. This is going to be 
the best Christmas ever!” he said.
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“It’s wonderful to be home.  Hi Tyler, good to see you 

again, too. How’s your family?” Penny asked.

“We’re all fine,” he answered. “Dad will be round to 

collect me soon and he’s bringing your Christmas tree. It’s 

huge. You must come and see us. Sunshine is so excited 

even though she’s too young to understand Christmas. She’s 

walking everywhere now and we have a job to keep our eyes 

on her. She’s talking, too. Mum never knows if  it is English, 

Romany or just Sunshine language.”

Everyone laughed. Tyler’s little sister, Sunshine, was a 

favourite with them all.

“I’m dying to see the new river and the excavations and 

everything. Have you boys got time to show me?” she asked 

Theo and Tyler.

“Let’s go now,” suggested Theo. “It gets dark so quickly. 

We can take you on a proper tour as soon as we have broken 

up. We don’t have any homework to do. Is that ok, Mum?”

Their mum nodded and Penny put her coat on. It was 

cold and had that wintery feel that made you think it 

could snow. The children ran through the fields to show 

Penny the new river. During the winter term the Ministry 

of  the Environment had rerouted the river which ran 

through the castle estate, to lessen the danger of  flooding to 

neighbouring farms and cottages.

In doing so, they had created a lake with an island. The 

family was now hoping to make a wildlife sanctuary and had 
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planted a wild flower meadow. In the process of  excavating 

the new river bed, Roman remains had been discovered. At 

the moment these were just fenced off, but work was due to 

start in the new year to excavate them.

Penny was pleased to see everything, but it was too cold 

to stay out for long. Theo looked after the hens and ducks 

which needed to be shut up safely for the night. As the 

three of  them rounded them up, they heard the sound of  

Tyler’s dad’s Land Rover arriving. It seemed like the twins 

had hitched a lift up the drive with him. (They stayed on at 

school for various activities, so always were later home than 

the two ‘T’s’, as Theo and Tyler were called).

“Hi there!” Bill, Tyler’s dad, called. “Come and help me 

get the tree off  the trailer and into the house.”

All five children helped. It needed them all to manage the 

tree into the waiting bucket and then into the lounge. Theo 

looked at it in amazement. It must be the biggest tree they 

had ever had! They would need the ladder to decorate it. 

It had such a wonderful smell of  pine needles, the sort of  

Christmas smell that you would always remember.

After much laughter they had the tree in place. The box 

of  decorations looked a little inadequate for such a big 

tree so Penny promised that she would bake some cookie 

decorations the next day and possibly go to Dorchester to 

buy ribbons and make bows.
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“First of  all you need to put the lights on it!” she said to 
the boys. “As soon as you have had supper we’ll start.” They 
nodded in agreement and then remembered to thank Bill for 
bringing the tree to them before he and Tyler left for home.
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