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Isla Manor has been in the Dalgleish family for over four hundred years and hides many secrets. Deeded to Sir Thomas Dalgleish by King Archibald Charles IV for his services to King and country, the Manor House has been passed down through the generations to the now resident, Lord Alexander Thomas Dalgleish.

			Every one hundred years, a new generation of children discover new secrets of the Manor, both inside and out. There are many hidden passageways, nooks, and crannies, from the attic to the basement, along with the surrounding gardens, and especially in the nursery, which is said to be a very magical place. When Isla Manor was originally built, the secret passageways were included as escape routes from invading armies, many of them forgotten until a new generation of children discover them.

			It’s also rumoured that a resident ghost or two appear at night to surprise many an unwary guest. Suits of armour have been reported walking up in the turret area of the Manor, and ladies in old fashioned dresses walking along the corridors. Eyes in portraits seem to follow where you go, and a terrifying yowling in the walls has been heard now and then. Some say that the ghosts are female, others say male, and some say it’s a child or maybe just the wind whistling through the hallways.

			There is, of course a cat named Marmaduke, one of a long line of Marmadukes that have lived at the Manor over the centuries, and he tends to disappear every now and then, often around the time when the weird noises can be heard.

			On a cold, blustery day, a carriage drawn by six black horses pulls up at the front door. Their coats are steaming from the long journey they’ve just made from the city in such cold weather. Piled on top of the carriage are many trunks and boxes, and on the back is tied an even larger trunk.

			The carriage driver, Mr McGuffey, and the footman, Pettigrew, are wrapped up warm in great coats, scarves, gloves, and hats against the wind and early falling snow.

			Pettigrew steps down from the carriage and goes to ring the bell beside the great doors. The door is opened by Munn the Butler, and soon a team of staff are waiting to greet the passengers of the carriage. Pettigrew pulls down the steps of the carriage and opens the door, waiting to help the passengers down.

			Lady Melanie’s brother and family have come to spend the Christmas season at Isla Manor, along with a cousin of Annabel named is Emma. First to step out is Sir Michael Fisher, and next is Lady Amanda Fisher, his wife. Then comes Miss Annabel Liberty Fisher, their daughter, aged twelve, and Miss Emma Charlotte Menzies, aged ten, Annabel’s cousin.

			Pettigrew closes the carriage door, puts up the steps, and climbs back up beside Mr McGuffey, who drives the carriage around the back of the Manor to unload all of the trunks and boxes.

			As the visitors remove their coats, scarves, and hats and hand them to the waiting staff, Lord and Lady Dalgleish, the present Dalgleish family to live in the Manor, come down the grand staircase to welcome them. Lady Dalgleish and Sir Michael are brother and sister and haven’t seen each other for nearly a whole year.

			Sir Michael and his family have been in Scotland, where he inherited a large estate from his grandmother, Lady Agnes Margaret Halket of Coylton, Scotland. The name of that estate is “BentRowan Tree Castle.”

			“Oh, how wonderful to see you all at last,” says Lady Melanie. “My, Annabel, how you’ve grown. And who is this young lady you have with you?”

			“This is our niece, Miss Emma Charlotte,” says Lady Amanda. “She’s staying with us at present while her mother, father, and baby sister are over in France on business. They’ll be travelling home within the month to collect Emma on their way to their estate.

			“Lovely to meet you, Emma. Welcome to our home. Now do come into the drawing room and warm up by the fire. We’ll have tea and cakes while your trunks are being put in your rooms. Emma, you can sleep in the same room as Annabel. There are two large beds in there.”

			Lady Melanie directs Munn to put Emma’s trunk in Annabel’s room and asks where the boys are.

			“I believe Masters Joshua and Fletcher are off exploring somewhere, Milady,” says Munn.

			“Send them into the drawing room when they return please, Munn.”

			“Yes, Milady.”

			“I think Michael and I will have a tot of rum instead of tea,” says Lord Alexander. “We’ll leave the ladies to their tea and cakes and go into my study. I’d like to hear about your new adventure in Scotland, Michael.”

			“I would very much enjoy a tot of rum on such a bitter day. I have much to tell you about the estate,” says Sir Michael.

			Into the drawing room bursts Fletcher, with a jar in his hand. “Look what I’ve found!” He thrusts the jar toward Lady Melanie, who puts out her hands to push the jar away from her face. “A huge spider! I found it in the barn under a pile of wood.”

			“Oh really, Fletcher, you know I can’t stand spiders. Where are your manners? We have company.”

			“Hello, Aunty Amanda, Annabel. Who are you?” he asks Emma, holding the jar with the spider up to show the girls. Look! Do you like spiders?”

			“Fletcher, don’t be so rude! That’s no way to introduce yourself,” says Lady Melanie.

			“No, not really,” says Annabel. “I prefer lady bugs and books.”

			“My name is Emma, and I like butterflies and dragonflies.”

			“Ugh, girls are such wimps when it comes to spiders,” says Fletcher.

			“Emma is Annabel’s cousin. Don’t be so rude,” says Lady Melanie.

			Joshua walks into the room and gives his Aunty Amanda a big hug. “It’s great to see you again, Aunty Amanda, Annabel. And you are?” he asks Emma.

			“My name is Emma, and I’m Annabel’s cousin.”

			“Welcome, Emma. Where’s Uncle Michael?” Joshua asks.

			“Your father and uncle are in the study. Would you like a hot drink and something to eat?’ asks Lady Melanie.

			“No thanks, we stopped in the kitchen and cook gave us a cocoa and cake when we came in from outside. She told us that Uncle Michael and Aunty Amanda had arrived,” says Joshua.

			“I can see that the girls have finished their cocoa and cake. Would you show them up to their room, Joshua? It’s the yellow room at the front of the house, and Fletcher, please do take your spider with you. I’m sure you can find a place for it out in the barn later,” says Lady Melanie.

			Giving his mother another hug, Fletcher picks up his spider, and off the children go, up the stairs to the bedrooms on the second floor.

			“This is your room,” says Joshua. “Our rooms are along the corridor. We’ll come back and get you when you’ve changed out of your travelling clothes. We’ll take you to what was once the nursery and is now our space for games and fun.”

			As Annabel and Emma go into their bedroom, they’re greeted by Marmaduke, the large orange, stripy cat. He’s been sleeping on the mat by the fire.

			“Meeoow!” he says. “Welcome to the Manor. I’m sure we’ll get along famously. I have some wonderful hidey holes to show you both.”

			“Did you hear that, Emma?” asks Annabel.

			“Hear what? I heard Marmaduke purring loudly,” says Emma.

			Is this a magical place, or are the girls just hearing Marmaduke purr? Perhaps, or perhaps not.

			There’s a knock on the door. The boys are waiting outside to take the girls to the old nursery.

			“Follow us, and don’t get lost. We have to go down the corridor (which is rather dim, as there are rooms either side of it) and up the next flight of stairs (which are much plainer in style than the grand one in the main entrance) to the nursery. This is where the servants sleep as well, but they’re at the other end of this side of the Manor,” says Joshua.

			“Here we are,” says Fletcher as he opens the door to the nursery. “Come on in and have some fun.”

			“Oh, I’d forgotten how large this room is,” says Annabel, “and how many books, toys, and games there are.”

			Emma’s eyes are like saucers. She has spied the huge doll’s house over in the corner. “Wow this is beautiful! Look how big it is!.”

			“You’reyou’re welcome to play with it, if you like,” says Joshua. “The house is full of furniture and dolls, so help yourself. No one has played with it for a long time. I think Annabel played with it last time she visited about two years ago.”

			Emma opens the front of the doll’s house and is mesmerized by what she sees; everything is in perfect miniature of the Manor House, down to the people that live there.

			“Turn it around. You can open the back of it and see all of the servants’ area,” says Joshua. “If you get lost, you just need to look at the doll’s house and work out where to go.”

			“Who built the doll’s house?” Emma asks.

			“No one can remember,” says Joshua. “It’s always been in the nursery, and each year there seems to be more added to it inside and out, but no one knows who does it.”

			Annabel and Emma look at one another, nod their heads, and smile.

			The afternoon flies by. Annabel rediscovers the storybooks and curls up by the fire to read. Emma is fascinated with the doll’s house, and the boys are playing with the soldiers, having a game of war with each other.

			A maid is soon at the door calling them to tea in the dining room downstairs. All of the adults are waiting in the drawing room.

			“You children have been very quiet today. Where have you been?” asks Lady Melanie.

			“We’ve been up in the nursery all afternoon enjoying ourselves,” says Joshua.

			“Oh Aunty Amanda, there’s the most wonderful doll’s house in the nursery. It can be opened up in two places, and it has the same rooms as the Manor House. I’ve had soooo much fun today exploring it,” says Emma.

			“I found my favourites, the books. There are so many to choose from,” says Annabel.

			“And what did you boys get up to today?” Lord Alexander asks.

			“My soldiers beat Joshua’s,” says Fletcher.

			“Only because I let you win,” says Joshua, laughing.

			The dinner bell can be heard ringing, and everyone goes into the dining room for dinner.

			When the dinner is over, Lady Melanie tells the children that the Christmas tree will be arriving tomorrow after breakfast, and the family tradition is that everyone helps to decorate the tree. Munn has been instructed to fetch the decorations from the attic and have them ready and waiting in the main hall. “I want you all to write your name on a piece of paper and put it in the dish on the hall table. The person’s name that is drawn out will put the star on top of the tree. This is also a family tradition; it’s said that whoever puts the star on the tree has their wish granted,” says Lady Melanie.

			As the children go off to bed, they each stop and put their name on a piece of paper.

			That night when Annabel and Emma are in their beds, they talk about the doll’s house and wonder if there’s magic about the Manor.

			“Did you see how the dolls in the doll’s house looked like the family?” says Emma. “I wonder who made them.”

			“I remember last time I stayed here there was a box of other dolls in the cupboard, and when you look at the family portraits in the hallways, you see that the dolls look like them. Someone has been making them for a long time,” says Annabel. “I’ll show you tomorrow when we go back to the nursery.”

			Sitting by the fire in the girls’ bedroom is Marmaduke, listening to Annabel and Emma talking. “Mmm, these girls are going to have fun. I’ll have to show them some secret passageways,” he purrs to himself.
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Morning arrives as the children come downstairs for breakfast. There’s a hive of activity in the main hallway. Munn and the servants are placing boxes and boxes of decorations against the wall, ready to decorate the Christmas tree.

			“Carefully now, these are very precious decorations; they’ve been in the family for generations, and we don’t want any broken,” says Munn.

			“Oh, how exciting!” says Emma and Annabel together. “It’s such fun decorating the Christmas tree. I wonder who’ll be the lucky one to put the star on top.”

			“We’ll see after breakfast,” says Lady Melanie. “Nana Anne will draw the name. She arrived early this morning just before the snow began to fall in earnest. Now run along and say good morning before breakfast. She’s in the drawing room waiting for you all.”

			“About time too. I thought you were going to sleep all day. I’ve been waiting since 6:00 a.m. Come and give your nana a big hug and kiss. I’ve missed you all very much. And who is this delightful young lady? I don’t believe we’ve met,” says Nana Anne.

			“This is my cousin Emma Charlotte; she’s staying with us while her parents and baby sister are in France. Aunty Sally and Uncle Craig will be here in two weeks’ time to collect Emma. They live just over in the next county from here,” says Annabel.

			“Well, hello to you, Emma. where in the next county do you live?”

			“We live in Camellia House, just the other side of Gibsonton,” says Emma.

			“Well then, come and give me a hug, then we’ll all go into breakfast. I hear we are to decorate the tree afterwards, and I’m to draw the name of the lucky person who’s to put the star on top of the tree. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m rather hungry. The smell coming from the dining room is delicious.”

			Whilst the family are sitting having breakfast there’s a lot of noise out in the hallway.

			“My word, whatever is going on?” says Lord Alexander. “Munn, please go and see what’s happening out there.”

			Munn comes back into the dining room and announces that the tree has been delivered by Dufty Galpin and Joseph. It’s the biggest tree he has seen in a long time. The children ask to be excused from the table and race off to look at the tree.

			“How will we be able to put the star on top of that? It’s so tall,” says Annabel, eyes big as saucers.

			“We’ll have to climb it,” says Fletcher.

			“Don’t be silly,” says Joshua. “You can’t climb the tree after it’s been decorated. You’ll knock everything off.”

			“Well, we’ll have to get a ladder. I’m sure Cosgrove has one in the barn,” says Fletcher.

			“Not one that tall,” says Joshua.

			“Don’t worry, children, we’re going to put the tree by the grand staircase, then we can hold on to the person putting the star on the top as they lean over the banister,” says Sir Michael, who has also come to inspect the tree.

			“I still think I could climb the tree,” says Fletcher.

			“There will be no climbing of the Christmas tree. I don’t want your clothes covered in pine sapm,” says Nanny Brumm (the children’s nursery nurse, who even though they’re no longer babies, is part of the family staff). “It’s bad enough when you climb trees outside and tear your clothing. I’m forever mending your shirts and trousers.”

			“And we all know you love doing that, Nanny Brumm,” says Fletcher, giving her a big squeeze as he races up the stairs to see how high the tree actually is.

			Even with the help of Munn and the servants, it takes all morning to decorate the tree. Everyone has a bauble with their name on it, including the visitors.

			The stairway banister is covered with greenery; the mantles of the fireplaces, all through the Manor, have greenery and shiny decorations hanging from them. Lighted candles, amongst the greenery, give the rooms a cheery glow that reflects in the many mirrors throughout.

			“Now,” says Nana Anne, “time to draw the name from Lord Alexander’s top hat to see who will put the star on top of the tree.” She closes her eyes and dips her hand into the hat and pulls out a piece of paper. “I wonder who the lucky person is,” she says opening up her eyes. “I do believe it’s Miss Emma Charlotte, but you had better check the writing, Alexander, as my eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

			“It’s definitely Miss Emma. You have the honour this year to place the star on the top. Now remember to make a wish as you do this,” says Lord Alexander.

			Lord Michael goes up the stairs with Emma and holds on to her as she leans over and places the star on top of the tree. As she does, she wishes that her parents arrive in time for Christmas so that they can all be together on the day of Christ’s birthday.

			“Well done, Emma,” says Aunty Amanda. “I hope your wish comes true for you.”

			“Now then, we must also hang the silver key outside the front door for Father Christmas to come calling on Christmas Eve. Nana Anne, please draw out another name to do this honour,” says Lady Melanie.

			This time, Annabel’s name is drawn out of the hat. “Here you are, Annabel,” says Lady Melanie, “this hangs on the silver hook at the front entrance.”

			Annabel goes with Fletcher to the front door. They step outside, and Fletcher shows Annabel where to hang the key. “I’m going to make sure that Cosgrove has hay and water for the reindeer, and that cook has milk and cookies for Santa, ready for Christmas Eve,” says Fletcher.

			Lords Michael and Alexander head out to the stables to look over the yearling horses. “I’m looking to increase my stock of horses and need to find some new stallions and mares,” says Lord Michael.

			“Well, I have some fine yearlings ready for sale. See if there’s anything you fancy amongst them, and if not, my neighbour also has fine breeding stock,” says Lord Alexander.

			Ladies Melanie and Amanda go to the drawing room to catch up on all of the year’s news. Nana Anne heads to the kitchen to catch up with Bridie the cook to discuss the food for Christmas lunch. Although this is usually a duty for the lady of the Manor, Nana Anne has done this for as long as they can all remember.

			Joshua goes off to the library, and the girls head upstairs to the nursery.

			“I’ll show you the cupboard where the dolls are kept,” says Annabel. “I’m sure I can remember which one it is.”

			Emma goes over to the doll’s house and is so fascinated looking inside that she doesn’t see Annabel disappear behind the secret panel in the wall. “Have you found the dolls yet?” she asks, turning around to look for Annabel. “Oh, where are you? Are you hiding from me?”

			There’s no reply, so Emma goes outside the nursery and looks up and down the hallway but can’t find Annabel anywhere. She must have gone to the bathroom, thinks Emma, and she carries on looking at the doll’s house.

			Behind the panel, Annabel stands very still until her eyes adjust to the gloom. Where am I? she wonders. She looks to her right and sees a faint light ahead; very slowly she walks toward the light. The floor seems to go downhill, so she has to be very careful, as there’s nothing to hold on to. She walks into a large spider web covered in dust. She lets out a scream and then bangs into a wall. In front of her are two spots of light. When Annabel looks closer, she can see into the library. Joshua is sitting in a chair below her, reading a book. “Joshua, how do I get out of here?” she asks.

			Joshua thinks he’s hearing things—first a scream, now a voice, or maybe it’s the ghost spoken about by the servants. He puts down his book and listens again; sure enough, he can hear his name being called.

			“Joshua, it’s me, Annabel. Look up; I’m inside the wall. I can see you, but I don’t know how to get out.”

			Seeing the eyes of the painting on the wall moving, Joshua thinks the painting has come to life. “Who are you?” he asks.

			“It’s me, Annabel,” she replies.

			“How did you get up there?”

			“I was looking for the cupboard of dolls
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