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The Mistletoe Bride

s

At length an old chest that had long lain hid

Was found in the castle; they raised the lid,

And a skeleton form lay mouldering there,

In the bridal wreath of that lady fair.

Refrain: Oh, the mistletoe bough,

Oh, the mistletoe bough.

from ‘#e Mistletoe Bough’

thomas haynes bayly

I hear someone coming.

Has someone caught the echo of my footsteps on these 

2oorboards? It is possible. It has happened before. I pause and 

listen, but now I no longer hear anything. I sigh. As always, 

hope is snatched away before it can take root.

Even now, after so long, I cannot account for the fact that no 

one ever ventures into this part of the house. I do not under-

stand how I am still waiting, waiting after all these years. 

Sometimes I see them moving around below. Sense their pres-

ence. Bramshill House has been home to many families in my 

time and, though the clothes and the styles and the customs 
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are di5erent, it seems to me that each generation is much the 

same. I remember them all, their faces alive with the legends 

of the house and the belief that it is haunted. Men and women 

and children, listening to the stories. #e story of a game of 

hide-and-seek.

I pray that this will be the day. #e end of my story. #at, 

this time, someone at last will 6nd me. But the halls and the 

corridors beneath me are silent again.

No one is coming.

And so then, as always, I am carried back to that 6rst Christ-

mas so very long ago.

*

It is my wedding day. I should be happy, and I am.

I am happy, yet I confess I am anxious too. My father’s 

friends are wild. #eir cups clashing against one another and 

goose fat glistening on their cheeks and their voices raised. 

#ere has been so much wine drunk that they are no longer 

themselves. #ere is a lawlessness in the glint of their eyes, 

though they are not yet so far gone as to forget their breeding 

and manners. #eir good cheer echoes around the old oak hall, 

so loud that I can no longer hear the lute or viol or citole set 

for our entertainment.

#ere is mistletoe and holly, white berries and red.

At the end of the table, I see my beloved father and my face 

softens. He is proud of me and what this alliance will bring. 

Two local families of equal stature and worth, this union will 

be good for both. My mother has told me time and again how 

fortunate I am to be betrothed – married, as of three hours 

past – to a man who loves me and who is mindful of my worth. 
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And see how we sit together, at the head of the feast, to toast 

the goodly company.

I look to my husband.

Lovell is lively and bright. He touches my hand and com-

pliments my dress, admires my blue eyes and the Christmas 

decorations that grace the hall. And he – I must learn to call 

him husband – dances well and speaks well and makes each 

man believe that he, of all of my father’s guests, is the most 

welcome.

#e scent of lilies, lily of the valley, though I do not under-

stand how such blooms survive in the cold of this December.

I have been told Lovell has done great service to the Crown. 

He is said to be brave and that he acquitted himself in the 

wars, but yet the new Queen does not favour him. I do not 

know how this matters, if at all. In any case, today all a5airs of 

state are forgotten. Lovell has opened Bramshill House to all 

those who should be here, regardless of their allegiance, and 

my father approves. #is house that will, in time, become my 

home.

#e wedding feast continues late into the afternoon, as was 

the custom then.

#ings are di5erent now.

Conviviality, the best of hospitality, there is food and wine 

enough to satisfy even the greediest of his guests. Our guests, 

I tell myself, though the word sits heavy in my mouth. I must 

learn to wear my new responsibilities more lightly.

#e servants have gone back and forth, back and forth, with 

2agons and plates and dishes. No one lacks for anything. We 

have sung and listened to ballads of the old times, songs of love 

and loss and battle. And we have danced and danced, until my 

feet are sore and my slippers worn through. Lovell calls me his 
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‘fairy bride’, as he leads me in the cotillion. Up and down and 

round and around we go. I am lighter than air, he says, barely 

there at all, and I can see this pleases him.

#e hours pass.

Outside it has grown dark and I am weary, having sat at this 

table for too long. I would like to withdraw. I would like to rest 

a while, though I know I cannot. So I continue to o5er smiles 

and nods and I listen to the old man sitting on my right, who 

wishes to talk of God and duty and has 2ecks of spittle in the 

corner of his mouth.

I look to Lovell again and I see that he, too, has tired of 

the feast. Our glances meet and he inclines his head. He is as 

hidebound by the traditions as am I.

All at once, I understand what I might do. I get to my feet.

‘My lords, shall we have a game?’ I say. ‘A game of hide-and-

seek, for all those who yet have strength in their legs?’

My husband laughs. Straight away, the atmosphere changes. 

It bristles and sharpens. #e young men think of what mischief 

might be hidden in the shadows, the young women dream of 

who might come to 6nd them. #e old men and matrons shake 

their heads, look indulgently on their excitement and remem-

ber their own youth.

‘We shall,’ says Lovell, clapping his hands. ‘A splendid sug-

gestion. Only if, though, my beautiful wife will honour me 

with a kiss beneath the mistletoe before the game begins.’

I feel no aversion to the thought of his lips upon mine, 

though I would rather it not be a sport to be observed by the 

assembled company. But I oblige and I smile, tilt my face to 

his. A servant holds a bough over our heads.

#e bargain is struck.

#e watchers at the table applaud and roar their approval.
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‘Now, let the game begin,’ I say. For this moment, I am la 

"lle coquette. Charming and gay and entrancing. I can play this 

role. I can see Lovell’s eyes upon me and know he means to be 

the one who discovers my hiding place. #ere is part of me that 

shrinks at the thought of it, but he is a gentle man.

My husband claps his hands again and all fall silent.

‘#e ladies shall hide 6rst,’ he commands. ‘#e gentlemen 

shall seek. We will give you to the count of . . .’

But I do not hear what he says because we are already run-

ning, lightly, from the hall. Laughing and glancing back over 

our shoulders. Silk and brocade, our pretty gowns painting the 

long corridors and cavernous spaces of Bramshill House the 

colours of the rainbow.

I hear the chorus of male voices counting.

‘Twenty-6ve, twenty-six, twenty-seven . . .’

My companions, girls who have not been told how unlady-

like it is to show such excitement, are in high spirits. Like me, 

they are grateful to be released from the table and the eyes, 

hands, of the old men. We chatter, each of us choosing a room, 

though we keep it secret. Young girls imagining the beau who 

might love them.

I think of my husband. #at I am now a wife.

I take the main staircase. I do not yet know Bramshill House 

well – there are sixty rooms or more – and I do not want to 

lose my way.

‘#irty-eight, thirty-nine, forty.’

On the landing, I hesitate, unsure of where to go. I need to 

be well hidden, the game loses its charm else, but not so well 

concealed that Lovell loses patience in the search.

‘Forty-seven, forty-eight, forty-nine.’

We are scattering in all directions, in our game of 
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hide-and-seek, and it is Christmas. #e heels of our slippers 

tap on the wooden 2oors and the pearls on the hem of my 

dress, hand stitched over the weeks leading up to my wedding, 

knock against the wainscot.

I take the next 2ight of stairs, up to the second 2oor where 

the smaller bedrooms are to be found. Pearl on wood, silk on 

dust, my bridal gown is heavy and ornate, but it 6ts me well 

and I am not hampered by its weight. Along the upper gallery 

and into a bare room, clearly little used, with a pretty 2eur-de-

lis wallpaper.

Perhaps I have brought the scent of lilies with me, but I 

fancy there is the slightest perfume in this room too.

‘Ninety-nine and one hundred.’

#eir voices are faint this far up, but immediately men’s heels 

echo in the old oak hall and there is laughter. Some call out, 

paying suit to their favourite – all the Annes and the Marys 

and the Janes.

I hesitate again, then step inside the room. #ere is no furni-

ture here save a substantial old oak chest set below the window. 

I walk closer. #e wooden co5er is deep and long, the length of 

a man, and bound fast by four wide metal bands. I wonder if it 

once held the trousseau of another bride brought to Bramshill 

House? Or do its proportions suggest it was made for a lord 

of the manor for a voyage? Strong and sturdy to protect its 

owner’s possessions from the roll and swell and jilt of the sea?

#en I hear footsteps and remember the game.

I unbuckle the ornate metal fastening and lift the lid. It is 

heavy, cumbersome and the clasp is loose and rattles, though I 

pay little heed to that. Rather, I am wondering if it might serve 

as my hiding place and, indeed, the chest is empty, save for a 

bolt of pale blue cotton, which lines the bottom like a cradle 
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blanket. I think of how pleasant it would be to lie down and 

rest. #en I imagine Lovell’s face as he opens the chest and 

sees me looking up at him, framed in lace and tulle, and my 

mind is made up.

I lift my bridal gown and, careful not to slip, I climb over 

and into the chest. I arrange my skirts around me and fold my 

veil to serve as a pillow, then lie back. I feel like a child again, 

not somebody’s wife.

I hesitate for a third time. #e chest is visible from the cor-

ridor, even in the weak light from the candles, and I do not 

want my hiding place to be too immediately evident. I reach 

up and, with both hands, I lower the lid shut. I hear the sigh 

of the wood as it drops, 6rm, back into place. #e heavy click 

of the clasp.

I can hear the sounds of merriment from below, and know 

someone soon will come. Lovell, soon, will come.

#en I hear the sound of the door to the room banging shut, 

blown by a gust of wind. I do not think it will matter too much.

It is con6ned, within the chest, and I realise the air will soon 

become stale. I try the lid and, for a moment, feel a spark of 

concern that I cannot move it, but I feel safe within the dark 

and am grateful for the solitude. I am warm and comfortable 

and know the seekers soon will 6nd me, so I do not worry.

I close my eyes and wait for Lovell.

*

I did not mean to sleep.

My head 6lls with strange dreams, wild imaginings that 

follow one hard on the heels of the next. A kaleidoscope of 

brightly coloured glass, becoming darker. Like candles on a 
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cake being blown out, one by one by one. My sleep grows 

deeper. Memories of the springs and summers and autumns 

of childhood. A winter wedding of tulle and silk, the white 

of the mistletoe bough and the green of the holly decking the 

hall.

#e food on the marriage table grows cold, congeals. #ey 

are looking and calling out my name. It is no longer a game. 

Impatience turns to fear.

Lovell does not 6nd me.

#ey hunted all that night and the next day. #ey ventured 

to the highest reaches of the house, but if someone did step 

into the bare room with the 2eur-de-lis wallpaper, they inves-

tigated no further. If they saw the chest, they saw it was locked 

fast from the outside and did not think I could be there. When 

they called my name and I did not answer, they moved on 

through corridors and the attics.

By then, I could no longer hear them. I felt no pain or fear at 

the moment of my passing, just a simple slipping away.

I died as I had lived. Quietly, gently, leaving little trace.

*

I discovered I could still see things, in the house and beyond 

its boundaries. I could hear things and sense the shifting of the 

world, even though I was no longer part of it.

#ey drained the pond and scoured every square of the three 

hundred acres, extending the search beyond the gates to the 

villages of Farley Hill and Eversley, Hazeley, Heck6eld and 

Swallow6eld. #ey dragged the rivers, running high and fast 

at that time of year, the Whitewater and the Blackwater, the 

Hart.
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Still they did not 6nd me.

#e weeks turned to months, the months to years. Lovell 

lost hope. He took to wandering the roads and the pathways 

through the woods, crying my name, and I wept to see him so 

broken.

Inside my oak tomb, my body grew thin and, in time, faded 

quite away. All that was left were bones, wrapped in tulle and 

silk, resting on a bed of blue cotton. Knowing I would have no 

peace until I was laid in the ground, I despaired that I would 

never be found. #at I would be condemned to this half exist-

ence for all time.

Lovell grew old.

#e children sang rhymes about him and pitied him, though 

they feared him too. When he died, he was buried in the 

grounds of Bramshill House where we had hoped to make 

a home together. And although I never had the chance to 

know him in life, my longing to lie beside him in death grew 

stronger, sharper, with each year that passed.

I had possession of these corridors. From time to time, 

some could sense my company. Stories of a white winter lady 

glimpsed in the upper 2oors each December. Rumours of foot-

steps heard running in panic from room to room, the wedding 

guests of years ago in their desperate search for the mistletoe 

bride.

Yet though the house was known to be haunted, still no one 

came to carry me home.

*

#e years marched on, from one generation unto the next.

England waged war in the East and in Africa. On the lawns 
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of Bramshill House, men played cricket and the white deer 

continued to roam the parkland. #e story of Lovell and his 

fairy bride faded from memory. All those who remembered 

that night were long gone, their children and children’s chil-

dren moved away.

A new century began. England was at war once more, this 

time in Europe. #e sons and fathers of the villages, where 

once my Lovell searched, were sent to die at Boar’s Head and 

the Somme. With so many lying dead, how could the loss of 

one young bride so many years ago count for much? I heard 

tell that red poppies blossomed on the 6elds of Flanders and 

France where their bodies fell.

Here, each year, the berries of the mistletoe bough still 

bloomed white at Christmas and the leaves of the holly are 

green.

I continue to sleep.

*

When next I wake, it is summer.

Bramshill House has been sold. Since 1699, there have been 

Copes here. Now, the last of the family has relinquished his 

possession of the estate and its three hundred acres of land. 

Soon, a new owner will come and another story will begin.

#e last of the boxes are going today. I can hear the foot steps 

on the gravel and a strange thrumming sound, the vibrating of 

an engine. No horses now, but rather rubber wheels and the 

ability to travel great distances.

#ese things I see and I don’t see.

#e echo of my heart starts to beat faster. #ey are making 

a 6nal sweep of the house, moving from room to room. Now 
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I can hear someone outside my door. Men’s voices – always 

men’s voices – searching and asking for instructions.

I catch the memory of my breath.

#e door to the room is opening, I hear its judder as the 

wood sticks on the 2oor, then releases itself and swings back. 

#is is the sound I have prayed for. Footsteps crossing the bare 

2oorboards, coming towards me. Hands resting on the old oak 

chest.

It is too heavy for one man to move. I hear him grunt with 

the e5ort, then call for assistance. Now other footsteps. Four 

feet, not two. #en, I feel the lurch and heave as the chest is 

picked up, lower at my feet, higher at my head. Like a ship 

at sea, it rocks to and fro as they try to 6nd purchase, but the 

weight and bulk defeats them. #ey cannot hold it. A curse, a 

shout, 6ngers slipping.

I am falling.

One end goes down and I am thrown sideways, an odd 

lurching sensation as the chest hits the 2oor with a thud. #e 

metal gives, the clasp breaks and the lid, 6nally, cracks open.

At last.

A moment of silence, then one of the men screams. He 

shouts for help as he runs from the room. Gibbering about a 

skeleton in a bridal gown, bones tumbling out of an old oak 

chest.

I am smiling.

*

Now I can smell lilies of the valley once more.

And I can feel the sweet memory of happiness and I re-

member what it was to laugh and to love and to hope. My 
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smile grows stronger as I think of my husband and how soon 

– after so very long – we shall be reunited.

Lovell and his mistletoe bride.
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