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This was first published in the North Wilts Herald of 2 February 1867 under the pseudonym 'Geoffrey' which Jefferies used for his early fiction. An amended version appeared as a pamphlet which is now very scarce, printed by Arthur Young in 1896. The original NWH text is given here and was published in the Richard Jefferies Society Journa, 1992.
I
One winter afternoon when the sun, taking compassion upon the frost-bound earth, and chilly mortals, deigned to dispel the gray clouds for a while, there stood at the gate of a cottage upon a lonesome country road, two persons, who appeared to be enjoying what little heat the sun shot down, or else awaiting the coming of some one. The cottage, partly concealed by a high hedge of box, the greener from contrast with the bare branched trees and leafless hawthorns lining the opposite side of the road, was low, and the thatched roof nearly approached the ground. The thatch was itself old, dirty colored, and in many places utterly rotten, covered with great plants of silgreen, and so much vegetation that one might easily imagine an adventurous cow climbing up to literally eat the roof off. The two persons at the gate had an appearance in accordance with their habitation. One was an old woman who might be seventy, might be seven hundred, so uncertain [were] the usual indications of age in her case. On the one hand a thousand wrinkles might give her a claim to an antediluvian age, just as every ring in the trunk of a tree is said [to] betoken a year. On the other a pair of eyes, as small and piercing as a slowworm's, undimmed by so long a succession of light and darkness, seemed to indicate a degree of penetration and a condition of the spark of life not to be expected after so long a period of wear and tear. Though supported by crutches her back formed an angle of forty with the perpendicular, about such a slant as the roof of her cottage, and the resemblance was still further carried out by the drab rags which clothed it, of much the same appearance and color as the thatch. Near her stood a smaller repetition of herself - a daughter - short, stunted, brown as a berry, inheriting much of the sharp glancing eyes of her mother, and apparently wearing her cast off rags. Both from time to time looked up the road. At length the younger spoke.
"Moder, when 'ull the good lady come?"
"Here she be: run in for the toasting fork!" exclaimed the old crone after a pause, during which the sound of advancing carriage wheels could be [distinctly] heard. Like a leaf whirled by the wind the girl ran in, and came out with a toasting fork, just as the carriage turning a corner became visible.
"Here, let I look 'un" said the old woman. "Be his points scraped clean?"
"Eez, moder."
"Mind yer curtsey then."
The next moment the two magnificent greys that drew the approaching carriage were reined in by the cottage gate, a foot-boy sprang down from behind and opened the door, whence emerged a lady of an uncertain age, say forty in mercy to her memory - and rather stout. The young girl in rags, and the old woman in rags respectfully curtsied, while a gracious smile lit up the visitor's face upon beholding the toasting fork which was held forward for her inspection.
"Well Esther," said she, "I see you have kept the instrument in capital condition - not a speck of rust, that is fatal to its efficacy, nor of dried bread, which has an injurous effect. A clean toasting fork makes clean toast. And how is the rheumatism?"
"Well, mum, 'tis main curis and drives me miserable, as my daughter can tell ye, ma'am, who is going fifteen, and takes to toast natural like."
"Ah, you don't take enough tea, and don't bake your toast brown enough. Nothing like tea and toast for anything."
"Yes, mum, I knowes it, mum, as you says it, as is so good and kind if people will but do as you tells 'um and take toast and tea for rheumatism and what not."
"I always tell people to take what is good for them, Esther, and I am glad you see it. Is your tea gone yet?"
"Went this morning, mum."
"Here, Jonas," cried the lady, and the foot-boy started into activity. He had been lolling against the open door, winking hard at John on the box through the glass. "Bring me some tea."
"Toasting fork, mum?" said Jonas, pretending to misunderstand her, and holding up a bundle of the articles which he took from the carriage, in order that a person who was passing might see, and look astonished - which he did rather.
"No - tea."
"Yes, mum," Jonas brought a packet which the old woman received with many expressions of gratitude, and would the lady walk in a minute and sit down, and say a good word or two? The good lady would, and in the trio went.
"I say, John," said Jonas, as the old crone disappeared within bringing up the rear of the procession. "I wonder she don't sell herself for rags and bones!"
"And buy toasting forks!"
"He! he! he! But don't she go it, though our missis, with her toast and tea cure? Sartain sure if she won't kill her da'ahter, dear Miss Ellen, with stuffing her with toast and drowning her with tea. I seen her this morning and she is as thin as though she were kept upon chips. Missis won't cure her love for Mr Egerton that way."
"No, not likely," replied John, adding in a lower tone, "But how was it as Mr Egerton was forbid the house and Miss Ellen all of a sudden? I thought as the marriage deeds was signed."
"And so 'um was according to Sal, the chamber maid, only one day Mr Egerton, like a man as sees his lady a being dried up on toast and tea, pitches into missis about it, and ses as tea was rubbish and toast a deception, and goes on against it, which just put missis in a towering passion, and she swears he shant have her daughter, as is insane and says toast and tea be nothin' good for nobody, and so sends Mr Egerton a packin', and Miss Ellen, what with disappointment and drivin' out her lover with a toasting fork as though it were a pitch-fork, mends worse, and is - Lard, here comes missis, and the ould 'un."
At that moment the lady re-appeared, and walked rapidly with a smile of no little satisfaction upon her countenance towards the carriage, followed by the ancient crone, who hobbling as fast as age would permit, breathed forth blessings, as well as the state of her lungs would allow her, upon the visitor's head.
"And may the Lard pour down his sperrit- "
"To drink yer health in," whispered Jonas to the coachman.
"May the Lard-"
"The greasy mouthed [hypocrite]!" growled John.
At length it was over. The lady got in, the door was shut, Jonas sprang up behind, and John drove rapidly off, while the old crone conscious that her voice could not be heard above the noise of the wheels, raised one [skinny] arm towards the sky, as if to draw down a blessing. Half an [hour's] swift progress along winding roads, and narrow lanes, and turning sharply aside to the left upon the very brink of a hill, the carriage rolled up a magnificent avenue of beech trees, towards a mansion known as the Enkeman Manor House. Here the lady dismounted and disappeared within, while John drove the vehicle to the carriage-yard. In the hall Mrs Enkeman met her daughter Ellen, a beautiful girl of eighteen - beautiful, though with an almost unearthly beauty, so pale was she, and so brilliant the contrast between her marble forehead, the dark raven masses of hair, and deep sorrowful blue eyes.
"You have been crying," were Mrs Enkeman's first words. "Crying about that ungrateful Egerton, I do believe - there go along, bathe your eyes, and come down to tea. I hope the toast is browned properly."
Ellen turned away perhaps to conceal her countenance, while her mother went upstairs to change her dress, and prepare for tea, to compose her mind for her usual employment, when not engaged in advocating tea and toast as a cure for all evils, which employment was to sit by the fire, knit stockings, and cry "sweet, sweet", to her canary.

II
The avenue of beech trees leading to the Manor House ran along the edge of a hill, whose slope was thickly wooded until it melted away into meadows, themselves succeeded by a lake, and that at some distance by downs. At a distance from the house sufficiently great to [prevent] the most acute eyesight from recognising more than the general outline of a form, a green path from the wood below joined the avenue, and here, where a fine view could be obtained, had grown a large yew-tree which human ingenuity had trained into a bower containing a rustic bench. Here, two days after the return of Mrs Enkeman from her visit to Esther, the old crone, there sat a young man, whose eyes, instead of roaming as would have seemed natural over the landscape beneath, were directed through the interstices of the yew-boughs towards the Manor House. Those eyes were blue, the hair above them was brown and luxuriant, the chin firm, the lips full but far from sensual; while the dress though careful was anything but a dandy's. Francis Egerton was a gentleman - no more can be said of his personal appearance. His purpose there may be guessed. He knew that the place was a favourite spot of his beloved Ellen; here she was accustomed to spend whole hours in summer, this was the extremity of her daily walk in winter. Long had he sat there unweariedly waiting, and waiting to see her form, perhaps obtain an interview; at length his eager gaze beheld her advancing. How slowly she walked, all unconscious of the nearness of her lover! Ah, he dared not move, lest she might perceive him, and, though he knew it would be doing violence to her feelings, turn away in obedience to her mother. He saw with grief her excessive paleness, beheld that her head, once well balanced, hung forward, and watched with anxiety the slowness of her footsteps once so joyous, so swift. She came directly towards the evergreen bower, and stood before him at its entrance. He fell at her feet, exclaiming "Ellen! Ellen!" and seized her hand. A light flush came over her features, she trembled, and would have withdrawn, had he not gently detained her.
"Oh, Ellen!" His words poured forth in a liquid, eloquent stream - the sound, the gesture, the all-speaking glance aiding them - how cold when written! "Ellen, forgive me! My love must be my excuse. I am bold, my passion drives me on. Grief, love, consumes me to behold thine altered look, and footstep slow. Thou art slowly killing thyself, and I, too, shall shortly follow
- this through the madness of thy mother. Harsh words, I know, I feel; but true, Ellen, believe me. Wilt thou waste thine own sweet youth in obedience to her prejudice? Do we not love each other? Who shall part us? Come with me, love; I will tend thee till thou art well again. I will strew thy path with flowers - come. What restrains thee?"
"Duty - obedience to her," murmured Ellen.
"Duty!" exclaimed Egerton, clasping his hands together, in a voice of deep despair. She bowed as if moved by a sudden emotion, pressed a kiss upon his forehead, and was gone. For a moment he remained as pale as marble, wildly gazing at he knew not what, then staggered up, fell upon the seat muttering, 'Duty - 'tis death!"
Time went by, still there he sat; that one word ringing in his head, that kiss - so pure, yet so passionate, seeming to be still warm upon his brow; hiding his countenance in anguish unalterable. He knew not that evening was descending, noticed not how hard grew the outlines of the frost-bound downs streaked' with snow as if chained with frosted silver, heard not the noise of the rooks returning to roost in the wood, nor saw the showers of rime their motions shook from the trees. He was dead to all but despair. At length when light was fast spreading her raven wings over the earth the sound of voices close by aroused him, and he listened in a state of partial unconsciousness.
"I tell 'ee what it be, John," said some one, in jerky sharp tones. "I shall go - that's what I shall. Missis is mad and no mistake. To think as how we free and independent foot-boys submit to tea and toast is outrageous and terrible. Sal, she be gone, she could stand it, and Jeames is goin" -
"And so shall I, Jonas."
"He! he! Then there'll be nobody left but ould Flisky, the supper anerated charwoman, as can stand tea and toast cause she have the keys and can get at the brandy-bottle. Howsomever" -
The night wind carried away the rest of the conversation, and their footsteps died in the distance. Egerton arose, went to the entrance, and crossing his arms looked down upon the dark wood, then up at the silent stars. A strange expression passed over his countenance. His lip twitched, and the lines of his face grew hard as if with some determination. "I will do it," he muttered, and plunging down the green path was hidden in the darkness of the wood.
III
Mrs Enkeman awoke one morning and would have found herself famous had she known it. Her tea and toast cure had cured her servants of any affection they might have had for her or her money, and all had fled except one old, superannuated female servant. Every-body knew it. The gentlemen said she was a maniac and ought to be confined, ere she did more mischief to her daughter's health. "Only a little whimsical, poor dear thing!" said the ladies, but none went to visit her. Meantime there was the utmost confusion at the Manor House for want of servants to keep the place in order; nobody to send for tea, as Mrs Enkeman moaned, consequently the tea drinking business was likely to come to a dead-lock, had not an enterprising grocer learning the state of affairs driven over from a neighbouring town with a chest or two, which he readily disposed of. Advertisements offering the highest terms were inserted in the newspaper, but in vain; the tea and toast diet of the Manor House was too widely known, and it seemed as though the owner of that mansion despite her wealth would shortly have to perform the meanest household duty herself. "And serve her right!" was the general verdict. At length, however, when matters had come to an unbearable state, a tall, dark-haired man presented himself, offering for an outrageous stipend to act as general servant, coachman, footman, page, groom, or gardener, as circumstances required. He was accepted, and commenced his duties with alacrity, which soon ingratiated him with his mistress, the more especially as he took naturally to tea and toast. Mrs Enkeman was triumphant; she had found some one to her taste, and her faith in her diet was doubled. The footman, page, and gardener all in one, drunk, or seemed to drink, with increasing gusto the tea provided him; there was no end to the toast he took, and the only point upon which he and his mistress were not perfectly agreed was whether tea and toast, or toast and tea were most efficacious. And thereupon ensued subtle arguments, about as interesting and convincing as argument generally, the upshot being that the man took tea and toast, and his mistress toast and tea, much the same result as divers disputants have since arrived at. In the same proportion as the footman, page, groom, and gardener grew in favor, did Ellen fall out and become paler, more feeble, less able to subsist on the Enkeman diet, until at length, one morning she was found to have succumbed, found lying unconscious in bed, when she lay without moving, or apparently breathing for a whole day, while her mother tried the steam of hot toast and tea, as a restorative without effect. Towards evening, becoming alarmed at this continued lethargy, the footman, page, groom, and gardener all in one, was despatched for the family doctor. He came, examined his beautiful patient, and shook his head gravely. The mother turned pale, and seized his arm.
"Madam," said he solemnly, endeavoring to disengage himself. "You have killed your daughter."
Mrs Enkeman sank upon her knees beside the bed and hid her countenance. The doctor left her alone with her thoughts. They were terrible. A stunning weight pressed upon her, a stunning sentence rang in her head. "You have killed your daughter!" That daughter's failing step, her pale features, the circles that surrounded her beautiful, though mournful eyes; all the symptoms of her decaying health rose before the mother's gaze, frightful as skeletons. She had awakened from her madness, she saw the nightmare that had haunted her, and had at length robbed her of her only child. Her dead husband's form seemed to stand beside, and point to their unconscious offspring, with a glance of unutterable reproach. So strong the illusion that she arose to fly from the room; rather staggered to her feet, to behold by the light of a dim lamp, the wronged and injured Egerton standing near gazing upon his beloved. This was too much. The mother's heart gave way, and she fell sobbing, and crying, "Forgive me -1 was mad, save her, save her!" The family doctor re-entered, and by the aid of Egerton she was conveyed to her own room, there to pass the night weeping bitterly. Egerton and the doctor returned to the apartment where lay the unconscious form. Both looked at their watches - "It is time - this is the crisis!" burst from both. A small mirror was taken from the wall, and held close to Ellen's slightly parted lips. When removed it was dimmed. "Thank heaven! She is safe!" exclaimed Egerton, "Oh God the risk we ran!" His companion smiled, and taking a small phial from his pocket, allowed a few drops of its contents to fall upon Ellen's lips -Egerton watching him with intense eagerness. "She breathes - she lives - she opens her eyes!" he almost shouted - "She is saved! we have won!"
And she did live. Carefully the news was broken to Mrs Enkeman, and she received it with heartfelt gladness. Slowly, very slowly, the beautiful girl gained strength. Egerton was no longer banished; when possible he sat by her side; if she was awake he read, if she slept he was silent. Not her mother, recovered as she was from her long affliction, could vie with him in tenderness and attention. The family doctor sent his own servants - there was no fear of toast and tea now - as for the footman, page, groom, and gardener, he had mysteriously disappeared; but that mystery was revealed to Ellen one day, in the early spring, when she and her lover sat together in the yew-arbour above the wood. Some time had passed in silence - eloquent silence, for when two hearts are in unison there is no need of words - when suddenly Egerton knelt before her as he had done months before in the same place.
"Forgive me dearest Ellen," he faltered. "Forgive me my [fault] -1 deceived thee and her too – it was to save you – my all-absorbing love – forgive me, forgive me?"

"I do, though I know not what for," murmured Ellen.
"It was I then love -1 disguised myself as a menial when all had left you -I -I, with the aid of my friend, your physician, drugged your tea, to produce a lethargy resembling death, that I might save you from death to be mine.  My mind shudders at the risk I ran, dearest; wilt thou now forgive me?"
There was a kiss, this time their lips met; and love and devotion had triumphed over tyranny in the form of tea and toast.
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