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Act 1






          The Mugginses had owned the local carrier’s business between Ockley and Leith Hill for several generations, but “old” Muggins had never been much of a favourite. Very little was known of him except that he delivered parcels punctually and regularly.




          Now, “young” Muggins had been quite another sort, and had been ready for a chat with anyone who was willing to listen to his wonderful tales. And “young” Muggins could spin yarns, and no mistake, of press-gang and buccaneering, of Nelson, or of Waterloo, for all the world as if he had seen everything with his own eyes.




          “And we did rush at them, I can tell you,” he would say; “we saw Bony’s white charger straight before us, and heard the Iron Duke’s cheering voice ringing above the din of musketry and cannon, and I, in the foremost rank—”




          At this point of the thrilling narrative Timothy Hooker, who kept the grocery store, remarked drily that the battle of Waterloo had been fought eighteen years ago, and that “young” Muggins, who was not twenty, must have been a very precocious soldier. But then Coldharbour and Ockley always had asserted that Timothy Hooker was jealous of “young” Muggins’ popularity, and his oracles were not always held to be infallible.




          One day “young” Muggins was not in his accustomed place at the Abinger Hatch, nor was he there the next day, nor the day after that. Where he had gone to, no one could conjecture, and Mat Hookins remarked over his glass of ale: “I wonder now where be that young Muggins?” Then other matters cropped up, the death of Jane Kelsall’s cow, the fire at Upcher’s barn, and “young” Muggins was speedily forgotten.




          One fine day a parcel addressed to “old” Muggins was handed to the old man by the Dorking carrier; the parcel was wrapped in a shabby brown coat; it had tiny feet and a fair, very curly head. It had come all the way from London, and did not seem altogether unexpected.




          After that, when anyone happened to pass “old” Muggins’ cart, there was no longer silence beneath the hood as of old; an excited little voice would be heard shouting: “Whoa! Jemima! Whoa! Steady, old girl!” accompanied with such merry peals of laughter as did one’s heart good to hear.




          Once, when Timothy Hooker was talking to “old” Muggins about the little lad, the latter said in an awed whisper: “What did he say, grandpa?”




          From which remark it was necessarily concluded that the “little ’un” was “old” Muggins’ grandson.




          No one thought of calling the new member of the Muggins family “young” Muggins. That name belonged to a vanished hero; but for seventeen years he was called “the little ’un,” though by that time he was close on six feet high. At the end of that time “old” Muggins went to the land where there are no carriers and no parcels, and “the little ’un,” whose name happened to be Pete, carried on the business after him.




          He was then a fine-grown lad, not quite twenty-one, a little foolish, perhaps, and shy, but very steady and punctual in business. With the advent of the railway came one or two visitors to the village, artists mostly, and with them had come a great increase in business. “Pete Muggins must be doing well,” said one or two of the old oracles. “Milly Hooker might do worse,” added the women.




          Milly Hooker, the pretty, fair-haired daughter of Timothy, the grocer, was then a very prepossessing young woman, and no one knew better how to take a parcel from the carrier than she did, with those nice dimpled hands of hers.




          One day Pete met Miss Milly in the pretty beech lane outside Coldharbour. She had a basket on her arm, and was walking fast, for it was very cold. It was within a week of Christmas Day, and the great branches of the beech trees glistened with the frost, while cheeky robins, with bright red breasts, hopped merrily on the great gnarled roots, and cocked their little heads on one side as they watched Pete Muggins’ mare walking leisurely along.




          “Let me put that basket in the cart, Miss Milly; it’s too heavy for you,” said Pete awkwardly.




          The snow, crisp and hard, crackled beneath the wheels and the hoofs of the nag. Milly laughed, such a pretty, chirpy laugh, as made all the robins’ breasts pale with envy.




          “Well, Mr. Pete,” she said archly, “I must tell you that I am a wee bit tired myself; perhaps Jemima won’t mind taking me part of the way along, too.”




          “Oh, Miss Milly!” was all that poor Pete could say.




          He jumped down from his cart and helped to make her comfortable on the narrow seat. It was obviously not his fault that, whenever Jemima gave a feeble jerk to the reins his right arm brushed against her left one, which sent a rush of blood to his head, and made him feel as if he could scream for very joy.




          It was wonderful how well Jemima understood things. It seemed as if nothing on earth that was alive could get along so slowly as that knowing old mare. She eyed the passing snails in a sleepy fashion, as much as to say: “Sorry to see you are in such a hurry; I have got to kill time in this here road.”




          Jemima managed to cover two miles in half-an-hour, during which time Miss Milly spoke of the coming Christmas and the approaching New Year; whilst poor Pete could only contrive to say a few “Oh, Miss Millys” and “No, Miss Millys,” for which he could have laid his whip across his own back, so foolish and clumsy did he feel.




          But Jemima was a knowing old mare, who had seen a thing or two in her day, and no doubt she thought that matters were progressing even more slowly than her own clumsy gait.




          As it was close on three o’clock, there was every palpable excuse for her, and she really was not accustomed to seeing stoats darting across the road in front of her.




          She shied, and with dexterous cunning contrived to throw Miss Milly violently against her neighbor. Pete put out one arm, the left one, to save her from falling out of the cart; and his right arm, heedless of the Scriptures, immediately followed its example. So that Miss Milly found herself very tightly pinioned, and, wonderful to relate, she seemed in no hurry to extricate herself.




          Jemima, satisfied with her performance, allowed a couple of snails to pass her; then she stopped altogether.




          “Oh, Miss Milly! Miss Milly!” was all poor Pete could say.
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          Strangely enough, Miss Milly’s eloquence also seemed to desert her, for she merely sighed “Oh, Pete!”




          A robin hopped into the hood and peeped down beneath it.




          What he saw was evidently perfectly intelligible to him, for he winked a bright, knowing little eye, and went home for the night.




          “Miss Milly! Milly, darling! I had no idea. I couldn’t guess.”




          “What, Pete?”




          “That you—that you—would care for me at all—that is—you do care for me, then, just a little, Milly—Miss Milly, I mean.”




          “Yes, Pete,” said Miss Milly, burying a very red face on the broad shoulder of the carrier.




          “That’s all right!” thought Jemima, as she started off again at a very slow trot.




          “Goodness gracious me! and here’s Ockley Post-office, I must get down Mr.—I mean Pete.”




          “Not yet, Milly—wait a bit, do. Whoa! Jemima, whoa! Milly, it seems wonderful, I—I can’t quite believe it; tell me that this is all real, Milly, and that you have actually said that you care for me.”




          “It’s all real, Pete.”
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