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THE OLD WOMAN SAT ON the pebbles and gave the sea a good talking to. The locals had grown so used to her annual pilgrimage to the little town of Piddle-in-Sea that they hardly paid attention. At least, that was the way their rational minds explained how it was that they routinely ignored the impossible taking place before their eyes.

“Now then,” said Gramma Tickle, resuming her decades-long tirade, “you owe me, I don’t need to tell you that.”

Oh but you will. Repeatedly. 

“And I ain’t no Old King Coal, neither.”

The sea paused, contemplating this.

“No, when I command the sea to go out, it bloody well goes if it knows what’s good for it!”

You mean King Konute. King Coal was the merry old soul.

The old woman shook her head. “Well, I don’t see how he’d have been so merry with wet feet.”

[Silence]

“Anyway, hark on. Our Terrance, he goes by ‘Tez’, is crossin’ the Doggrell Straits this autumn and young Elasmus, he’s with Captain Sheri in the Southern Ocean. A good lad, that Elas, he’s promised me a new walkin’ stick made out of ironwood. Now, ‘ave you got that? You’re to keep my lads safe.”

I’m sure I’ll remember; it’s the same names every year. Tez Tickle and his brother Elas.

“Cos don’t you forget, I lost my Arthur cos of you.”

How could I forget a missing Pa Tickle?

The pebbles grumbled as the old woman made herself comfortable. A gregarious crab [1]pulled itself from the wreckage, peered out from under the whelk it was currently calling home and gave a wave. After a few moments, Gramma felt herself sink a little as a dozen or so mollusc-based dwellings detached themselves from the beach and trundled grumpily towards the water-line. 

“Tara, cockle,” said Gramma as the sad little procession neared the sea. “An’ winkle.” 

The old woman stretched her legs. To either side of her the incoming tide had swamped the beach but in her little area of influence, the sea had decided, from bitter experience, to wait for permission to come in.

Gramma raised her gaze from the mollusc migration and fixed the sea with a stare. “I also hear tell that you tried to claim a little puppy dog last week.”

Just for a moment, the waves seemed to stop rolling in.

I didn’t “try” to claim that mangy cur. When I claim things, I claim them.

“Don’t you get arsey with me,” said Gramma, pointing a knobbly finger in the general direction of the ocean. “I’ve seen what’s left of the poor thing after they fished it out. The lickle girl what found it is inside ‘erself wi’ grief.”

But it wasn’t me! I was minding my own business, and the filthy creature landed in amongst me. It’ll take weeks to get rid of the smell.

Gramma rested her head on her hand in a pose that made her look more constipated than contemplative. “So, if you didn’t call the little wretch to its death, what ‘appened?”

I’ll take a wild splash in the dark and suggest it was thrown off the pier.

“But why would anyone do that to a poor lickle doggie?”

Have you smelled it?

“Well, if everyone what smelled bad were to be drowned at sea...” the old woman paused as the waves seemed to momentarily shudder at the prospect “... I suppose the seaside would smell better but it ain’t really practical. I know a lad called Willy Clitheroe. Now ‘e reeks like somethin’ rotten, but it won’t be ‘is smell what gets him in trouble.”

What would it be, then?

“It’ll be because he’s got the brains of a turnip and the self-control of a zombie in a brains factory.” 

Gramma settled back and looked up at the sky, seeming to barely notice the ridge of black clouds marching towards her. “No, there’s more to this than meets the eye. I wish young Jessie Hemlock were ‘ere. She’s the faggler, not me.”

The old woman hauled herself to her feet, causing a minor avalanche of pebbles. The top of a spiral shell poked out from the wreckage and a tiny shape dragged itself clear and, with an almost audible “tut”, staggered to the waves.

“Right cock,” Gramma said to the sea. “I’m off.”

Good.

Gramma turned to walk up the beach. “And don’t think I’m goin' cos of that rain storm yonder,” she said, pointing up at the sky, “you can save yourself the effort tomorrow.”

Tomorrow?

“Aye, I’ve got some thinkin’ to do but I ain’t finished with you yet. See you, cock. Don’t go anywhere.”

Ha. Ha.

Straightening herself as she reached the top of the stone steps onto the sea wall, Gramma glanced at the sea which, it seemed, was pretending not to watch her. 

She chuckled to herself as she ambled across the cobbled street. For an elemental, there was nothing quite so satisfying as putting an element in its place. Other than, perhaps, a warm pint of stocky or winning an argument with Jessie Hemlock. 

Now there was a sharp mind, thought Gramma as she passed, absent-mindedly, in front of a mail coach that had, moments before, been travelling at breakneck speed.
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