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The most powerful force on Planet Earth is nature.
The second most powerful is the human imagination.
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  GREEN PADLOCKS


Seven padlocks hang from a row of green shutters along the outside wall of an attic room. I crouch in this strange roof garden. Being night, and cloudy, the padlocks are just visible in the thin bright beam of my pin torch. Old-fashioned, each shaped like the number 8, with a steel locking loop above, dull green.  
Between shuttered doors and along the rooftop terrace are garden plants: creepers and climbers. Shadows of two small trees are visible in the back corner and I hear the rustle of a bird in the foliage. The pungent smell of jasmine and magnolia linger in the overgrowth. An intoxicating smell. I feel a little dizzy as I sit on a wrought-iron seat by a round garden table. 
Don’t know why I stay. Don’t know why I sit pondering my chances in this hidden roof-garden, with its walls. But I know after the hot summer’s day, a storm is almost come – I can hear rumbles above – and the rain is thickening. Cold pelts start to hit my face and shoulders, and they mute the scent of jasmine. Clouds are low, catching the dull glow of the city. Behind the shutters it’s soundless and dark.
I decide to break into the attic and get out of the rain. Question is, which of the old-timey padlocks to pick?
*

Earlier, I’d stood on top of the attic room, on the roof ridge-caps, and looked over the wall to the streets below. This house is the highest in a line of old sandstone townhouses, with a long view over every other building in the vicinity, so I have an excellent vantage point, the highest in this ’hood.
I stood there for a while and watched the stars blink in and out behind gathering clouds. I meditated on the blending sounds in the city canyons: busses, cars, trams, jostling pedestrians, music from bars, people talking beside open windows, lonely birds. Then I’d slid down the slate roof on my bum and landed quietly in the roof garden. Again I listened. Below, the city hummed its hum.
I didn’t run off. My urban explorer friends Yusif and Sukki had jumped earlier, but I still hoped to bust into this attic and find a temporary shelter for my urbex crew.
*

It’s now cold and raining. I hold the tiny pin torch with its bright needle beam between my teeth and pull the pick tool from my leg pocket, and bend to the end door aiming the light-beam at the hole in the padlock, which I lift. The heavy green lock fits the palm of my gloved hand, and with a twist or two of the pick, the mechanism clicks open. The lock feels too heavy for its size. Lead? Its dark-green paint is peeling. I slide it from the latch and then hook a finger under the long wooden shutter and gently pull. Behind, a closed French door, frame painted dark green. Through the glass I see almost nothing, but a soft glow down the end of the room through a slit in the thick curtains.
My heart beats hard and fast when I break into the unknown. Tonight, it thumps in my chest. I stick a loop of packing tape through the gap where the doors meet and gently hook the upper and lower inner latches to slip them out of their holes. I slide behind the velvet drapes, drawing the shutters and the French doors shut behind me. Silently. 
Then I peek through the dusty drapes. First impression, the attic is a long single room with rafters. A bit musty, mingled with other strange smells: the sour tang of swamp, and wet on the nose. How odd. I peek through the drapes. Further down the room two figures slouch in large chairs. Big figures that cast giant shadows on the wall. A standard lamp throws light onto a table they both contemplate. As my eyes adjust I see the table has a chess set upon it, a game in progress.
Now, being a man of action I’m not one for chess, but I see the game is three-quarters finished with captured pieces lined up at either end of the board.
The board, and those glittering gold and silver chessmen, is not my focus though. The two players are a strange sight. When my eyes fully adjust and I see what I see, I almost retreat through the doors, the garden, and jump over the wall, but decide: This must be some fancy dress thing. One figure has a shock of black unruly hair, lank around his shoulders. A cruel-looking face. Thin lips. Blotchy red skin and a massive hand, with huge dirty nails, sitting flat on a huge knee. His brown robe is open and I see movement on his chest – a blinking face poking through the robe’s gap, small, but not that of a child. Two beady little eyes gaze at the board. Apart from the blinking chest face that comes and goes from my line of sight, the hairy ogre (or what I imagine is an ogre) remains implacably still, thinking through his game with a crooked eyebrow and furrowed forehead.
Closest to me is the back of the other chair. I can’t see the opponent’s face, but I gasp when I see a thick reptilian tail, looping from under the sitting creature. The tail has a jagged top ridge of armored scales which shine dull gold. I can also see a green scaly claw on the chair’s arm. The reptile thing is hunched over the board, its toothy snout casting a long shadow on the wall.
“Well Tau al-Gorz?” the scaly figure says in a low rumble. But the ogre remains immobile.
“Patience, Caiman,” says a voice, not from the ogre’s mouth, but from the ugly little face in the ogre’s chest.
I start to breath. Very quietly. Time passes and I have to stay still – something I always find difficult. My t-shirt label starts itching my neck for the hell of it. The scaly hand reaches forward and picks up a glass and drinks some pale-brown liquid. That’s all that happens in the space of half an hour, and I feel terribly trapped. Can they possibly hear me in the room? I try to make no sound.
Then a door opens. A bright hall behind it with a vivid red light. A small girl ambles into the room. Maybe 10? She’s dressed in cotton pajamas. The light illumines the two figures even further, and makes them even more frightening – cast in a crimson glow – but neither move a muscle as the child enters, so fixated are they on the board.
The girl walks up to the board and stares at it with the same fixity. She tilts her head slightly toward her right shoulder. Two smart little black-pupiled eyes, and black hair in bedtime plaits. Why isn’t she terrified of these monstrous creatures? I can see a floating head on Tau al-Gorz’s chest look inquiringly at the child, but the ogre himself is as still as a mountain.
The child reaches out with a quick little hand and moves the remaining gold rook on the board and takes it forward three squares. The ogre lurches forward and looks where the rook now squats. The ogre roars. The ogre’s face becomes thunderous and he stands, almost bashing his head on the rafter above. The robe opens down to the waist and I can see two figures almost carved on its chest, enveloped in saggy skin, locked in a furious fight with each other. The tattoos (are they tattoos?) hold each other around the head. They seem to be planted there, but they yell and punch.
Then the ogre pulls a long dagger from his robe belt.
“No…no…” says the Caiman, who starts to stand, reaching out a claw to stop the ogre’s savage intent. I gasp in horror. I can now see the huge crocodile trying to calm its opponent, but the ogre roars one word, Sabotage!, and in a flash the dagger is thrust into the chest of the little girl who yelps once and is lifted like a leaf on a spike in the ogre’s hand and dropped limp against the third chair.
I feel sick, but frozen to the spot.
At this moment a tall man rushes into the room like a storm, an old guy,  grey hair,  glasses, wearing what appears to be a dressing gown over a business suit. He sees the crumpled form on the observer’s chair.
“Rosa, no!” he shouts. “No!”
He inspects the dead child pinned to the chair and there is a long pause, as the ogre and its chest creatures stands frozen. The ogre, though, looks defiant.
Then the tall man yowls an anguished howl. He slaps Tau al-Gorz’s face hard with an open hand, and the ogre starts to burn with a yellow-blue glow, all over. Flames rise, growing hotter and hotter. His robe catches fire. Flames lick up his neck and I can just see the two creatures on his chest move in panic. The fire grows bigger and a sudden searing heat almost burns my face as the flames turn white and I smell burning cloth and flesh, but it doesn’t last long. A whump noise, and the ogre becomes a tornado of fire stretching from floor to rafter that implodes on itself with a hiss and disappears. Then dark again, apart from the red hall light and the dim standard lamp. When my eyes adjust moments later, I see the crocodile creature tipped back in its chair, the small child impaled by the ogre’s cruel knife on the third seat, and a mound on a rug on the floor beside her. The mound, I assume, is the tall man, her father, buried under his dressing gown.
Finally, I exhale, too noisily. The Caiman’s face turns for a moment toward me, I see the glint of a golden reptilian eye with its black vertical slit. The creature’s breath is a stink of river mud and fish. Our eyes meet and somehow I know that the Caiman was accorded the chess game victory – pyrrhic, but a victory nonetheless – on behalf of the rivers and jungles, the home for which she is fighting.
The Caiman is fighting the ogre, Tau al-Gorz, who is colonizing her lands. I somehow know – perhaps through the fish-breath – that the child’s father was mediating this dispute through a game of chess, as agreed by the parties, which is an almost eternal game in a continuum of the likes of the Caiman and Tau al-Gorz. As my eyes meet the crocodile’s, this knowledge breaks into my head, like I’d broken into this strange room. Furtive, but definitive.
The Caiman knows she owes the child her victory and knows the father has not the Caiman’s powers over life and death. The Caiman growls as if making up her mind. I watch the creature’s long armored tail uncurl from beneath the chair as the crocodile moves toward the dead girl. The tip of the reptile’s tail touches the girl on her slack foot, on the sole, while at the same time, a claw reaches across and pulls the knife from the child’s chest.
The girl’s body doesn’t fall, just seems to sit there. Somehow I know that the power of the Caiman’s world and its creatures – the anaconda and jaguar, birds and monkeys, trees and vines, the shamans of the great watershed, the winding streams and rivers – will send their energies like a mighty defibrillator, through the Caiman’s tail, into the child’s foot, and up through her inert body. The blood caking the small girl’s chest starts to dissolve. The green currents of life mend her heart and restart the bioelectrics of her brain, and the wound knits, while a reptilian shadow enters her at the same time. Color comes back to her pallid lifeless face, and finally, finally, her eyes open. And like the gold chess pieces, like the Caiman’s eyes, they are now golden.
The girl inhales – a short sharp breath.
The Caiman then, after her life-restoring act, slides from the chair with a soft thud, and maneuvers her massive head and sizable bulk out of the attic, through the red-lit door and away, past the girl’s lifeless father on the red Chinese rug. The last thing I see is her spiky tail disappearing through the door.
And I exhale again, very noisily.
The girl’s golden eyes turn toward me. She jumps from the chair, oblivious to the mound that is her father.
She walks over, lifts her hand and I hold it. It’s small and cold.
The child says: “Are you hungry? I’m very hungry.” Cautious voice.
“I’m hungry, too,” I hear myself say. And I am! I haven’t eaten all day. The child’s question is almost normal. I look at this troubled girl.
Her mysterious eyes gaze at me, and yes, they have the crocodile’s black pupil, a vertical line in the gold. They are beautiful in themselves, but the child appears dazed after her ordeal.
The girl leads me in silence past the chess game, not looking at the slumped shape of her father, into the red-lit corridor and down a short flight of steps and we get into a small lift that descends two floors and opens directly into a vast kitchen, but I’m still stunned and can’t think of anything to say. Two great lights, like white flying saucers, hang from the ceiling on thick brass chains. I see marble benchtops, brass edgings, a large silver fridge in the corner which she walks over to.
“Here,” she says, and opens the fridge. “Can I have a toasted sandwich?”
Being brought back to life by some giant Crocodile firing up all your organs like a machine clearly makes you starving hungry.
“I will, if you tell me your name,” I start uncertainly. I’m not used to children. “I’m Benji.”
“Rosa,” she says quietly. “You are a Benjamin?”
“I’m a Benjamin.”
“I’m a Rosa.”
I can’t help myself – I smile at her and she smiles an uncertain smile back. I cannot fathom what she’s thinking, asking a random found in her attic to make a sandwich, after her father has collapsed, but here we are. I feel I should be back there, tending to the father, but I don’t want to leave the girl alone.
Rosa sits motionless, watching. I scramble to find a sandwich press, some bread, cheese and ham, and make four toasted sandwiches. Rosa munches through three, daintily, holding each edge with thumb and forefingers. I eat one.
“Where is your mother?” I ask.
“In heaven,” says Rosa, and I can tell she knows it is just a sad euphemism for something else. I feel the urge to check on her father even more, but also feel bound to stay.
“I’m really tired,” she says, slurping some milk. She is so small. She is also, if I am correct – (and I am) – alone.
“How old are you, Rosa?” I ask.
“Ten.”
We look at each other. She hasn’t asked about anything that happened. The monsters, the chess game, her dad, anything. Rosa looked pale and exhausted. I wondered what to say next, then thought – what would my Mum have done?
“Rosa, maybe you should pop to bed. You’ve just been through … a lot. It’s very, very late.” 
She slowly nodded.
“Do you want to sleep?” I add.
“I think I do,” she says. The child’s golden eyes are half closed with tiredness.
We find her snug bedroom with a little single bed, which she shuffles into with a bit of fuss. She doesn’t ask what happened to her father. She probably already knows, as I, when in the attic, suddenly knew things without knowing or understanding them. I read half a page, very quickly, from a bedtime story she picks called The Bone that Rapped, but she’s fallen asleep at the first sentence, exhausted by the effort of dying and then coming back to life, head and black pigtail resting on a soft pillow.
I turn out her light and hurry back upstairs.
Still the same. There is the chess game, the huddled heap that is Rosa’s dad on a huge Chinese rug, the standard lamp, the bloodstain on the back of the third chair. I pull the lamp closer to the father and turn him over and lift the dressing gown. The man is curled, almost fetal, not breathing, eyes open, but fixed. I look for signs of life and, with an achingly slow movement, one of his pupils slides toward me and seems to focus.
Just alive, then. There is a long slow moment and then a voice comes to me. The sound is freakish, in my head. Goosebumps run riot up my arms and neck.
“Rosa?” he asks, but his mouth doesn’t move. I just hear the voice like a creak in the wall.
“She’s alive,” I say aloud.
He sighs without breathing. A strange, happy sigh from a man in so much pain. A mixed sigh. All there, so expressive. I begin to relax.
“I’ll call an ambulance.”
“No, no, I am gone. I am dead. My heart failed instantly when I saw her pinned on the chair … with the knife … how is Rosa alive?”
“The crocodile thing. The Caiman, somehow ... brought her back. Don’t know how.”
“Ah. Caiman. Caiman.” His creaky voice I hear, but the lips don’t move on his corpse. “Queen of the rivers, empress of the forest. Her bastion is the living jungle and its waters and all its creatures. So powerful.”
The man stops and there’s a sound like the wind in trees, but again, no sigh is exhaled from his still mouth.
Then he speaks once more. “Caiman is now Rosa’s godmother … which may be a problem … but still. She is alive. And you. You are now Rosa’s protector, for I am gone.”
Protector? All I did was break into the house, make her a sandwich and read a bedtime story.
“Who are you?” I hesitantly ask the corpse.
“I was … The Judge. I should have ruled on their case, Caiman and Tau al-Gorz. I should have heard them in court and ruled, but I was a coward and ordered them to Vindication by Chess. I let them battle it out on the board. I was a … fool. And Rosa was attacked because of my idiotic, foolish, cowardly decision.
“Usually, usually …” the voice in my head vagues out and returns like crappy mobile reception, “Usually, the Judge rules. The Judge is the last resort of all disputes between the Elementals … and many others. I am gone now, and Rosa is my heir. This house … Rosa’s house, is the safe place for all who are in dispute. They can come to the Hall of Justice with a complaint, and their case can be heard, with the rule that justice will be meted out. In the end, one side will not prevail, but justice must be served, and I failed on that. I let my love for Rosa cloud my thinking and the house became a place of danger. Then my temper was roused … I struck out. For The Judge, this is forbidden. I cannot cause harm.”
There was a choking noise, a pause, and then the wavering voice in my head continued.
“You will find this place strange, my boy. But in our continuum you will eventually make sense of things. In my study are the books, the precedents.” His voice withers like a gust of wind had ended. Then, again it returns like scratching paper: “… the links and chains. She knows much already. You must read too, to understand, help her.”
I hear the man swallow without anything on his body moving. Clearly he is making a mighty, mighty effort post his death, to stay and instruct, to tell me about stuff that’s way past my ken, my understanding.
“The law will become clear to you,” he says, as if reading my mind. “She will be the next Judge … ha! … already, she IS the next Judge. You will henceforth protect her from the folly of the human world, and the cruelties of the Elementals. Protect her, keep her safe. The house is yours, my boy. Yours and Rosa’s.”
No, I am thinking, I already have a place and life with my crew. The sliding eyeball regards me, but how can he be so sure?
The Judge’s voice sounds so sad. He says softly: “I am glad she lives, but I don’t know what it means.”
“Who was the creature that burned?” I ask.
”Tau al-Gorz, sweeper of change. The invader. The bull. He lost because Rosa intervened.” Pause. “Like she was some pawn.” Long pause. “And then she became a queen as pawns sometimes do.”
“And who are you. What is your name?”
“My name was Somberly.” I note he talks of himself in the past tense. Finality there. “But I was best known as The Judge.”
And with that the voice blows away for the last time, and the man remains curled around, stark and stiff, with his open eyes like whelks on a rock, staring at me. I close his eyes, like I’d seen in movies, and pull the skew-whiff glasses from his face, lay him out on the rug as if he was asleep, and cover the body. Then I push the bloodstained chair into a dark corner and cover the stain with a large cushion.
What do I do? My head is filled with horror and anxiety about this dead judge basically sentencing me to look after his strange daughter. Why hadn’t the Caiman revived Rosa’s dad also? What did he mean: protect her from the cruelties of the Elementals? This chills me. Elementals like Tau al-Gorz? Were there more ogres? The books in the study should tell.
I stand over The Judge’s body for a moment, and then collapse on a chair and stare at the chessboard to see what Rosa did with that rook. The rook had clearly been Tau al-Gorz’s piece. I’m a man of action, not much of a chess player, but even I could see the game had only a few pieces left standing. Pieces protecting pieces. An intricate network of threats and bluffs that were beyond me. The Elementals were both deep thinkers and plotters, clearly a long and complicated battle. Moving the rook had exposed the ogre’s queen to the danger of a pawn and the queen would have been bottlenecked in the next move. The silver king was still vertical, but the gold king lay across its square, taken. I hadn’t seen anyone move the king in a final abdication during the earlier melee. Curious. Why hadn’t the ogre laughed the child off and moved his rook back three squares and then kept going? Why had he roared and murdered her? What was significant about the chess set?
I reach out to shift the rook back but can’t lift it from the board or slide it with my finger. I try with all my strength but it is set like a golden stone. As soon as Rosa had shifted the rook, the game was over. Somehow Tau al-Gorz had lost. I sit in the ogre’s chair surveying the battlefield, conjuring question after question.
*

Finally, after many ponders, and my decision to stick by Rosa until other arrangements are made, I creep down the staircase with its oil paintings on the walls. Looking up, right above me is the wide skylight which I’d seen earlier, while standing high on the roof capping. Framed in the white ceiling I see a hint of grey dawn lick the glass. Rain is still washing across its outer surface. I stop to listen at the slightly ajar door of Rosa’s room and hear her breath softly, a nightlight catching the lump of living child under a quilt.
Looking after a kid is a big ask! Never have I thought of caring for children, because I’ve only stopped being a kid myself, and sometimes, if I’m honest, I still am a kid! Nineteen’s not old. I’m tired too and the thought of being a carer exhausts me more.
The house is apparently Rosa’s and mine, though I don’t know how that happens without lots of lawyers and kerfuffle. I shower, and in a chest of drawers in Judge Somberly’s simple bedroom find some cotton pajamas. I decide not to sleep in a dead man’s bed and settle in a guest bedroom next to Rosa’s, leaving my door open and a side-light on so Rosa can find me if she wakes up. I don’t want her to be frightened.
I wasn’t to know then that “being frightened” was never a trait of Rosa’s after the Caiman’s touch.






  
  ROSA


“Hello? Hello?” says the girl, standing by my bed, shaking my shoulder. 
For a moment I don’t know where I am, then I see her spooky eyes, and jolt awake.
When I’d first seen Rosa in the attic room with her pale face and eyes of coal black she’d seemed just a normal little girl. Small straight nose. Black hair, still in tidy night-time plaits. Now her gaze was golden, flecked. Her pupils are not small round points, but black reptilian slits.
“Rosa,” I say, gathering my wits. “I must show you something. You might not like it.”
I slip out of bed and motion her over to a wide wardrobe mirror.
She looks into the mirror.
“The color of your eyes changed,” I say. “After the Caiman … revived you last night.”
She stared impassively at her reflection. I thought she’d be upset, but nothing seemed to surprise her. Head tilted one side, then the other. I gazed at the reflection in front of me – two people in a bright bedroom. The child in her pajamas. Me in mine, standing to one side with a shock of mussed black hair. I seemed a little more hazy in the reflected image, almost a grey oblong blur, but perhaps it was a trick of the light.
“It’s okay,” she says finally. A simple statement.
“Breakfast?” I ask and she nods.
I am filled with dread.
I filled with dread when she woke me and the dread was not about those golden eyes. I dreaded telling her that her father was dead. How do you tell a little kid? Still, I follow her down the stairs, through the cavernous house, ’til we reach the kitchen.
*

I’ve been a street kid from the age of 13, so I’ve seen rough things and often felt hard times and hunger. I had a healthy fear of adults: been beaten by oldies before, and escaped worse at their hands by using my wits and running legs. I wasn’t much older than Rosa when my stepdad chased me out after he’d found a new girlfriend. Living on the streets, my schooling was patchy, but I learned to think my way through life - read, write, and do numbers with the help of many kind people. I learned very quickly about kindness v. bad people’s ways and I thrived with good ones. I grew tall, my shoulders broadened and I learned to fight to protect me and mine and be kind and loyal in return.
Now I’m a survivor who doesn’t live on the streets anymore, because I know all the tricks, and as urbex – an urban explorer – I’m one of the best. I survive on my smarts and work together with friends in the same sitch. Strength in numbers, we say.
I do small, sometimes illegal, jobs for people to make a little money here and there, move with my crew to empty flats or abandoned apartments or offices, which we bust into and use to sleep for a while, then move on. All move, move, move. We sometimes find work and share resources, or eat food from restaurant skips, and cafes, or simply steal from shops. Me, Elodie, Chaz, Yusif, Sukki, and a few others on the margins, who come and go depending on chance meetings, romances, or are newbs who turn up and receive my crew’s generosity. So, we hang together in various permutations of people.
The core five of us have been a crew for a long time. In this city, everywhere is owned by someone, but many flats and apartments are unused and empty. They are well-appointed holes waiting to be filled; vacancies crying out for life. When we find a property with water, electricity, even wifi, we enjoy our good luck, but also know that the rich folk’s sensors will detect us if we stay more than a couple of days. Rich folk may not use all their possessions, but they can always tell when someone’s messing with their stuff.
Last night on Rosa’s roof garden, my urbex friends, Yusif the Greek and Sukki Tokyo girl, were with me, but they’d jumped. When we’d climbed up and over to the intriguing garden ledge with the rickety-looking shutters we’d thought: looks empty, this could be a new hangout with a great view, all quiet and dark. Then a sudden red flash behind the shutter slats had half blinded us. Yusif and Sukki looked at each other (they’re very close) and made a silent decision to retreat. Their call.
Like mountain goats skipping across ledges, Sukki and Yusif had jumped, using a vertical row of awnings and a fire escape further down to break their fall. Sukki thinks she’s a little ninja. Perhaps she is – she’s small and fast. Yusif is slim and strong too, but much, much bigger. If some handhold – gutter or rail – were to go, it would break under Yusif’s weight, not Sukki’s. I watched over the ledge, and they made it without crashout. I’d looked down to the gloom of the back garden and saw them land, crouching, scuttling into the shadows like the city crabs we urbex are. Then there was no movement. A silent garden plot, a back lane. An emptiness.
I knew we’d meet the following day at the elbow park further downtown that was our afternoon hang. The park formed where a big boulevard split into a Y junction. Green space for the surrounding (rich) residents in the cleft of the Y. And some trees. A park where the locals take their desperate dogs for a pee, and birds land on their way through to a better forest.
I stayed on that roof because something had made me curious – the strange old-fashioned feel of the padlocks, the shutters and the little garden.
Urbex are everywhere: roofs, cellars, sewers, schools, spires, telco towers, factories, offices, riverboats. We have balance, ropes, helmets, pro-cams. We prowl and we know our world. Our parents have died or forgotten us, let us down or made us flee. We are the abandoned.
*

So, I look at Rosa and know about loss and aloneness. I know why Judge Somberly made his judgment that I was not to abandon his daughter: I was abandoned once, and it hurt so deeply. I already take the Judge’s request seriously, but Rosa must agree to it too. I don’t want to force the issue on her.
Anyway, what would the state do with a child with golden eyes? Children’s Services and all that? A girl who is some sort of judge herself, but too young to have the old-person presence, and legal knowledge to unravel the big games of life? My heart aches for her, like it ached for me those years back when I was thrown out. Until my heart grew a tough crust.
I pour cereal into Rosa’s bowl and sit and I started off with: “You know how you told me that your mother is in heaven?”
“Yes.”
“Well, your dad’s there too, now, with your mum. He died last night and I’m very, very sorry.”
She nods.
Rosa looks miserable and I reach out and hold her small hand. I want to hug her, but I don’t really know her. Her nod confirms she already sensed her father was gone. In fact, I had an inkling she’d known last night when she turned to me for help. Walked over to me in that gloomy room and reached out to the interloper, the soft touch, trying to be bright and friendly, reaching out for an ally. This girl is not a stupid unit.
Now she is crying, because of the truth that had been spoken. The truth of her father’s death.
“Rosa,” I say gently, “after you went to bed, and before he went to heaven, I spoke to him.”
I tell her of the strange conversation, when he’d talked to me when he was dead (this fact doesn’t surprise her) and that her father had asked me to look after her.
She finished her cereal. I made us some tea. We sit on stools at the big brass kitchen island which could fit 12 people.
And then we talk and talk. She is ten years old, both small and hyper-smart for her age. She was taught at home by her father, and a series of tutors who schooled her in music and maths on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays. Somberly the Judge taught her writing, history, philosophy and law. Especially law. Imagine a 10 year old doing legal studies?
Most days she shopped for the household, sometimes went swimming at the beach or the municipal pool, because she loves swimming. Sometimes she and her father caught a train to other cities where he would preside over trials, or they’d travel just for fun, for holidays. She’d climbed in the mountains and looked for lakes – more swimming. All these things she tells me that morning while I make cups of tea for us, and we warm to one another.
After starting the morning sad and subdued, she becomes more animated as she speaks about things she liked.
Rosa talks about her mother, who died when she was six, how warm and loving the woman was. Died in spring when the crocuses were emerging, giving Rosa a loathing for crocuses.
“I learned many things from Mum. Things Dad could never have taught me,” she says in a steady voice.
“Girl things?” I ask. “Or science things?” Her mum was apparently a chemist.
Rosa shrugs. “Things that Dad didn’t know.”
When we stop talking, the grief again floods into her.
“I’m very sad,” she says.
“Your father seemed a wise man.”
“He was a judge. I will miss him a lot.”
Then she weeps for some time, and her face looks like a crushed flower. I hold her hand and pass her a tissue. Soon the crying becomes mizzle, then a few sniffs, and then she jumps off the chair and clings to me for a minute. She wipes her face with a greasy napkin.
“What do you think?” I then ask. “About what your dad said about me?”
“My father said you are to protect me. That is your sentence by The Judge for breaking and entering. To look after me. I don’t think it is a harsh sentence,” she says. 
“I don’t think it’s a sentence at all. Your father asked me to be responsible because you are on your own. But it must be your decision too. Is this your wish? That I look after you?”
She stares steadfastly at the floor.
“It is,” she says.
“Can I see my father?” asks Rosa finally. I know she’s been preparing herself for this all morning, becoming truly animated when talking about life with her parents. “I want to say goodbye and prepare him for his journey.”
She slides off her stool.
Still in our pajamas, we walk up two flights of stairs and up the smaller set of steps that lead to the attic room, which she terms the Hall of Justice.
“Wait here, kid,” I say and open the drapes. I go out the same French door I’d entered last night and to my disbelief find all the locks gone. No time to ponder. I open the shutters and let the sun flow in. In daylight, the room looks clean and bright. Rosa stands at the doorway.
“He’s over here, Rosa.”
She walks over to where her father lies under the dressing gown and we both crouch beside him and I pull the gown from his body. The corpse appears old, craggy and serene.
Rosa has the saddest little face I’ve ever seen.
“Why did he die?” she asks, perplexed.
“Well, I think it’s because he saw you were dead and his heart broke. And remember, you were indeed dead at the time. He must have loved you totally and forever.” Rosa is silent. Then she nods.
“Goodbye, Father,” she says. “I love you too.” Tears trickle from her eyes.
I cover him up again. I should be crying along with her because it’s so sad, but instead my head floods with practical questions.
“When your mother died, where was the funeral? Where was she buried?” I ask.
“She wasn’t,” Rosa says. “It’s not the way of our family. Come with me.”
We go onto the sunny terrace, a beautiful roof garden that I could smell last night. Pruned shrubs and a couple of small trees, perfumed flowers creeping on the wall of the attic room, some twine through the shutter louvres, even a patch of grass under the wrought iron chair where I’d sat last night. There’s a hint of damp on the leaves after the rain. We walk up the side and round the corner, and here there was a higher wall along the edge, and a green-slate slab, almost like some sort of altar.
“We laid Mum there, and in two days she was gone.”
“What?” I ask, shocked. Laid bare to the elements? The weather? The birds, insects and rodents? I thought of crows eating the corpse. The very thought made me feel queasy. I remember hearing a bird in the tree last night.
“Our family is made differently. The elements took my mother away. That’s what Dad said. He said this is where we must be laid, on our deaths. All our family members.”
I examine the slate. It’s flat and hard, washed clean by the rain over time. Dark shapes – flecks of something – can be seen in the rock. Fossils, perhaps?
“Can you help me lay Papa here?” she asks.
“Don’t we have to tell the authorities?”
“We are the original authority,” says Rosa miserably. “That is our burden.”
“Did your dad say that?”
She nods.
“He didn’t let the city authorities know when your mother died?”
“I don’t think so.”
Go with the flow, I think. Do what the kid says. My urbex crew survive because we keep things neat and simple. Let’s see what happens.
So we lift her father onto a small rug and gently slide him onto the terrace, and round to the slab of slate. I lift his slack body with the limp swinging arms and lolling head onto the slab with as much respect as I can. There we carefully undress him and lay him so his sightless eyes point at the blue sky.
Rosa and I go downstairs to the kitchen and make some preparations and change into our day clothes. Doing “last rites” as she calls them, in pajamas, didn’t seem appropriate.
On the terrace again, we wash his body and begin to cover it with a mixture of honey and oils that Rosa had prepared. A tall man, grey haired, thin but not gaunt. Clean toes and fingernails. I’d closed his eyes and his mouth seemed to be at peace. After last night’s talk, with all the pain of loss and worry for Rosa, his mouth had somehow now slackened into a less contorted shape. And although he was in the open air, no-one in the city could see the body from any angle unless a low-flying plane, or a drone took notice. Or you actually stood by the slate slab.
I think again, will crows pick his bones? Gone in two days seems unlikely. Bodies take time to decay. I feel that things are going to be messy for a long time. And smelly.
“Won’t he be attacked by …?” I start to say.
“Mama was gone within two days. Disappeared. I don’t know how it works.”
“Did you wash her body like this too?”
“Yes, with my father. It is our way.”
“How old were you then?”
“Six.”
I don’t know what to say. Tough ask for a kid who’s six, cleansing a dead body, let alone a 10-year-old. But bodies don’t disappear from slabs! I had a sinking feeling that perhaps after Rosa’s mother was placed on the slab, her father had come back and disposed of her body while Rosa slept. I feel very uneasy, especially as the weirdest looking bird has just landed on the roof lintel. It has grey, shaggy feathers, a bald black head and red eyes, with a horrible knobble on its hooked black beak. The creature looks like some feathery dinosaur.
“Go away,” I say, “shooo!” waving my hand at the horrible looking bird. It cocks its head and ruffles its scruffy feathers.
“Don’t,” says Rosa sharply. “The friarbird lives here in the garden and keeps her eye on things.”
The bird goes squarck! which I understand as: “That’s right.” I can only nod an apology to the friarbird.
Rosa continues putting her unguent on her father’s body, gently dabbing.
“Are there any words we should say? People who need to say goodbye?” I add. I’d been to funerals. My mother’s, those of friends – too many friends blinked out by circumstance – accidents and overdoses. But Rosa just shrugs.
“Not that I know.”
Then she pauses, thinking back to her mother’s death. “And Papa said: Death is the parting of the molecules and the ways. You rise with the dust and settle with the dust. There are no words that can possibly overwhelm death, so, why say anything?”
The friarbird listens attentively and said oich!
“Papa also said: Instead, use the fist of your mind to grasp and hold onto your best memories of your mama, and let the sadness wash over you again and again for a while, like the ocean waves, until all the sadness is washed away, and when you open your hand, the memories will be beautiful smooth stones that will last forever. But you don’t say that to the body, you say that to yourself,” she finishes.
Rosa stands back with a smile and a tear in her eye. “I love you, Father,” she finally says in a small voice.
I think, this kid is very unusual. If this happened to me, to someone I adored the way she adores her dad, I’d be a soggy, devastated mess, like I was when Mum died.
Rosa and I wipe our hands on an old towel which I put in a zinc bucket with the empty bottles of oil and honey jars.
*

“Come on,” she says and we walk down the third side of the Hall of Justice, which is less overgrown. Just an azalea border against the wall and some old wisteria creepers throwing branches and purple flowers onto the roof. She reaches up to a thick wisteria vine and scales up onto the roof tiles, landing on all fours like a zippy cat. “Come on,” she says.
I’m urbex. No problemo. I reach up and haul myself over the guttering in a flash. We walk nonchalantly to the roof ridge and stand on the capping – her balance is easy, relaxed, and I’m completely unworried for her safety. There’s quite a breeze, and her black hair, released from the plaits for the ceremony, floofs about a bit, but she’s fine on the roof ridge. I am too. We tightrope walk along it to the end and look down on her father’s body. He’s plumb in the center of the slate slab, in the sun, pasty-pink.
“Papa’s at rest now,” she says. I see the gloomy friarbird perched in a tree nearby.
Over the wall, across the road down at street level, there’s a small local park with high railings round the outside, so I presume only residents can get access using a key. Further down the hill, Rosa’s street hits the main road, and it’s full of people walking hither and thither, going to work, or the shops. A tram flashes past, followed by a convoy of cars and motorbikes. Far off, beyond the houses and the docks is a streak of green-blue – the ocean, and clouds way over on the horizon. A couple of jets cut the sky, leaving a trail of cloudy vapor.
“I used to come here after Mum … left … to talk to her.”
“I often go to high places too,” I say. “It’s peaceful here above the city. You can think more clearly when you can see a horizon.”
She asks, “Can you do flips?” then stands and flips gracefully three times along the high line of ridge-caps, like a folding wave, into a handstand on the top of the attic. I smile at this astonishing display of acrobatic skill as she dismounts, slowly, carefully, feet finding the point of the roof.
The roof is steep, slippery slate, precarious. I slowly bend backward, curving my spine right back and feeling for the metal, and then I copy her graceful handstand. She peers at me through her eerie eyes and seems to nod. Someone who knows balance and strength. Maybe she wants a playmate, or some sort of protector when the chips are down. I banish these musings because I must land cleanly. Again I feel my way down to the ridge cap, feet touching the narrow surface. A little bit dangerous, adrenaline surging. I feel that she’s testing me, but in serious little kid mode she just nods and says: “Good one.”
Then we sit in silence for a while. I sense she wants to think things through, while sitting with someone for the comfort of being with another. I can almost hear the cogs in her mind ticking over, trying to reset her situation, readjust to the fateful circumstance. Maybe to remember the sequence of events last night.
*

I’m correct.
She finally asks me to describe what the Caiman had done, but I start at the beginning, where I break into the attic up until she moves the chess piece. The rook. The last thing she remembers.
Sitting on that roof ridge, I find that I can’t leave one item out, in fact, things I’d forgotten pop into my head at the retelling: such as, how my eyebrows were slightly singed when Tau al-Gorz combusted, the heat being so fierce; the Caiman’s glance at me, the swampy smell of its breath, and how understanding seeped into my mind; the tail stretching out to Rosa’s body, the agonizing wait while life seeped back into her veins. It’s like I’m compelled to bear witness.
“And father hit Tau al-Gorz?”
I confirm with a nod. “Struck him on the face.”
“And a combustion happened?”
“Yes. Do you remember anything after you were stabbed?” I ask.
“Well, no. I was dead, wasn’t I?”
“Yes. Caiman knew you were dead, and somehow I understood her thoughts. When the Caiman sighed and looked at me, I knew.”
Rosa pondered for a bit, then speaks.
“I remember the knife flash in my face, but it didn’t hurt. Just went dark in a milli-second. Not scary dark, just blank. But I wasn’t asleep … after I felt the short burst of burning heat, then blank again, and after a forever time I woke up but couldn’t move or talk because my mouth was soooo dry. That’s all Mr Benjamin.”
We sit in silence again, in the sunshine, on that roof, until she says, “Come on” and we slide down the tiles onto the terrace below.
Back in the big attic room she walks over to the chess game – gold king prone on the board – and says, “Hmmm”.
“Hmmm,” she says again. 
I point at the rook she’d moved.
“I remember this,” Rosa says
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