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We Are All Made of Molecules

“I loved this book so much.” 
—Susin Nielsen, author of
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LAWRENCE HILL is the internationally 
bestselling author of eleven books of fiction 
and nonfiction, including (most recently) 
Beatrice and Croc Harry. His novels The Book 
of Negroes (which was made into a six-part TV 
mini-series) and The Illegal both won CBC 
Canada Reads. His previous novels, Some 
Great Thing and Any Known Blood, also 
became national bestsellers. Hill’s nonfiction 
work includes Blood: The Stuff of Life (the 
subject of his 2013 Massey Lectures), and the 
memoir Black Berry, Sweet Juice: On Being 
Black and White in Canada. 

Hill is a professor of creative writing at the 
University of Guelph. His volunteer work has 
included Crossroads International, the Black 
Loyalist Heritage Society, Book Clubs for 
Inmates, The Ontario Black History Society, 
and Walls to Bridges – a non-profit group 
offering university courses to incarcerated 
Canadians.

Hill is writing screenplays for a TV miniseries in 
development, and a novel about the African- 
American soldiers who help build the Alaska 
Highway in northern British Columbia and 
Yukon during World War II. He is a member of 
the Order of Canada, and a winner of the 
Commonwealth Writers’ Prize and the Rogers 
Writers’ Trust Fiction Prize.

Hill’s life as a writer began when he was six: in 
a passionate handwritten letter to his father, 
he pleaded for permission to adopt a pet cat. 
He received the cat, and from that day forward 
bombarded his father with letters for every 
conceivable request. The writing seemed to 
pay off, so he just kept going. First letters, then 
stories, then work as a newspaper reporter 
and speech writer, and finally, writing books, 
feature essays and screenplays. He and his 
wife, the writer Miranda Hill, live in Hamilton, 
ON and in Woody Point, NL. They have raised 
five children (Geneviève, Caroline and Andrew 
Hill, and Evangeline and Beatrice Freedman), 
for whom Lawrence Hill concocted numerous 
bedtime stories. The last set of bedtime 
stories, delivered years ago to his youngest 
child, Beatrice, featured a tempestuous 
relationship between a young girl and a fast- 
talking, ever-hungry crocodile. He promised 
Beatrice that he would turn the stories into a 
novel. It took him fifteen years to deliver on his 
promise. For that slight delay, he apologizes. 

ABOUT LAWRENCE HILL
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Some twenty years ago, when a three-year-
old girl named Beatrice entered my life and 
suddenly became my fifth (and final!) child, I 
looked for ways to bond with her. She loved 
a good bedtime story, so I began inventing 
stories featuring an older girl with the same 
name and her adventures with a hyperverbal, 
700-pound crocodile named Harry. 

Every night, the fictional Beatrice would 
find herself in the death grip of the croco-
dile, who had lured her in with friendly talk, 
only to attempt to have her for lunch. And 
every night, Beatrice would narrowly escape 
the jaws of death by finding a new means 
to outfox her predator. I told my daughter 
dozens of variations on this theme, until she 
finally had her fill and moved on to other 
stories. However, I promised real-life Beatrice
that one day I would turn the stories into a 
book and dedicate it to her. 

I gave this book my heart and soul. From 
the outset, it was clear that I would have to 
lift the story beyond its original structure. I 
would have to show Beatrice and Croc Harry 
evolving in their testy relationship. I also 
thought more deeply about what I was trying 
to teach my Beatrice in these nightly tales. 
The novel grew into an allegory about preda- 
tion, danger, trust and friendship. It wasn’t 
easy to pen because I was striving to write 
with a light touch about heavy issues. 

It became my goal to write in an exuberant,
playful way about a subject close to my heart: 
the loss and rediscovery of identity, which 
is at the core of the historical experiences of
peoples of the African Diaspora. It seemed
only right to begin the story with Beatrice
alone and abandoned in a massive forest. On
the first page, when she awakens in the Argilia
forest, she has no memory of what happened
before, or who she was. She doesn’t even 
know her last name or what year it is. She is
truly alone. Nobody is coming to rescue her.
So, it is up to this clever, spirited girl to find out
why she is all alone, if she has a family 
and a community, and how to return home. 

Beatrice begins to realize that she is Black, 
but she has no idea about her own racial
identity. She will only start to discover and
claim it as she prepares to re-enter a very
troubled world.

I love language, and playing with it, and 
I brought this love to every page of this 
book. Growing up in Toronto in the 1960s, 
I learned countless rich and colourful expres-
sions from my African American father, 
Daniel G. Hill III. Uncouth, gouzelum and willy
lump lump were just three of the terms that I
already loved by the time I started reading. I
have always jumped at opportunities to poke
around in libraries (big and small, humble and
grand—gotta love them all!) 

Dear Reader, 
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and to explore English, French and Spanish. 
In writing, I dove into all those pleasurable 
memories and sought to give my characters 
some of the richest sounds and speech idio- 
syncrasies that surrounded me in childhood. 

In the real world, many displaced people 
have had to draw upon great intelligence and 
linguistic flexibility as they entered new con- 
tinents and cultures. In the magical forest of 
Argilia, Beatrice relies on her own linguistic 
genius to communicate with a crocodile, a 
rabbit, a tarantula and a lemur as she gathers 
the broken pieces of her life and tries to fit 
them back together. 

I wrote this story with children in mind, 
but I was also imagining and reaching out 
to adult readers who are still children at 
heart. For me, and I believe for many other 
adults, there is something strangely timeless 
and comforting about stepping with both 
feet into a fantasy for children. I hope that 
Beatrice and Croc Harry speaks to children 
and adults of all ages who love language and 
who welcome story as one of humankind’s 
greatest gifts. I also hope that this novel gives 
readers reason to reflect about injustice and 
how to confront it, and about how perpe- 
trators of injustice and those who have been 
wronged might meet again later in a place of 
respect and healing. 

Thank you for being open to Beatrice and 
Croc Harry and for sharing it with young 
readers. I hope you have a beautiful journey. 

I, for one, walked a long, curving, scenic road
as I unlocked a story that had sat dormant in
my soul for years before it was ready 
to come out and play.

Sincerely,
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Beatrice and Croc Harry is a 375-page novel published in January 2022 by HarperCollins 
Canada. It is a novel for middle grade readers aged 9–14, but Lawrence Hill also wrote it with 
adults in mind. He hopes that children, teenagers and any adults who are still young at heart 
will give the novel a try.

Beatrice and Croc Harry features a young girl who awakens alone with amnesia in a massive 
forest, where every conceivable fish, bird, mammal and reptile coexist. She has no idea who 
she is. She doesn’t even know her last name, or that she is Black.

Description of Beatrice and Croc Harry

Beatrice forms a tempestuous friendship 
with a natural predator — a 700-pound, 
fast-talking crocodile named Harry. 
Perhaps he can help assemble her lost 
identity. Together, they embark on a 
journey that they hope will lead Beatrice 
home, even though she doesn’t know 
what or where home is. 

Using playful language and a comic 
touch, the novel explores themes of 
identity, the courage to confront injustice, 
and the possibility that perpetrators of 
injustice and those who have been 
harmed might find themselves in a place 
of healing and respect.
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Lawrence: What is your earliest memory of 
bedtime stories dealing with Croc Harry?

Beatrice: I remember the character was 
originally called Beezus, and she lived up in 
a tree house. Like a queen of the world. And
I remember the rabbit school. 

Lawrence: One time, Beezus was almost 
swallowed by Croc Harry. She used a 
yardstick to prop open his mouth. Another 
time, she was all the way in the stomach but 
managed to get out. I remember she used 
glue to glue shut the crocodile’s mouth.

Beatrice: I recall images of Croc Harry 
coming out of the river. I don’t remember 
why or what it was for in that particular 

A CONVERSATION WITH MY DAUGHTER 
BEATRICE FREEDMAN

Photo credit: Caroline Hill
story, but I remember that and images of the tree house and images of the rabbit school 
and the forest in general.

Lawrence: Do you remember anything about Croc Harry’s voice or the way that he spoke or 
his words? 

Beatrice: When I was reading the book, it was like, I know exactly what that voice is. It’s 
hard for me to read it without hearing your voice. Like, I read it just as if you were reading it 
to me.

Lawrence: I look forward to sharing the audiobook with you. It was almost like telling a 
bedtime story again, because I had the engineer in one ear and the director in the other ear, 
and it felt like we were all sitting on the edge of a bed. It really felt like being back in bedtime 
storytelling mode. 8



Beatrice: Do you remember me pushing back against certain things? Was there anything that I 
was not cool with? Or were there any stories that you remember me not enjoying as much or 
was I always just listening with rapt attention? 

Lawrence: I don’t remember you objecting to a story, but I do remember wondering how 
much you identified with Beezus. 

Beatrice: Well, she always looked like me. She was like an idealized version of myself. But 
I am also the youngest of many siblings, so it was kind of like what life could be like if I was 
on my own. Beezus was totally alone and independent, which I never was. Here was 
Beezus doing everything for herself, so I do remember feeling – and I hate this word – 
empowered by Beezus and all the things she was able to do and all the friendships she was 
able to make. Totally on her own with no big siblings, no parents. 

Lawrence: When Caroline was little, she came straight out and asked me to dedicate a 
book to her. At the time, I was working on Black Berry, Sweet Juice: On Being Black and 
White in Canada. So I did dedicate it to her. She wanted that special recognition. When you
were five or so, and hearing these stories, I wonder if it felt special to have a character 
named after you, in a story specifically for you?

Beatrice: Absolutely it did. The stories were awesome and they were just for the two of us. 
It’s hard to get that kind of attention and dedicated time when there are lots of other kids. 
But bedtime was that time, and I looked forward to the Croc Harry stories but I also looked 
forward to this dedicated chunk of time that was just about me or just about our 
relationship.

Lawrence: Do you recall sometimes the other kids sitting in on those stories?

Beatrice: I do, and that’s the best, because it was about me. Not to play the youngest 
sibling card, but it’s hard to get a word in. It’s hard to have a moment that’s about yourself 
without people going, “shh shh shh, it’s my turn now.” I learned to live with that, but this 
was the moment where the kids wanted to hear something that was about me, and nobody 
was going to interrupt or take that time for themselves. I loved the attention even though 
the stories weren’t really about me. 
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Lawrence: There was a story I used to tell Geneviève and Caroline, when Andrew was still 
quite young, about a bear and a rainbow who had a fight about who was strongest. They 
gathered in a meadow and the idea was that the one who could bring the most animals to 
their side would be the one declared the strongest. I played with that story when I wrote in 
the novel about Croc Harry versus the rainbow.

Beatrice: And Eve had her own story too that she would sometimes get told. I don’t think it 
was as regular as every single day, but for a while when Eve and I were sharing a room, 
you’d have to trade off and tell a story for me for Beezus and Croc Harry and then tell a 
story for Eve – because otherwise Eve would get mad that you came in just to tell stories to 
me. 

Lawrence: I’ve always wished I had my father’s theatrical abilities, because he could 
really imitate animals and conjure their sounds in the forest. I loved hearing those sounds 
but can’t do them myself.

Beatrice: Well, I think you did fine. I can remember you doing all the voices, including for 
the rabbits. Even though I don’t remember Horace Harrison Junior the Third, I can still 
hear your voice when I read the book. 

Lawrence: Writing this book allowed a special part of me to come out to play. It brought 
out my inner bedtime Dad. I felt connected to a whole different mode of expression, which 
I haven’t allowed myself to use before.

Beatrice: And I think it’s cool that with children’s fantasy, you have to tell the truth in 
certain ways but you can also decide that you don’t have to adhere to any laws about “how 
the world works.” You can just be like “this is my universe and I’m creating it and I’ve 
decided that this is real.” 

Lawrence: I found it really pleasurable to invent the concept of teleporting and to come up 
with the idea that a giant was trying to break into Beatrice’s brain and she would turn the 
tables on him and break into his brain instead. 
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Beatrice: It must have been great to have that freedom. Did it make you sleepy? Did you 
say, “I’m telling myself a bedtime story, it’s time to go to bed”?

Lawrence: No, but it sure was fun.

Beatrice: I do remember my only qualm about this bedtime story ritual was that every 
time you would finish the story, you would fall asleep in my bed and you were totally 
unwakeupable.

Lawrence: That’s the whole point of a bedtime story: to go to sleep. 

Beatrice: It was for me to go to sleep! I always wanted to hear the end of the next 
instalment of Croc Harry, but I didn’t want you to fall asleep in my bed!

Lawrence: Telling you those stories was a great experience for me.

Beatrice: I’m glad other people will get to experience it too now.
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Beatrice was not entirely sure if she was 
dead. She raised two fingers to her lips and 
felt her own warm breath. She appeared to 
be awakening from a deep, dark dream in 
which she had either died or come close to 
it. As she opened her eyes and studied her 
circumstances, the facts confirmed that she 
was alive. She didn’t know much, but she 
knew this: her name was indeed Beatrice. It 
had a certain flow. Three syllables and never 
just two, thank you very much.

Beatrice was lying in a single bed in a one- 
room, wooden cabin. She had never slept in 
that bed before or seen the cabin. She had 
no idea what awaited her outside, except an 
incessant woodpecker. Eight pecks in a row. 
Pause. Another eight pecks. And again. 

Excerpt from Beatrice and Croc Harry

The message, being banged right into the 
grey matter of her brain, seemed to say, I 
am here and you are there and if you don’t 
get up this very second I am going to tap tap 
tap tap tap tap tap tap until you go 
completely mad. 

Beatrice swung her legs off the bed. Straight 
ahead: three rows of shelves, stacked with 
books. To her left: a bedside table, and on it, 
two more books. On top was a manual with 
meticulous purple handwriting on the cover. 
It said: Survival Tips, Argilia Forest, 2090. 
Beatrice turned to the first page, which 
consisted of a simple message in purple ink: 
Outhouse is outside. Climb down the ladder 
and head to the river.
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After writing numerous novels, a memoir and 
works of creative nonfiction for adults, why do 
you think Lawrence Hill turned to Beatrice and 
Croc Harry?

Do you see any parallels between Beatrice 
and Croc Harry and Lawrence Hill’s best- 
known novel for adults, The Book of Negroes?

Although bookstores and libraries place 
books for children over here and books for 
adults over there, in fact children and adults 
often read the very same books. What is your 
opinion? What age groups do you feel the 
book would speak to?

Early in the novel, Beatrice and Croc Harry 
stop feuding and form a truce. Why was it 
necessary for the two characters to get over 
their disagreements early in the novel?

Lawrence Hill acknowledges that it was not 
easy to write with a light touch about serious 
and painful issues. What is your opinion about 
art that uses comedy in this way? 

In the early part of the novel, as Beatrice 
awakens and begins to explore the magic 
forest of Argilia, she does not appear to know 
or understand that she is Black. Why would 
this be? How does this approach serve the 
novel? 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

When Beatrice awakens in the first page of the 
novel, she is alone in a massive forest with no 
memory of her past life. She doesn’t even 
know her last name, or if she has a family. 
What connections can you make between this 
fantasy and the world as you know it?

What are your feelings about the use of a 
dictionary in the novel?

To what degree do you feel that children 
benefit from reading – or hearing in their own 
homes – playful language? There are a 
number of highfalutin words in this book. 
Some of them are entirely concocted. Is this 
appropriate for young readers? Why, or why 
not?

What are your thoughts about the ending? Do 
you feel this book warrants a sequel? Can you 
imagine what might a sequel might explore?

Which was your favourite animal character,
and why?

Lawrence Hill narrated the entire audiobook of 
Beatrice and Croc Harry. It took a great deal of 
work. He often stumbled and then had to redo 
the challenging passages. He is not an actor, 
and has no acting experience. What are the 
advantages or disadvantages of an author 
narrating their own audiobook?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.
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Toronto Star Interview (January 7, 2022):
Lawrence Hill used to make up bedtime stories for his daughter. Now they’re the 
basis of his first children’s book

The Globe and Mail (January 8, 2022):
Author Lawrence Hill swims in the children’s book waters with his children as 
inspiration

CBC The Current Interview (January 11, 2022):
Canadian author Lawrence Hill on tackling big issues for little readers

Beatrice and Croc Harry is available for purchase here.
Purchase the audiobook here or wherever they are
available. 

RESOURCES

Educator's Guide

Buy and Listen

Educator’s Guide is available here. 
For more, visit www.lawrencehill.com 
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https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/books/2022/01/07/lawrence-hill-used-to-make-up-bedtime-stories-for-his-daughter-now-theyre-the-basis-of-his-first-childrens-book.html
https://www.thestar.com/entertainment/books/2022/01/07/lawrence-hill-used-to-make-up-bedtime-stories-for-his-daughter-now-theyre-the-basis-of-his-first-childrens-book.html
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/books/article-author-lawrence-hill-swims-in-the-childrens-book-waters-with-his/
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-63-the-current/clip/15888353-canadian-author-lawrence-hill-tackling-big-issues-little
https://www.harpercollins.ca/9781443463362/beatrice-and-croc-harry/
https://www.audible.ca/pd/Beatrice-and-Croc-Harry-Audiobook/B09JV957LW
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5706967aab48de077e1ead52/t/61e46eada9f4220fee5e89ab/1642360499251/Beatrice+and+Croc+Ed+Guide.pdf


If you wish to invite Lawrence Hill to meet with your book club or to give a public talk,
please contact:

Michael Millar, Senior Publicist
HarperCollins Canada
Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower
22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor
Toronto, ON M5H 4E3
(647) 256-3386 
michael.millar@harpercollins.com

INVITE LAWRENCE

Facebook: Facebook.com/LawrenceHillAuthor 
Instagram: @LawrenceHillWriter
Website: www.lawrencehill.com 

FOLLOW LAWRENCE 
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