CROCODILES AND ANGELS
PROLOGUE
Once upon a time there were four friends, Einna, Maggie, Angela and Debbie. When they were together, they laughed and laughed until they wet their knickers. Like dominoes, they tipple-toppled into laughter.

There is a mirror in a cathedral. It is there to help visitors look at the stained glass windows
without hurting their necks. Four women stop, look, sigh and move back a few paces.
“It’s time. Now I know,” Einna whispers to the angels in one of the exhibition windows. “I shall tear up all the prose and poetry that constitute my attempts to understand my life, burn the fragments and throw the ashes up into the west wind.”

CHAPTER 1
CROCODILE TEETH
My bears have been eaten by a crocodile
who gnashed her terrible teeth.
She grabbed them off my bed
and tore off their heads.
That horrible crocodile.

I wrote this poem when I was eight years old. Annie, my sister, didn’t actually eat the bears; she gave them away. But she might as well have eaten them, for they were dead to me. I was only six when it happened.
My name is Einna. This is my story.

There were a lot of women in my immediate family and only one man. There used to be three men, but my father and Uncle Arnold died in the second world war. My father’s name was Gilbert, Gilbert Huckle. I never met him or Uncle Arnold. Uncle Arnold was married to Amethyst. She was my mother, Pearl’s sister. I wish I’d known my father. I often wondered if I were like him, if he was nice, what he looked like? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]I’ve got one of his handkerchiefs. Neither Annie nor Pearl knew about it. It was one of my secrets. I’d found it in a drawer in Pearl’s bedroom; she’d asked me to fetch her headache pills because Annie was still at college; Annie liked waiting on Pearl. She kept the pills in her paraphernalia drawer, that’s what she called it. And there were these white handkerchiefs by the side of Pearl’s embroidered ones. I saw the initials on the top one, GH, and knew they were my father’s. 
I hid the handkerchief in the treasure-box that Jean gave me. Jean was one of my angels, a guardian angel; that was how I saw her. She gave me sanctuary when I was running away from Annie and Pearl. But I hadn’t met Jean when I was six.  
I can’t remember if I first learnt about angels in school, or in church. I remember the bible in our class library; it had lots of illustrations in it, some of them included angels. The one I liked best was of Jacob wrestling with an angel. In, free time, I painted a picture of that wrestling match, only I changed Jacob into a crocodile because the angel put Jacob’s hip out of joint. I didn’t really understand what it meant then, but it looked as though Jacob was in pain, so I thought the angel must have won. Our teacher asked me why I’d chosen to change Jacob into a crocodile. I didn’t know what to say, because I couldn’t tell her about Annie. I made up a story about crocodiles being very brave and fierce.
“That’s how Jacob is,” I said, “because he fought the angel.”
She put my picture on the wall. 
I hid the treasure box between the bed springs and the mattress at the foot of the bed; I knew no one would find it there. I had to crawl under the bed to push it in. Pearl and Annie wouldn’t have found it; they never looked under beds. Mrs. Foreman, who was Pearl’s cleaner, swept under the bed, but she wouldn’t have been able to see it. Sometimes, when Annie hurt me, I took the handkerchief out of the box and held it against my cheek. 
I knew one man in our family. His name was Uncle Charles. He was married to my Aunt Ruby. She was also Pearl’s sister, her youngest sister. I made up a fairy story about Pearl, Ruby and Amethyst, and put it in the treasure box along with the poem.
Once upon a time there were three sisters. The eldest sister was called Amethyst, the middle sister was called Pearl and the youngest sister was called Ruby.
The three sisters were as beautiful as flowers and as kind as angels. They lived on strawberries and cream and drank homemade lemonade. Princes come from far and wide to play croquet with them. 
That was fairy tale truth. Neither Pearl nor Amethyst were beautiful or kind. Pearl was very thin. She had permed brown hair in a style like Queen Elizabeth, our queen, not the one who lived a long time ago. Pearl didn’t smile very often. Her face was frowny. I thought the name suited her. Pearls are cold gems.
Amethyst was plump, like a saggy cushion. She also had brown hair, but it had grey strands in it. She smelt of lavender. I had to kiss her when she came to see us, or when we went to Wisbech to see her. I remember her talcum powder wafting up my nose and making me sneeze. She always said, “I hope Einna hasn’t got a cold. You know how susceptible I am to catching colds.”
Of course I didn’t know what ‘susceptible’ meant, and I didn’t dare ask, so when we got home, I looked it up in the dictionary, ‘easily affected’, it said. Then I had to look up ‘affected’; I knew what ‘easily’ meant. Dictionaries aren’t fair to six year olds who want to know what difficult words mean. They use more big words to describe the one you are looking up. In the end I asked Mrs. Aymes, my teacher. She told me it meant you caught colds and other ailments easily. 
Ruby wasn’t skinny, like Pearl, nor fat like Amethyst. She was beautiful. Not beautiful like Elizabeth Taylor was beautiful; beautiful like a ruby, all glowing and smiley. I remember wishing I could like look like Elizabeth Taylor when I grew up. She had dark hair and blue eyes; so did I. But my hair was straight; the crocodile always cut it like a German helmet. I knew what German helmets looked like, as well as angels. I’d seen pictures of Second World War German soldiers in a history book in school. There were lots of books in my school. 
I loved Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby and I think they loved me. I always liked calling them ‘Uncle’ and ‘Aunty’ because I wasn’t allowed to call Pearl ‘Mummy’, except in public when it would have looked odd if I’d called her ‘Pearl’. When you’re six, it’s hard to remember something like that and sometimes I got in a muddle, then Pearl asked Annie to punish me.
I didn’t see Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby often because they were very busy. Uncle Charles was an auctioneer. Aunty Ruby told me that meant he sold things with a hammer. I thought it sounded funny, selling things with a hammer. I couldn’t help imagining a lady who wanted to buy a chair and Uncle Charles saying, “You can buy the chair if you take a hammer as well.” I thought there must have been an awful lot of hammers at the selling place; that was what I called it, a selling place. Later, I learnt it was called an auction room.
What Aunty Ruby did all day was a bit of a puzzle; she didn’t do any housework or 
cooking. Pearl had Mrs. Foreman to do the housework, but she only came once a week. Aunty Ruby had Audrey to help her and she came every day, to clean, do the laundry and cook. Uncle Charles said she made the best short crust pastry in East Anglia. It melted in the mouth. Ice cream and ice lollies melt in the mouth. Pastry crumbles, it doesn’t melt, but I didn’t tell him he was wrong, that would have been rude. Aunty Ruby always asked Audrey to make strawberry jam tarts and American lemon pie when I stayed with them, as they were my favourites. 
When Pearl was being nasty about Aunty Ruby, she would say, “She swans about pretending to be a great lady.” I hadn’t ever seen a swan, except in stories like The Ugly Duckling, but I remember thinking they were probably like ducks in the way they moved. In the pictures of them, they looked like big ducks, only with longer necks. Ducks waddle. I couldn’t accept that great ladies waddle. I used to watch Aunty Ruby to check how she walked. She didn’t waddle, she sort of trotted. Uncle Charles said she tripped about. I thought it odd the way adults described things. In my mind a trip was what you did when you fell over, and Aunty Ruby didn’t fall over. 
A trip could also be a sort of journey. Pearl called people who went on day-trips ‘trippers’. She didn’t like them. “Oh dear, it’s the season of the trippers again,” she would say. It was the, oh dear, that told me she didn’t like them. I wondered where the trippers came from? They always seemed very jolly and as far as I could see, they didn’t trip over anything.

In a book that Pearl had on her coffee table in the lounge, there were photos of the royal family. At the coronation of King George VI they all had to wear crowns, even the two princesses. Some of the photos showed them waving at the crowds in the streets from one of the balconies at Buckingham Palace. I wondered if they had to practise walking with books on their heads so that the crowns didn’t fall off. I’d seen people’s hats blow off in the wind and they had to run after them. Sometimes they blew into the sea. That was funny. Pearl always put a hatpin through hers. She wouldn’t have run after it if it had blown off; she would have made me do it. Crowns looked as though they were too heavy for the wind to whisk them away, but I imagined they could topple off, especially if you moved your head about. Sometimes, in my bedroom, I pretended to be a princess and I practised walking with a book on my head. It was very difficult
The photos I liked best of the royal family were the ones in their garden where the two princesses were playing with Corgi dogs. I wished I could have a dog. I would have liked a spaniel, not a King Charles one; I thought they were ugly. I’d have liked a Cocker spaniel.
Aunty Ruby didn’t wave at people from balconies, nor did she have a corgi dog. Aunty Ruby didn’t have any animals because she was allergic to them. I had to ask her what ‘allergic’ meant. She said that the dust from their fur made her sneeze. Talcum powder made me sneeze, so I was allergic like Aunty Ruby. 
She did have a garden. I liked her garden. It had croquet hoops in the lawn. Croquet was a game for posh people. Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby were posh. They were nice posh. Not all posh people were nice posh. Pearl and Amethyst weren’t nice posh. Poor people didn’t play croquet because their lawns weren’t big enough. Some poor people didn’t even have gardens. They played marbles out in the street. My uncle and aunt played croquet with their friends. Uncle Charles had made me a special mallet, so that I could play with them, as the ones in their set were too big and heavy for a six year old. 
 	I lived in Norfolk. So did the King and royal family in a big house called Sandringham. But they only lived there in the summer, because they also lived in Buckingham Palace and a castle in Scotland. I thought it was a bit greedy having three houses, but Aunty Ruby told me that lots of rich people have more than one house. Our house had four bedrooms. Sandringham house must have had at least seven. Aunty Ruby and Uncle Charles’s house had five bedrooms. They kept one of the bedrooms specially for me. 
They gave me a teddy bear for my first birthday. He was a golden bear and, when I was big enough to talk properly, I called him Golden Syrup because I thought the colour of his fur looked like Golden Syrup. I loved Golden Syrup, but not treacle. I thought it tasted burnt. If I had a Cocker spaniel I would have called it Golden Syrup, but Pearl would never have let me have a dog. Sometimes Pearl made drop scones for tea and, if Annie thought I’d been good, she allowed me one with butter and Golden Syrup on it. She always had two. A lady in our street had a golden Cocker spaniel. She called him, Josh; the name didn’t suit him.
By the time I was six, Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby had given me six bears; one at each birthday, Golden Syrup, Cocoa, Fudge, Hazelnut, Coffee, and Ice Cream. No one in our house knew their names, only me. 
When I went to stay with Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby I always took one bear with me. I gave them turns because I could only get one in my case. Annie always packed my case. After she’d finished and left the room, I would open it and sneak in one of my bears. It was risky, but I did so want one of them to have a holiday with me. The first thing I did, after Annie had left for the railway station to go back to Hunstanton, was to unpack my case; Aunty Ruby helped me.
“Which bear have you brought with you this time?” she would ask.
“Da-da!” I would say, like a magician, and whisk whichever bear it was, out from his hiding place. We would both give him a cuddle and laid him on my pillow.
Visiting Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby was the most wonderful treat ever, but I had to pretend I didn’t care about going. I would make my face grumpy so that Pearl wouldn’t phone Ruby and say, “Einna can’t come to stay with you this holiday, Ruby.” It had happened once. Annie had caught me smiling as we were about to leave the house to go to the station. She’d told Pearl I was being sly. Pearl had lied to Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby. She’d pretended I’d got a cold. I was always smacked if I lied.
There were so many things I liked about staying with my aunt and uncle. Sometimes I 
thought that the food was best. Sometimes it was all the things we did, like listening to Children’s Hour while I drank a mug of cocoa. Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby drank something called ‘gin and it’. Sometimes it was the stories they told me. But really, the best of all were the hugs and kisses. Annie always hugged me after she’d punished me. Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby never punished me, they just hugged and kissed. It wasn’t nice being hugged by a crocodile; I was always scared the hug might turn into snapping teeth. 
The year I was six, I was invited to stay at my aunt and uncle’s for two weeks in the summer holidays. I’d overheard Pearl say to Annie, “Ruby thinks Einna’s old enough to stay for two weeks now. What do you think, dear?”
“Well, it would mean we could have more time to ourselves without her round our feet. We could take the bus to Wells-next-the-Sea, and Sheringham, maybe.”
“What a lovely idea. We will, if I feel up to it.”
“Mind you, it’ll depend on how Einna behaves over the next few weeks.”
I crept upstairs, excited and nervous. It was very difficult to know what would make Annie gnash her teeth. Two weeks seemed like forever heaven. How was I going to stop myself from laughing with joy? 
On the first morning after I arrived, when I was practising hitting the croquet ball through the hoops, so the next time I played Uncle Charles I would beat him, I saw Aunty Ruby coming across the lawn to find me. 
‘Einna, if you’re not too wrapped up in your game, your uncle would like you to help him with something,’ she said.
I could ask questions, at my aunt and uncle’s that I couldn’t ask at home, like, “Can I just do one last hit, please?” At home, if I didn’t do things straight away, Annie smacked me or boxed my ears.
“Of course,” said my aunt. “I’ll watch.”
The ball swerved into the roses. Aunty Ruby picked it up and placed it on the edge of the bed. Then she stood behind me so we could hit it together. It rolled to the front of 
the hoop.
“You can do it on your own now,” she said. “Just a little tap, sweetheart.”
“Are you women coming?” My uncle’s voice interrupted us. 
 I tapped the ball through the hoop, dropped my croquet mallet, and we ran into the house together. “Where are you?” I called.
“Here, pet, in the hall. Would you like to help me wind up Thomas Gardner?”
“Who?”
“Our old man.” He was standing by the grandfather clock. “Didn’t you know he was called Thomas Gardner?”
“No. I’ve been to visit you lots and lots, on my own and with Pearl and Annie—”
“Pearl?”
“I mean Mummy. Sometimes I call her Pearl because…” What could I say? I couldn’t think of anything to say. I couldn’t tell Uncle Charles about Pearl and Annie; he would be angry with them and then they would know I’d said something. 
“Um.” My uncle let it go, but he looked sad. He put his arm round me. “Thomas is named after the man who made him. Don’t be nervous, hold the key firmly. He wants to be wound up.”
“But how will I know when to stop?”
“The key gets harder to turn. We’ll do it together, this time. When we can’t turn it any more, you can nudge the pendulum.”
“I love Thomas Gardner.”
“Do you? Why do you love him?”
“Because his tick-tocks make me feel safe. I think he guards the house, like an angel.”
Uncle Charles kissed the top of my head. I could feel his bristly moustache through my hair. It tickled. “I know just what you mean. Aunty Ruby calls him our guardian angel.”
	“Are guardian angels different from other angels?”
	“Maybe. There are all sorts of angels in the scriptures.”
	“I know. I’ve seen them in our class’s bible. I think my bears are my guardian angels.” 
 	“One day you shall have Thomas Gardner.”
“Me? Have Thomas Gardner?”
“Yes. When you get married. Your aunt and I will give him to you as a wedding present.”
“When I get married? You have to have a boyfriend first, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t like boys. The boys in my class are naughty. Martin Scrimshaw’s alright but I don’t want to marry him because his nose runs. It’s disgusting.”
‘Disgusting’ was my new word. Our teacher, Mrs. Aymes, used it all the time. “That’s disgusting, Martin. Go and wash your hands immediately.” “That’s disgusting, Melanie. Where did you get it? Put it in the bin right away and then wash your hands.” “That’s disgusting, Faith. You must never use words like that.”
“I don’t think I shall ever get married, Uncle Charles.”
	“Silly Billy, of course you will.”
	“I will if I meet someone like you.” He ruffled my hair. “Will Annie get married?”
	Uncle Charles snorted, then tried to hide it with a pretend cough. “Who knows?” he said and gave me a big, Uncle Charles, bear hug. I loved being hugged by Uncle Charles, but it squeezed all the breath out of my body. “Come on, I expect it’s elevenses, time.”
	I looked at Thomas Gardner. “The big hand’s on the three and the little hand’s on the eleven. That’s a quarter past eleven”
	“Is it. Whoops! Do you think your aunt will be cross with us for being late?”
	“Aunty Ruby’s never cross.”
“No she isn’t, is she? She’s an angel.” 
I looked up at Uncle Charles. “Can you have lots of guardian angels?”
“I don’t know, poppet. Why?”
“Because, if you can, I’d like to have you, Thomas Gardner and Aunty Ruby as my guardian angels, as well as my bears.”
Uncle Charles laughed, but the laugh sounded a bit sad, like a crying laugh.

When I went to Ely, to stay with Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby, Annie took me on the train because Pearl didn’t have a car. On the way there I felt as fizzy as lemonade. All my bubbles were trying to escape, but I knew I had to keep them in until Annie left to go back to Hunstanton.
She pretended to be nice in front of Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby. But when she said goodbye, she squeezed my arm hard and whispered in my ear, “You make sure you behave. You know what you’ll get if I hear you’ve been naughty.” The squeeze hurt, but I didn’t cry out. If I had, I would have been punished when I got back to Hunstanton. Of course I knew I wasn’t in danger of Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby telling Annie I’d been naughty. In Ely there weren’t rules like there were in Hunstanton.
On the way home there were no fizzy bubbles, only unfizzy pop, and unfizzy pop is disgusting. Sometimes I made a mistake and told Annie about the things I’d been doing. Mostly, she didn’t listen, but if she did, she frowned. I think it was because she didn’t like to hear about me enjoying myself. 
I knew I oughtn’t to have told her about winding up Thomas Gardner but I didn’t seem to be able to keep the news to myself. Perhaps it was because when I was with my aunt and uncle I could say anything, so I’d forgotten to be careful.
“What did he want to let you do that for? You might have broken it,” she said showing her crocodile teeth.
“Him, Annie. Uncle Charles says grandfather clocks are hims. And I didn’t break
Thomas. I was very careful. He said I can do it every time I stay with them.” I nearly told her that Thomas Gardner would be mine when I got married, but the frown on her face warned me to be careful.
“Don’t be stupid, Einna. A clock can’t be a he.”
“But Uncle Char—”
“That’s enough. I’m not sure you’ll be going to stay with Uncle Charles and Aunty Ruby any more. Aunty Ruby told me you’d been naughty, and she doesn’t want to have naughty girls to stay.”
The railway carriage tilted. I felt as though I was going to fall off the seat. I hadn’t been naughty. I knew Aunty Ruby and Uncle Charles loved having me to stay. Sometimes I dreamt of living with them. My eyes filled with tears and the crocodile’s frown changed to a smile. 
“You’re a liar,” I shouted. “I hate you.”
“You just wait until we get home,” she snapped.
As the train pulled into Hunstanton station, she grabbed my hand and marched me down the street. Punishment waited behind the blue front door, a beating with my hairbrush, no sweets, no biscuits, no Sunday serial on the wireless, no going to the beach. I knew all the punishments off by heart, and what she said while she punished me.
“Children should be seen and not heard.”
“Don’t you pull that face at me, young lady. The wind might change and you’ll be stuck with it, then you’ll be sorry. I’m going to give you something to be sorry for. No Children’s Favourites on Saturday morning.”
“You’re lying. I’ve told you what happens when someone lies, haven’t I? They get spots on the tongue. No sweetie after tea.”
“This is hurting me more than it hurts you.” Whack, whack. 
It wasn’t true. She enjoyed hitting me. I could see it in her face. It hurt. It hurt a lot. Later she would cuddle and kiss me and I would have to hold my breath because the cuddle hurt my back.
As soon as we got home she called out, “Mummy, Einna’s been naughty again,” and she yanked me upstairs.
“Oh, poor you. Come and see me when you’ve dealt with her, dear. She has to learn.” 
“Okay, Mummy.” She shoved me through the door of my room. “Now, am I going to beat the nastiness out of you, or…?” She looked around. Her eyes rested on my bears. They were asleep on the bed, waiting for me to wake them and give them a hello cuddle.
“You’re too old for cuddly toys, Einna. Go downstairs and ask Mummy if there’s a jumble sale soon?”
Jumble sale? “Please don’t sell my bears, Annie. Please beat me.” I didn’t know what a jumble sale was, but I guessed my bears were going to be sold.
“I’m not going to sell your bears, Einna. I’m going to give them to a good cause.”
“You’ve got a cuddly toy and you’re much older than me.”
“We’re not talking about me, are we? Stop answering back.”
“But they’re mine. It’s naughty to give away things that don’t belong to you. A policeman will come and…”
Annie grabbed the bears, and marched out of the room. I ran after her, screaming. 
“What on earth’s all this noise?” Pearl emerged from the lounge.
“Einna’s too old for these. I’m going to give them to the Salvation Army for their next jumble sale. Is there one soon, Mummy?”
Annie held the bears up in the air so I couldn’t get them. I was sobbing and sobbing.
“Next Saturday, as it happens. Here, give them to me.” Pearl took them. “Stop yelling, Einna.”
That was the last I saw of Golden Syrup, Fudge, Ice Cream, Coffee, and Hazelnut. Cocoa was still in my case. I had to find a place to hide him. In the case? It lived under my bed. He’d be sad without his friends, but safe. I always unpacked my case and put my clothes away. No one would know I’d left Cocoa in it.
Annie beat me, anyway, for I deserved two punishments because I’d been naughty twice. With each stroke of the brush, she said, “It’s for your own good. I don’t enjoy this, Einna. I have to beat the nastiness out of you. You mustn’t tell people you hate them. Go on say it, I don’t hate you Annie. I shall carry on beating you until you do.”
How could I have said, I don’t hate you Annie, when I did? I tried to stifle my sobs. Usually, when she beat me I closed my mouth so tight it hurt my teeth. I wanted her arm to ache before I cried. 
Later, lying on my tummy as my bottom and back were too sore to lie on, I pictured her dead in a coffin. I pictured the accidents leading to her death. I pictured me laughing, and Pearl crying. 
Shove! I pushed Annie down the stairs. Shove! I pushed her under a bus. That I was six and Annie a big fourteen-year old crocodile made no difference to my story book strength. I was the angel of my picture.

