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Unwelcome Visitors 
Le sommeil des morts. It envelops me like a thick blanket, dark and serene. I do not dream, I merely exist. My breath is slow and regular, my heart giving occasional thumps. Je me sens léger comme une plume, mais lourde comme une planète. Anyone who saw me would think that I were a corpse- cold, unmoving, dead. 

“Griswold!”

A fuzzy, piercing voice filters into my sleeping ear, and there is a creak as the lid of my box is opened and flung aside. Morning air swoops in like an ice cream scoop, expelling the perfect heat of hibernation in an instant. My tissue paper bedding rustles and a frustrating rayon de soleil leaps into my shell, scorching my face. Calmez-vous, Griswold. Dormez à poings fermés. 
“Mummy, he isn’t awake. Why isn’t he awake, Mummy? It’s April. Granny said he’d wake up ages ago. It’s not fair, I don’t want a silly tortoise, I want money, toys—“
Ouh, p’tit coquin! 
A deeper, more mature voice cuts in. The sound tastes like une soupe aux légumes, with too little salt- thick and drab. I do not recognise it, but the accent is English. She seems to chew on her words before letting them out.  
“Darling, Griswold has to wake up in his own time- no, don’t poke him! We just have to wait, and then he can come out and play. And don’t be so rude about poor Granny, you know she isn’t well. She sent Griswold all the way from Paris because she wanted him in safe hands. He’s very old, so you have to be gentle with him, okay?” 
There is a plaintive pleurnicheur, and a vicious jab at my shell, before they depart, neglecting to replace the lid of my box. I hear fading footsteps, and enfin, I am alone. Easing my head out of my shell, I blink slowly and regard the dusty ribbons of sunlight that dance above my head. Mildewed air creeps into my nostrils. Thin strips of rose-coloured tissue paper line my box, which has smooth cream walls and an understated black border at the top. I always was a tortoise of delicate taste. I give my stubby legs a brief stretch, and heave a huge yawn, ma bouche creaking and snapping shut.
I fancy that soon I will soon hear the approaching shuffle of sheepskin slippers, those sweet mutters of senile dementia, her flowing floral nightdresses and syrupy smelling inside-out cardigans. Je pousse un soupir de soulagement and bury myself further into the delicate pink. Closing my beady eyes, I try to return to the land of sleep. But I cannot; the bedding crinkles when I move, and a cold breeze whispers in my ear. Stale air fills my lungs and then my stomach gives out a mournful cri, like a little child. 
Why no concombre? Whenever I wake up in Spring there is concombre. Desperately, as my heart begins to kick up from its slow rhythm of hibernation, I search in the tissue paper for some morsel of food. There is none. My stomach yelps and fiercely kicks as if trying to escape from my tough skin. I close my eyes like a weary maman, and groan. 
Stretching my neck, I can see the view from my box. Wooden slatted walls lined haphazardly with garden tools surround me, and a spider scuttles busily along the sill of a grimy window. I am in a shed- mais je ne lui connais pas. 
Those unfamiliar people now seem to be in charge of me, apparently due to “Granny’s” illness. I had known that ma vieille dame had been unwell for some time. She had talked to me of seeing three legged sausages on the dinner table, or hearing a marching band as she made her morning café. My eyes would crinkle into a smile as she searched in vain for her false teeth, and when her shaking hands carried me to le jardin for my daily walk. As she chatted to me, I would nod meditatively, munching on crisp lettuce leaves and concombre. She used to talk to me just the same when she was une petite fille. I loved to listen to her. 
As she solemnly filled my box with rose tissue paper, I knew this would be the final time she said bon nuit. The last thing I remember of her is a waft of Arpège and a soft, wrinkled fingertip stroking my nose. 
After several hours, the humans return to the shed, picking their way through the scattered garden tools. The child squeals as she brushes against them. There is  yelp as the sharp fingers of a rake catch at her clothes. I allow myself un petit sourire of satisfaction. I look up at the faces peering in at me, the foreigners. One has a small, pudgy face, with a slobbering mouth and fierce red cheeks. Soggy, fat fingers poke at my face, welcoming me back into the world. I attempt to conceal my disgust with a benign sourire aux anges. The other watches from above, with jangling earrings and a humourless stretch of mouth, like une vache on its hind legs. Her mousy hair hangs heavily to her shoulders like drapes, and she surveys me with wide-set brown eyes, shadowed by drooping lashes. 
At last, her hand, with bitten nails painted a lurid crimson, reaches into my box and offers me a handful of diced carottes. There are no wrinkles or liver spots, just a plain canvas of bland, sallow skin. Ragged cuticles and chipped nail polish pass my face as she moves the hand away. I certainly can’t smell Arpège this time. I sniff at my meal disdainfully, noting the greying skin of the unpeeled old vegetables, and grudgingly begin to chew them after my stomach lets out a yowl of impatience. 

“Mummy he’s so hungry!” marvels the young human, attempting to force a piece of carrot into my mouth. It tastes like plasticine and biscuits. “Look, I’m helping him, he likes me- Don’t you, Grizzle?”
I most certainly do not. I miss ma vieille dame, who held me as though I were made of glass, who carefully peeled ma concombre before feeding it to me. The way her neat curls of white hair framed a face which sagged softly, and the gentle ‘clique-clique’ of her pearls. I turn away from them in despair, and, resisting the squeals and pokes of the young human, draw my head into the empty darkness of my shell. 
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