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Nine-year-old Marie pressed her nose against the foggy aeroplane window, her eyes scanning the endless expanse of blue below. “Mum, are we almost there?” she asked, fidgeting in her seat.
Dr. Dumont, a veterinarian who specialised in helping endangered animals and was raising two children on her own, shifted uncomfortably. “These aeroplane seats aren’t very cosy, are they? No, sweetie, we’ve still got about an hour left in our flight.”
Twelve-year-old Louis sighed as he tucked his now-dead tablet into the seat pocket. “I can’t wait to get off this plane,” he grumbled.
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Dr. Dumont understood her children’s restlessness. The journey from France to Madagascar was indeed a long one. But she knew in her heart that once they landed, all the discomfort would be worth it. They were moving to Madagascar so she could start her dream job—studying and caring for endangered animals, a passion she’d had since she was a little girl.
Several hours later, the Dumont family finally arrived at their new home. It was a spacious brown house surrounded by lush, green shrubs. “What do you think, kids?” Dr. Dumont asked excitedly. Together, they began the short walk to the house, wheeling their suitcases behind them.
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Suddenly, a piercing scream filled the air. “Aaaaaah!”
Dr. Dumont dropped her luggage with a loud thud and rushed to her daughter’s side. “Marie, what’s wrong?” she asked, concern etched on her face.
A small, bright green creature was scurrying up Marie’s leg. “Get it off, get it off!” she cried, her voice trembling with fear.
Louis couldn’t help but chuckle. “Relax, it’s just a harmless little lizard. It won’t hurt you!”
Their mother gently plucked the wriggling creature from Marie’s leg. She cupped it carefully in her hands, opening them slightly, so Louis could get a better look.
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“Wow,” Louis whispered, gently touching the lizard with one finger. “Its skin feels so smooth.”
“I bet you two have never seen one of these up close before, have you?” their mum asked. Both children shook their heads, their eyes wide with wonder.
“Well, I never want to see one again!” Marie declared, still shaken from the encounter.
“Oh, come on, Marie. Don’t be such a scaredy-cat,” Louis teased, a mischievous grin on his face.
Their mum carefully placed the lizard in a nearby bush, watching as it quickly disappeared into the greenery. Then, they gathered their belongings and headed into the house. Compared to their small apartment in France, this place seemed enormous. The children eagerly started exploring, peeking around every corner and opening every door they could find.
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Excitement building, they raced up the stairs to check out the bedrooms.
“I call dibs on the biggest room!” Louis shouted, his voice echoing through the hallway.
“No fair! Why should you get the biggest one?” Marie protested, hot on his heels.
“Because I’m the oldest, of course!” Louis replied confidently. As they reached the top of the stairs, they saw three bedrooms stretching down a long hallway. The first one was clearly the largest. “This one’s mine!” Louis announced triumphantly.
“Not so fast,” their mum called out as she made her way up the stairs, lugging the suitcases. “The master bedroom is for me, because I’m the mum and I need the extra space.”
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Louis’s face fell. “You always say, ‘Because I’m the mum’ for everything,” he grumbled. He thought back to all the times she’d used that phrase: when he wanted pizza for breakfast, when he begged to stay up until midnight, and even when he tried to convince her to let him skip school.
Disappointed but not defeated, Louis moved on to the next bedroom, only to find Marie had already claimed it. With a sigh, he trudged to the third and final room. To his surprise, it was exactly the same size as Marie’s, which made him feel a bit better.
Curious about his new surroundings, he walked over to the window to survey the backyard. It was bigger than any he’d ever seen in France, with a sturdy brown fence enclosing it and numerous trees that looked perfect for climbing. In the distance, he spotted several enormous trees with thick, sturdy trunks. Just then, his mum entered the room.
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“Mum, look at those massive trees!” Louis exclaimed, pointing excitedly.
“Those are called baobab trees,” his mum explained. “They’re very special—in fact, the baobab is the national tree of Madagascar.”
Their conversation was interrupted by the sudden chime of the doorbell. Ring! Ring!
“I wonder who that could be,” Marie said, her curiosity piqued.
Their mum hurried downstairs to answer the door. Moments later, she returned with a woman neither Marie nor Louis had ever seen before. “Susie! It’s wonderful to see you again!” Dr. Dumont said warmly, giving the woman a big hug. “Kids, come down and meet Susie.”
“Please, call me Aunt Susie,” the woman insisted, planting a kiss on Louis’s cheek, which he promptly wiped off. She enveloped Marie in a tight hug. “Oh my, I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you two!”
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Aunt Susie was dressed in bright, colourful clothes that were unlike anything they’d seen in France. She spoke with a booming voice, but her warm smile and friendly nature immediately put the children at ease.
“Kids,” their mum explained, “Susie is a dear friend of mine from Madagascar. She’s visited our zoo in France several times, which is how we became friends. She’s going to help us settle in here on the island, and we’ll be working together at my new job.”
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“That’s right!” Aunt Susie confirmed with a cheerful grin. Louis noticed that she pronounced some French words differently than they did. His attention was drawn to an enormous bag Aunt Susie had placed on the floor. Noticing his curiosity, she said, “Oh, I bet you’re wondering what I’ve brought with me!”
With a flourish, Aunt Susie pulled out a large, covered pan from her bag. “I’ve brought you a special welcome dinner!” she announced proudly.
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Marie and Louis peered into the dish, filled with unfamiliar foods and aromas. Louis, not wanting to seem impolite, said nothing and stared at his feet. Marie, however, couldn’t contain her curiosity. “What exactly is it?” she asked hesitantly.
Aunt Susie, far from being offended, was delighted by the question. “This, my dears, is called romazava. It’s a delicious mix of rice, chicken, beef, pork, and all sorts of yummy vegetables! I promise you’ll love it!” Despite Aunt Susie’s enthusiasm, Marie and Louis exchanged doubtful glances.
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As they sat down to eat, Marie and Louis were surprised to discover that Aunt Susie’s romazava was indeed delicious! While they ate, Aunt Susie told them all about the new school they would attend with her daughter, Gemma.
“Do they speak French at the school?” Louis asked between bites.
“Yes, they do,” Aunt Susie replied. “And they also speak Malagasy.”
Marie’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Malagasy? What’s that? It sounds like some kind of disease.”
Aunt Susie laughed good-naturedly. “Not at all! Malagasy is the official language of Madagascar. Don’t worry, though—you’re both so smart, I’m sure you’ll pick it up in no time.”
Their mum, seeing the slightly overwhelmed looks on her children’s faces, added reassuringly, “I know all these changes might seem scary right now. But I’ve got an exciting surprise planned for tomorrow, and I know you’re going to love it!”
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After dinner, Louis retreated to his new room to get ready for bed. As he unpacked his suitcase, placing his clothes on the bed, he decided to explore his closet. At first glance, it appeared empty, but then something caught his eye—a small, strange door at the back of the closet wall!
“What is this?” he muttered to himself, reaching out to turn the tiny knob. The door opened with a loud, drawn-out creeeaaak, as if it hadn’t been touched in years. “Whoa!” Louis gasped in amazement. Behind the door was a tunnel-like space with a ceiling so low he’d have to crawl to enter. It was like discovering a secret hideout within his very own closet! Louis couldn’t believe his luck. Maybe he’d ended up with the best room after all, he thought with a grin.
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The secret space was pitch black, darker than the night sky without stars. Louis rummaged through his suitcase, hoping to find his flashlight, but came up empty-handed. He then grabbed his tablet and used its screen to illuminate the mysterious tunnel.
At first, the space appeared to be completely empty. But as Louis crawled further in, he found a small envelope lying in the far corner. Intrigued, he picked it up and carefully opened it. Inside was a folded piece of paper with a message written on it. Louis couldn’t understand a single word. He realised it must be written in Malagasy. He decided to ask Aunt Susie about it the next time he saw her.
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Not wanting anyone else to find his secret discovery just yet, Louis carefully hid the paper in one of the pockets of his suitcase. Then, exhausted from the long day of travel and excitement, he climbed into bed.
When his mum came to say goodnight, Louis decided to keep the secret closet and the mysterious note to himself for now. As he drifted off to sleep, his mind was buzzing with questions. What could the note possibly say? Who had left it there? And what other unexpected adventures awaited him in this strange new land of Madagascar? Louis soon fell into a deep sleep, eager to see what tomorrow would bring in his new home.
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      busy = true;
      hit.style.visibility = 'hidden';
      each(function (f) { f.classList.add('pt-closing'); });
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    function expand() {
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      tab.classList.add('pt-off');
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    tab.addEventListener('click', function (ev) { ev.preventDefault(); ev.stopPropagation(); expand(); });
    // read-aloud: a box collapsed before the reading reached it opens when its first word is read;
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