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Marie woke up to bright sunlight coming in through her window and the cheerful songs of various birds. A gentle breeze moved her pink crepe curtains back and forth, making them dance in the morning light. For a moment, she forgot where she was, because those curtains were similar to the ones she had in her room back in France. She yawned, stretched her arms, and walked over to the window. What she saw was DEFINITELY not France. The backyard was filled with trees that had wild, twisting branches and beautiful blossoming flowers of all colours. In the distance, she could see baobab trees, which looked exactly like the ones she had only ever seen in magazines before. It suddenly hit her again—now she lived in Madagascar.
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She glanced at the clock on her nightstand. It was 8 o’clock—time to get up and start the day! Marie was sure that Mum would be making breakfast by now, as she always did. Quietly, Marie tiptoed over to Louis’s room, careful not to make any noise in the hallway. Her older brother was still fast asleep, sprawled out on his bed! “Wake up, sleepy head …” she said in a soft voice, tapping Louis gently on the arm. Louis didn’t budge an inch, remaining completely still. “Come on!” said Marie, this time a little bit louder.
“Mhmmm … ahmmm …” mumbled Louis, still half-asleep. He turned over on his side, one arm flopping lazily over the side of the bed.
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Marie sighed, slightly exasperated. Her brother was such a deep sleeper, and it was always a challenge to wake him up in the mornings. She leaned in closer to tap him on the head, hoping this would finally do the trick. Suddenly, she spotted a stream of drool escaping from the corner of his mouth and trailing onto his pillow. “Eeeew!” she cried, jumping back in disgust. “Never mind! I’m going down to get breakfast without you.”
As Marie headed downstairs, the wooden steps creaking slightly under her feet, she heard an unfamiliar sound coming from the kitchen. Someone was humming a cheerful tune. Curious, she called out, “Mum?” as she entered the kitchen, wondering who could be making such a happy noise.
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But to Marie’s surprise, it wasn’t Mum in the kitchen at all! Aunt Susie was there instead, bending over the oven and carefully pulling out something that smelled absolutely delicious! The aroma of freshly baked goods filled the air, making Marie’s mouth water. Feeling playful, Marie decided to have some fun. She quickly ran into the kitchen and hid under the large wooden table. Her feet, covered in bright pink socks, could still be seen peeking out from underneath the flowery tablecloth. “Who’s in here?” called Aunt Susie in a sing-song voice, playing along with Marie’s game.



		
“Nobody!” shouted Marie from underneath the table, trying to control her laughter.
Aunt Susie laughed, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “So, ‘nobody’ wants breakfast?” she asked, pretending to be confused.
“No, nobody doesn’t want breakfast,” Marie replied.
“Ah, so you mean everybody wants breakfast?” answered Aunt Susie, chuckling at their wordplay. Marie giggled even louder, enjoying their little game.
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Just then, Mum came into the room, her hair still slightly messy from sleep. “Good morning, Susie. Good morning, Marie,” she said warmly, when she spotted the pink-socked feet poking out from below the tablecloth. She inhaled deeply and smiled. “Mmmm … it smells wonderful in here!”
“What are you making, Aunt Susie?” asked Marie, her curiosity getting the better of her as she peeked out from under the table.
“Oh, you’ll see as soon as it’s done,” Aunt Susie replied with a twinkle in her eye. “I hope you’re hungry!”
“Aunt Susie kindly offered to make us breakfast today so that I could sleep in a bit longer,” explained Mum, yawning. “I’m still feeling a bit tired because of our long trip yesterday.”
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“Oh, thanks, Aunt Susie,” said Marie gratefully. She supposed it was pretty nice of Aunt Susie to offer to make breakfast for everyone, especially since they were all still adjusting to their new home. A short while later, Louis finally came downstairs, yawning widely and wiping his eyes with the back of his hand. The Dumonts gathered around the table and enjoyed a delicious breakfast together. They tried a pudding that Aunt Susie called a ‘good-good’, and it certainly lived up to its name! The kids especially enjoyed the mukary-vary, which reminded them of the doughnuts they used to eat back in France. As they ate, they all agreed that Aunt Susie was an excellent cook, and they felt lucky to have her with them on this new adventure.
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After they had finished their tasty breakfast and helped clear the table, Mum announced that she had a surprise for the children. She told them to put on their jeans and boots, hinting that they might be going on an outdoor adventure. Marie and Louis exchanged curious glances, wondering what their mother had planned. Mum and Aunt Susie were already dressed in beige polo shirts with matching beige work pants—their official work uniform for the animal reserve. As they got ready, Louis remembered the strange note written in Malagasy that he had found the night before. He wanted to ask Aunt Susie about it, but decided he would wait until after Mum’s surprise was revealed. Once everyone was ready, they went outside and piled into a sturdy grey Jeep. Aunt Susie started the engine and began to drive down the long, winding dirt road. Marie and Louis quickly noticed that there were many holes and bumps in the road—it wasn’t smooth and paved like the roads in France.
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After a while of bouncing along, the constant jostling of the Jeep over the holes became very annoying for everyone. Louis, feeling a bit frustrated, asked, “Where are the proper roads? Shouldn’t there be smooth roads here too?”
Mum turned in her seat to face the children, a knowing smile on her face. “Remember how I said we would have plenty of adventures in Madagascar?” she replied, her eyes twinkling with excitement.
Aunt Susie chimed in, “These are the roads here, honey. It’s all part of the experience of living in a place like this!”
Marie shifted uncomfortably in her seat, feeling the effects of the bumpy ride. “Oh, I hope we get there soon,” she said, a slight frown on her face. “I think I feel a stomach ache coming on from all this bouncing around.”
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The trip turned out to be longer than anyone had expected. Soon, Marie and Louis began to wonder if this ‘surprise’ was really worth all the trouble. Unfortunately, Marie’s stomach decided not to cooperate, and she had to ask for an emergency pit stop. Mum quickly helped her out of the Jeep, and poor Marie was sick into the grass on the side of the road! When she finally climbed back into the Jeep, feeling a bit embarrassed, Aunt Susie offered her a can of soda from a small cooler she had packed. It was something similar to ginger ale, fizzy and slightly sweet. “Here, sweetie. This will help settle your stomach and make you feel better,” Aunt Susie said kindly. Marie took the can, sipping the cool drink slowly and already starting to feel a bit better.
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Finally, after what seemed like hours of driving, Aunt Susie and the Dumonts arrived at their destination. As they pulled up to the gates of what appeared to be some sort of park, Louis leaned forward in his seat, squinting to read the large wooden sign at the entrance.
“Madagasikara Reserve,” Louis read aloud in confusion. “Where exactly are we, Mum?”
Mum turned to face the children, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “This is a very special place, just for lemurs,” she explained enthusiastically. “Do you remember what lemurs are?”
“Oh, yeah!” said Louis, his face lighting up with recognition. “I’ve seen them on nature shows on TV.”
“That’s right,” said Aunt Susie with a warm chuckle. “And now, instead of just seeing them on a screen, you’ll get to see them up close in real life!”
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As they got out of the Jeep and stretched their legs, Marie looked around curiously. The unfamiliar surroundings made her a bit nervous, and she asked, “Are there lizards here too?”
“Lizards?” Aunt Susie paused for a moment, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Why yes, there are lizards here. In fact, they are the humongous kind that grow to be the size of crocodiles, and they eat children for breakfast!”
“Be careful, Aunt Susie,” Louis said with a laugh, playing along with the joke. “You’ll scare Marie with stories like that.”
But Marie, feeling brave, puffed out her chest and declared, “I’m not scared at all. I’ve already seen some of the lizards here, and I’ve decided they’re not so scary after all. They’re actually kind of cute!”
Louis couldn’t resist teasing his sister a bit more. With a playful smirk, he said, “Well, I bet you’ll be scared of the lemurs when you see them up close!”
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“Louis, that’s enough teasing,” Mum said firmly but gently. “Now, I expect you both to be on your best behaviour in this animal reserve. They don’t normally allow children to visit here. But, since your mother is the best mother ever,” she added with a wink, “she managed to get you a special pass just for today.”
“And because she’s one of the best vets ever,” added Aunt Susie, giving Mum a proud smile. “The animals here are lucky to have her looking after them.”
Mum blushed slightly at the compliment and carefully arranged a few stray hairs that had fallen out of her neat hairdo. Then, she quickly applied some lipstick, using the pull-down mirror in the Jeep to make sure she looked presentable.
“Awww, come on, Mum, let’s go already!” said Louis impatiently, eager to start their adventure.
“I’ve got to look my best, Louis,” Mum replied patiently. “Remember, this is where I work now, and first impressions are important, even on our day off.”
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After Mum was ready, Aunt Susie led the Dumonts into the main building of the reserve. They stood at a reception desk, where a friendly lady with a warm smile gave Louis and Marie special passes to wear around their necks. Next, Aunt Susie guided them down a long hallway and then through a door that led them outside. Suddenly, they found themselves in a large outdoor area that was enclosed by giant nets attached to tall wooden poles.



		
Aunt Susie began to explain, “This is what we call a lemur habitat. It’s designed to mimic the natural environment where lemurs would live in the wild. See all these trees and plants? They’re just like the ones lemurs would find in their natural forest homes.” She pointed out various plants and trees as they walked along. “But as you can see, this place is closed in with these big nets. Can you guess why?”
Marie thought for a moment before answering, “Is it so the lemurs can’t escape?”
“That’s right!” Aunt Susie nodded approvingly. “The nets keep the lemurs safe inside. This way, we can protect them and study their behaviour before some of them are released back into the wild.”
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As they walked further into the habitat, Aunt Susie continued explaining. “This place is what we call a lemur sanctuary,” she said. “That means it’s a special, safe place where lemurs can live and be protected.”
Marie, always curious, asked, “Safe? But why wouldn’t they be safe out in the jungle? Isn’t that where they’re supposed to live?”
Aunt Susie nodded, her expression turning a bit more serious. “Oh, they can be safe in the wild, and that’s where we hope they’ll all live one day. But sadly, some types of lemurs have been dying out because they’re losing their homes. You see, some people come and chop down the trees that lemurs use for shelter and food. And sometimes, people who don’t understand how special lemurs are might try to hunt them.”
Louis looked shocked. “Who wouldn’t like a lemur?” he asked, genuinely puzzled. “I’ve seen them on TV, and they look so furry and cuddly! How could anyone want to hurt them?”
Aunt Susie smiled at Louis’s enthusiasm. “Well, most lemurs are very cute, but I’m going to show you one type of lemur called the aye-aye. Some people here in Madagascar have strange beliefs about it. They think it looks scary—almost like a monster! They even tell spooky stories about it and think it brings bad luck!”
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“Look!” Mum cried out excitedly. “It’s a ring-tailed lemur! Isn’t it beautiful?” The lemur stared at them curiously, its large, expressive eyes filled with intelligence.
In that magical instant, Marie completely forgot about the scary lizards, the long and bumpy roads, and even her queasy stomach. She looked down at the lemur, and it stared right back up at her with its inquisitive eyes. A huge smile spread across Marie’s face!
“Wow, Mum!” Marie cried out, her voice filled with wonder and joy. “This is absolutely the best surprise ever!”
As the family stood there, watching the lemurs in the trees around them, they were all filled with appreciation for the unique wildlife of Madagascar. They knew that this was just the beginning of many exciting adventures they would have in their new home.



		
As they continued their walk, Aunt Susie suddenly stopped and looked up at the trees above them. Her face lit up with excitement. “Look!” she exclaimed, pointing upwards. “There’s one now!” The children followed her gaze, and sure enough, there was a creature up in the branches. But to their surprise, it didn’t look anything like the cute, furry lemurs they had imagined!
Marie gasped, taking a step back. She was a bit frightened by the strange-looking animal. “That’s the aye-aye?” she asked, her voice quivering slightly.
“Yes, that’s right,” said Mum gently. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. It won’t hurt you. Aye-ayes are actually quite shy and gentle creatures.”
As they stood there, watching the aye-aye in fascination, they began to stroll down a dirt walkway that wound through the habitat. Suddenly, without warning, another furry animal leaped down from a nearby tree, landing right in their path! This one looked much more like the lemurs they had expected to see.
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})();
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