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“Welcome! Welcome!” Aunt Susie exclaimed cheerfully as she opened the door yet again. More people streamed into the house, filling the rooms with excited chatter. Marie was eager to meet everyone, her eyes sparkling with curiosity. Louis, however, was having a tough time. Meeting new people wasn’t easy for him. Marie and Louis Dumont were at Aunt Susie’s house with their mother for a big welcome party. They had recently moved to Madagascar from France. Now it seemed like the entire town had come to Aunt Susie’s house to greet them, making Louis feel even more anxious.
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Aunt Susie wasn’t actually their aunt, but she liked to be called that because she was their mother’s close friend. Dr. Dumont was a veterinarian, and Aunt Susie also worked with animals. They were going to work together to protect the wildlife of Madagascar, which excited Marie. As she looked around the crowded room, Marie wondered how many of the guests were also animal doctors. She had already met three friendly ladies who worked at the lemur reserve, two who cared for endangered tortoises, and one who studied mysterious owls. Marie was fascinated by their stories about the animals they helped, but she could have done without all the cheek-pinching!
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“Louis, do you think everyone here is a vet?” Marie asked her big brother, her eyes wide with wonder.
“I don’t know …” Louis mumbled, looking uncomfortable. All he wanted to do was hide behind the big punch bowl and avoid talking to anyone.
“Come on, Louis!” Marie encouraged, gently tugging at his sleeve. “Let’s go meet more people! They’re all so nice and have such interesting stories to tell!”
“But I don’t like it when they pinch my cheeks or hug me too hard,” Louis protested, pulling away slightly. “You go ahead. I’m going to sneak into the kitchen and find more snacks to eat.”
“I don’t like being pinched either,” Marie said. “But look what I got for being brave!” She proudly held up a few small bags of strange-looking candy. Despite its odd appearance, it was still candy, and that was exciting!
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Louis’s eyes widened with interest, and he licked his lips. “Ooh, I want some! Where did you get all that?” he asked, suddenly curious.
“Well,” Marie began, counting on her fingers, “the owl lady gave me some, and so did the one who helps tortoises, and also a nice woman from the lemur reserve that we visited today. They were all so kind!”
“They gave you all that just for talking to them?” Louis gasped. “Uh—I don’t know. I still don’t want to talk to any more people right now. It’s too overwhelming for me.”
“I’ll help you, Louis!” Marie offered eagerly, trying to encourage her brother. “You know—like you helped me earlier!” She pulled a tiny lemur toy out of her pocket. Louis had lent it to her because her own toy had gotten lost during their trip.
Louis looked doubtful, shifting from foot to foot nervously. “Naaah. I think I’ll just go to the kitchen,” he decided, turning away.
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Louis felt a wave of relief wash over him as he entered the kitchen and found it empty. He sat down at the table and began to munch on a crunchy snack from a nearby tray. Hmmm … he thought. This kind of tastes like grass, but it’s not as bad as I expected. He popped a few more into his mouth, finding that he actually enjoyed the strange flavour. Suddenly, the kitchen door swung open, and a boy about Louis’s age walked in. “Hi,” the boy said with a friendly smile.
“Hi,” Louis replied, feeling a bit nervous but also curious about this new person.



	


		
			[image: ]
		

		
Then the boy came closer, speaking in a language that Louis had never heard before. It sounded completely new to his ears. “Maybe he’s speaking Malagasy,” Louis thought, remembering that it was the local language of Madagascar. He recalled the mysterious note he had found in his closet the night before and wondered if this boy might be able to tell him what it said. “What did you say?” Louis asked in French, hoping the boy might understand. The boy repeated what he had said, but Louis still couldn’t make sense of the words. “Um, sorry. I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Louis admitted, feeling a bit embarrassed.
The boy shook his head back and forth, seeming to realise the problem. He walked up to the bowl that Louis was eating from and pointed. “These … bugs … you like?” he said in French.
“Bugs?” gasped Louis, his eyes growing wide with shock. “They are bugs? Eeeew!” He felt his stomach churn thinking of what he had been munching on.
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		The boy laughed, not meaning to be unkind. “Sakandry …” he explained, gesturing to the bowl. “They name sakandry.” Louis couldn’t believe he had eaten insects called “sakandry”. His face turned as red as a ripe tomato, and he felt very embarrassed. The boy wasn’t trying to be mean, but Louis still felt terrible. Trying to be polite despite his discomfort, the boy stuck out his hand. “I’m Tonisoa. You?”
Louis shook his hand. “I’m Louis,” he replied. Now he just wanted to disappear. He wished he could hide in the secret closet in his room back in France. “Um, talk to you later, ok?” he mumbled, then bolted out of the kitchen as fast as his legs could carry him.
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Where can I hide? wondered Louis, his heart racing. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now. Especially not to someone I can barely understand. And—I just ate bugs! What a horrible day! Just then, he got an idea. The bathroom! He ran upstairs and searched for a bathroom, looking over his shoulder to make sure no one was following him. His mind was spinning with thoughts of the strange new foods, unfamiliar languages, and the number of people he had encountered in just one day.
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Whew! He made it! Louis shut the door behind him, feeling relieved. He looked at the toilet, intending to close the lid so that he could sit on top of it. But something caught his eye, and he stopped in surprise. Something was definitely wrong with this toilet. Where was the water? The bowl was filled with some strange, paper-like sheets instead. How am I ever going to get used to life here in Madagascar? Louis thought. Even the toilets are odd!
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		Louis closed the lid and sat down on the toilet, trying to calm himself down. Five minutes later, he heard a gentle knock on the bathroom door. Oh, great, he thought with a sigh. Someone needs to use the bathroom.
“Louis?” Marie called softly from the other side of the door. “Are you okay in there? You’ve been gone for a while.”
“No!” yelled Louis, his voice tinged with frustration. “Not at all!”
“Come on, Louis,” said Marie, her voice filled with concern. “Tell me what happened! Maybe I can help.”
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		Louis got up and opened the door a crack, peeking out at his sister. “This is a terrible party, Marie,” he said. “You won’t believe what just happened to me.” Marie didn’t think anything could be worse than what had happened to her that day: she had gotten terribly sick on the way to the lemur reserve, and then had lost her brand-new lemur toy that she’d been so excited about! But she decided not to say anything mean to her brother. After all, he had been kind enough to lend her his own lemur toy.
“Here,” she said gently, holding out the lemur. “Take this. It might make you feel better, like it did for me.”
Louis took the lemur in his hand, feeling its soft fur. He came out of the bathroom, a small smile forming on his face. “Ok, I’ll tell you what happened. But first, look at this weird toilet!”
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Marie was just as surprised as Louis to see the strange toilet. Her eyes widened as she peered into the bowl. “Wow, that is weird! We’ll definitely have to ask Mum about that later,” she said thoughtfully. “Don’t use it, though. Maybe it’s broken or something!”
Louis nodded in agreement, then told Marie about the bugs and the boy in the kitchen. “Well,” said Marie, reaching into her pocket. “You’ll definitely need some candy, then, to get that awful bug taste out of your mouth.” Louis and Marie went downstairs together. With his sister’s encouragement, Louis finally agreed to meet some of their mother’s friends. To his surprise, they were kind and gave him some bags of candy too, just like Marie’s. Louis felt a bit embarrassed that his little sister had helped him, but once he tried the delicious candy, he no longer cared about that.
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Later that night, Aunt Susie drove Mum, Marie, and Louis home in her Jeep. As they bumped along the unfamiliar roads, Louis decided it was a good time to ask his mum about the strange toilet. “Mum,” he said, his curiosity getting the better of him. “Um … that toilet upstairs at Aunt Susie’s house … was something wrong with it?” Both Mum and Aunt Susie laughed, which confused Louis even more.
“Oh no, honey,” Mum replied with a smile. “That’s just a special toilet that doesn’t use water. It’s different from what we’re used to, but it serves an important purpose.”
“Why wouldn’t you want to use water in a toilet?” asked Marie, her forehead wrinkled in confusion.
“In Madagascar, we have some problems with water and plumbing sometimes,” replied Aunt Susie, her voice serious. “This special toilet allows me to help the environment by saving water for other important things.”
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“Ohh,” said Louis, beginning to understand. “So there isn’t much water here in Madagascar?”
“Sometimes there’s not enough,” Aunt Susie explained gently. “In some places, children even have to go to the river to get water, just so they can have enough to drink. It’s a big challenge for many people here.”
“Then I guess that toilet is actually a great idea!” said Louis, seeing the situation in a new light. At home, Dr. Dumont tucked her two tired children into bed. Marie fell asleep right away, exhausted from the day’s excitement. Louis, however, had trouble sleeping. His mind was still buzzing with all the new experiences. He told his mother about the bugs and the boy in the kitchen, while she sat on the side of his bed.
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“I know things aren’t so easy here, Louis,” Mum said softly, stroking his hair. “Moving to a new country can be really challenging. But I promise, it will get better as you get used to things. No one will force you to make new friends until you’re ready. In the meantime, your sister and I are here to keep you company. We will help you whenever you need it, because we’re your family and we’re in this together.”
Louis smiled and yawned. “You’re right, Mum,” he said sleepily, his eyes starting to close. Suddenly, he felt like everything was going to be alright, even if it took some time to adjust. Strange people, unfamiliar languages, unusual bugs and odd toilets all faded from his mind as he drifted off to sleep. Louis knew that no matter what, he could get through anything with his family by his side.
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