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The Tree Is Named Peppina

There is a magnolia tree in Marisol Rainey’s backyard. The tree is named Peppina. It is perfect for climbing. The branches are practically made for human feet. It’s as if Peppina wanted to say: Step here, and here, and here.

Peppina has a thick branch close to the ground, like she’s giving you a boost. Marisol calls this booster branch. There’s another one just above it, like a step with a knob in it. She calls this knobby branch. Peppina also has a canopy of dense, rubbery leaves that shield you from the Louisiana sun and make it easy to hide when you don’t want to be found.

Marisol is the one who named her. She got the name from an old movie called Poor Little Peppina, starring Mary Pickford. She watched the movie on her first night in the new house. The next day, Marisol was exploring the backyard. She’d never had a backyard. They’d lived in an apartment before they moved to their house last year. She stood on the root of the magnolia tree, craned her neck to give it a good once-over, and said, “Hello, Peppina.”

She didn’t say it in a friendly way.

She didn’t say it in a cheerful way.

Think of someone you’re never happy to see, like your dentist, or the principal after you’re sent to the office.

That’s how Marisol said “Hello, Peppina.”

Like she was greeting a bowl of cold oatmeal.

Marisol was the only person who felt this way. Everyone else thought Peppina was the perfect tree.

Well, maybe not everyone, since there are millions of people who have never met Peppina. But according to Marisol’s big brother, Oz, who is twelve, Peppina is the “best tree ever.”

“This is the best tree ever!” said Oz, the first time he climbed it. He climbed up, up, up, past booster branch, past knobby branch, all the way up, until he was so high he had to lean forward to peer down at Marisol, whose heart went thump, thump, thump.

Sometimes Oz’s best friend, Stu, would come over, and they’d scurry up the tree like squirrels. Small shards of bark and leaves would rain down from Peppina as their sneakers went up, up, up. Marisol told herself that they were able to climb it so easily because they were older, but even Jada George—Marisol’s best friend since last year—loved Peppina.

“This is the best tree ever!” said Jada, the first time she climbed Peppina.

Once—and only once—Marisol’s orange cat, Jelly Beans, climbed the tree and wouldn’t come down for six hours. Marisol cried until her eyes hurt. She imagined Beans stuck there forever. But when Beans finally came down, he looked perfectly content, as if he’d spent all day at the beach.

Everyone loved Peppina.

Everyone but Marisol.
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The Thing About Best Friends

It’s the first day of summer, and it’s approximately five bazillion degrees outside, with 2,000 percent humidity. That’s how summers are in Louisiana.

“When I grow up, I’m going to move somewhere that isn’t so hot all the time,” says Jada. She’s lying on Peppina’s booster branch with one leg dangling down. One of the best things about Jada is that she lives only three blocks away, so she can ride her bike over anytime, except when she spends weekends with her dad.

Marisol is planted on the ground. She’s listening to the birds. She loves the way they chirp to each other. She wonders what they’re saying. It must be exciting to be a bird, she thinks.

“Where would you go, if you could go anywhere?” Marisol asks.

“I don’t know. Maybe Athens.”

“Where is Athens?”

“In Greece.”

“Isn’t it hot in Greece, too?” Marisol asks.

“I’m not sure,” says Jada. “We’ll ask your mom.”

Jada and Marisol agree that Mrs. Rainey is the smartest person they know. In addition to teaching seventh-grade science, Mrs. Rainey speaks three languages: English, Spanish, and Tagalog, which is the language of the Philippines, where Mrs. Rainey was born.

Jada and Marisol only speak English, but sometimes they learn words in other languages so no one will know what they’re saying.

When Mrs. Ruby told them they’d have to give book reports in front of the class last year, for example, Marisol leaned over and whispered “furchtbar” to Jada, which means “terrible” in German. Marisol hated speaking in front of the class. It made her stomach twist in knots. It made her palms sweat. It made her heart beat fast. And when she got up in front of everyone, her paper shook in her hand. Her voice shook, too. And annoying Evie Smythe, who volunteered to give her book reports first because she just couldn’t wait, pointed out Marisol’s shakiness to everyone.

One of the things Marisol loves most about Jada is that she never makes fun of her for being scared. Even right now, Jada doesn’t mind that Marisol has never climbed Peppina.

“When I get to Athens, I’m going to wander the streets and yell my ideas at everyone,” says Jada. Dangle, dangle. “Just like Socrates.”
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People didn’t like Socrates very much, so they made him drink hemlock, which is a type of poison. Sometimes Jada and Marisol would pretend to drink poison at the Raineys’ dinner table. They’d clutch their throats and collapse out of their chairs, right onto the floor. Only it wasn’t really poison. Usually it was pineapple juice.

“Where do you want to live when you grow up?” Jada asks.

Marisol leans her head against Peppina and thinks of other places in the world. Places that are not Getty, Louisiana. First she imagines the Philippines, because that’s where her mother was born. Her mom has told her many stories of the Philippines—the bright, beautiful ocean and the big, round mangoes. Marisol hasn’t been there yet, but she can picture it.

Maybe I can live there, she thinks. Maybe.

But then she remembers all her relatives. She has many aunts, uncles, and cousins in the Philippines whom she has never met. If I move there, Marisol thinks, I’ll have to meet them all at once. She imagines them gathered together in a swollen crowd, waiting for her with wide, curious eyes.
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They can’t wait to swarm her with hugs and kisses. She sees herself stepping off the plane or boat or whatever, holding a suitcase. She doesn’t know what to do or say. Her hands get sweaty. She disappears into the swarm, and it’s a friendly swarm, but she doesn’t know how to act, because even though they are aunts and uncles and cousins, she doesn’t really know them.

She decides she should visit first. Meet people one by one, instead of all at once.

She imagines New York instead. But then she hears the car horns blaring and sees all the lights in Times Square burning and feels all the people bumping into her on the sidewalks. What if she got lost in all that noise or didn’t cross the street at the right time and got hit by a bus?
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She imagines Paris, but all she knows about Paris is the Eiffel Tower, which is very tall. Much taller than Peppina. What if she fell off the top of the Eiffel Tower? What then? She’d become a crêpe on the sidewalk, that’s what.

Crêpe is French for “pancake.”
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Jada puts an imaginary walkie-talkie to her mouth and turns it on.

“Jada to Marisol, Jada to Marisol,” she says.

“I was trying to think of someplace to live, but I couldn’t think of anywhere,” says Marisol.

“That’s okay. You can live with me in Athens,” says Jada. “Or we can stay here. We can live in this tree. And no one will know where we are, because Peppina always has leaves, even in the winter. Everyone would be, like, whatever happened to Jada and Marisol? And we’d be up here, like spies.”

Marisol uses the sleeve of her T-shirt to wipe the sweat from her forehead. “I can’t live in Peppina, because I don’t climb trees,” she says quietly.

“That’s okay,” Jada says. “We can always live on the ground.”

That’s the thing about best friends. They don’t care about all the things you can’t do.

“Maybe I’ll climb it one day, though,” says Marisol.

Maybe.
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The Thing About Peppina

Here’s the thing about Peppina.

Peppina is very tall, and Marisol’s legs are very short.

The ground underneath Peppina is very hard, and Marisol’s head is very delicate.

Marisol has two skinny arms, but Peppina has hundreds of thick branches, none of which can catch her if she falls.

Marisol wants to climb Peppina. She wants to know what it’s like to see the world from way up high. She wants to dangle one leg down and swing it back and forth like Jada does. But every time she pictures it, she sees herself falling.

Falling is one of Marisol’s greatest fears. Not just from trees, either.

When Marisol goes down stairs, she grips the handrail and concentrates on every step.

When it’s time to ride escalators, she takes deep breaths before she steps forward.

The only time she isn’t afraid of slipping and falling is when she goes down the slides at school or in the park, but that’s because slides are made for slipping and falling.

Stairs are not.

Escalators are not.

Trees certainly are not.
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Buster, Scraps, and Serfs

The best part about coming inside from the backyard is the air-conditioning. It makes you want to collapse on the floor until every bead of sweat has turned nice and cool. Marisol and Jada grab their favorite cups (Marisol’s is green; Jada’s is red) and fill them with cold water from a pitcher in the refrigerator. Beans darts in. Beans meows once at Marisol. The meow means “I’m so glad you’re back, Marisol. I missed you greatly.”

When Marisol finishes her water, she lays her hand on the refrigerator and says, “Thanks, Buster.” Then she reaches down to scratch Beans’s ears.

Buster is the name of the refrigerator. His full name is Buster Keaton. Marisol named him after the actor Buster Keaton, who was known as “The Great Stone Face,” because he didn’t have many expressions. There was a lot happening under the surface, though. It’s the same with the refrigerator. Strange humming noises. Lights that go on and off when you open and close the doors. An ice maker that churns and grunts.
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Refrigerators don’t usually have names like Buster, just as trees don’t normally have names like Peppina. But Marisol believes that all things—all important things, anyway—should have their own names. She wouldn’t want to be called “human” or “girl,” after all. Why should it be any different for refrigerators and trees?

Jada is the only one who knows about Marisol’s names for things. Marisol
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