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A Really Unusual Tree

When you first saw it, it seemed a tree just like any 
other tree. It stood in the middle of a field on a gentle 
slope. Its trunk was quite thick, and it was covered 
with dense foliage.

The bark of the trunk was brown, and wrinkled 
knotty roots spread out around its base.

The leaves were green and thick, but they were too 
high up for you to see their shapes properly. At the 
foot of the tree there were clumps of grass, daisies, 
little stones and, whenever it rained, a few red-capped 
mushrooms, just like the ones you see in the pictures of 
a book. There were flowers and fruits on the branches, 
and butterflies, bees and little birds among them… It 
was just like any other tree.

But if you looked closely, you could see, at the bottom 
of the tree, a little door hidden among the knotty 
roots. It was wide enough to enter without getting 
stuck (unless you were a bit too fat). The trunk was in 
fact hollow, and inside it a little spiral staircase ran all 
the way up to the branches and the leaves. And if you 
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didn’t want to use the secret little door, there were also 
broken-off branches sticking out of the trunk which 
went all the way up and which you could grab or step 
onto to climb above.

Aglaia of course preferred this way. She’d scamper 
up as quick as a squirrel.

She was eight years old and lived in the tree with her 
friend Bianca. Bianca was a grown-up. The two of them 
had both got tired of living in the city, in an ordinary 
house. So they decided to join forces: they went to look 
for a suitable tree and, once they’d found one, moved in.

At the top of the trunk, where the branches divided, 
there was a platform made from planks and surrounded 
by a parapet. You couldn’t see it from the ground, 
because the leaves were so thick. In the middle of the 
platform there was a trapdoor through which you could 
run a rope down to pull anything up into the tree – a 
basket of food, or a piano, if you wanted one.

To get higher up, there weren’t any more stairs: you 
had to climb from branch to branch. The tree was so 
tall it never seemed to stop. If you stood in the field 
and looked at it, it just seemed an ordinary tree – tall 
but not very tall. At a certain point there were no more 
branches, but only the sky above them.

But if you climbed up inside the tree, you wouldn’t 
believe it – you went on climbing, up and up until you 
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felt giddy if you looked down at the field far below. But 
Bianca and Aglaia had never reached the top.

They had decided to build their house on a couple 
of sturdy branches, just a few feet above the platform. 
They’d worked all summer building it, busy with saws 
and hammers.

And they’d built a really beautiful house. It was very 
large, though you’d never have guessed it was there 
looking up from the field. It didn’t have a proper plan, 
in the sense that the arrangement of the rooms was 
permanent. Only the floor and part of the roof were 
fixed in place. There were walls and canopies made out 
of leaves woven together, and you could move them 
about as you wanted to – depending on the sun, the 
wind, the heat, on whether the two of them wanted to 
be together or on their own, or if they needed to check 
what was on the horizon…

Normally, whenever the weather was fine, they rolled 
up the walls and put them in a corner, and the house 
was open on all sides.

They had all the furniture they needed: not too much, 
not too little. And the same was true for the other 
things they needed. On the other hand, there was a 
huge number of games and books, and whenever they 
ran out of space to keep them, Aglaia would tie them 
with string onto nearby branches.
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Her bed too hung from a branch just outside the 
house. It was a kind of Eskimo cradle; it looked a bit 
like a silkworm’s cocoon, or one of those bird’s nests 
that are enclosed and woven tight. It was lined with 
fur and swayed to and fro whenever there was a breeze.

Bianca, however, was worried about getting rheuma-
tism – and also suffered from seasickness – so she slept 
in a sleeping bag inside the tree trunk, in a little recess 
near the spiral staircase. “I feel safer sleeping near the 
door,” she would say. “If a fire broke out, I could let 
the firemen know immediately. And if thieves tried to 
break in, I could stop them.”

But, you must be wondering, if neither of them slept 
in the house, what did they use the house for?

They used it to welcome their friends who came to 
visit, to hold big parties, to put on plays, to do the 
housework and to cook. They had a beautiful kitchen, 
full of pots and pans, made of metal and earthenware.

Then there was a music room with all the instru-
ments of an orchestra; a studio for painting, with 
coloured paints and pencils and huge sheets of paper; 
there was even a greenhouse. A greenhouse in a tree? 
Yes, that’s right, a greenhouse! Actually, it was more 
than a greenhouse: it was a laboratory for botanical 
experiments. Bianca had had the idea of making their 
tree contain all the kinds of fruit trees that existed. Up 





8

the house in the tree

and down the branches she would go the whole day 
long making grafts. Everywhere you could see those 
funny-looking bandages wrapped round the branches 
that had been cut into, where little twigs from differ-
ent types of trees had been inserted. At first all their 
friends laughed and said it was a crazy idea, but when 
Bianca started to achieve her first results they stopped 
criticizing.

The tree was an oak tree, so it produced acorns. 
But with the first grafting, one of its main branches 
became a walnut tree – and so, when the autumn came, 
Aglaia could pick fresh walnuts by leaning out of her 
window. Then on another branch a chestnut tree had 
been grafted. Higher up, Bianca had grown apple and 
pear and apricot trees. There was also a small cherry 
tree, as well as one bearing plums and another one 
peaches. Aglaia had begged Bianca to graft a mulberry 
tree, even just a small branch, and this had succeeded 
as well.

Then Bianca decided she’d undertake a more difficult 
task. Up until then she had only grafted fruit trees 
that were native to the place where they lived. Now 
she wanted to try and grow tropical plants. And after 
a few attempts, she succeeded in growing dates and 
bananas and coconuts, and then mangos and papayas, 
pineapples and even breadfruit.
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Now they had everything, and they no longer needed 
to shop in a supermarket.

The best thing was that the fruit ripened in different 
seasons. So, at every time of the year, some branches 
were in blossom and some bare, others just coming 
into leaf and bud, while others were laden with fruit 
of all different colours…

“What a beautiful tree,” sighed Aglaia as she stared 
up at it. But no one knew that she lived in a house in its 
branches. This was a secret shared between her, Bianca 
and Mr Beccaris Brullo.
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Mr Beccaris Brullo was a difficult neighbour – or shall 
we say a difficult fellow resident? For he too lived in the 
tree, and perhaps had been living there before Bianca 
and Aglaia arrived. But no one knew this for certain.

At first the tree had seemed completely uninhabited. 
There was no sign of a name on the small secret door, 
and nothing on the trapdoor on the lowermost plat-
form. There was no trace of a house on the branches 
the two friends had first explored, apart from the 
birds’ nests.

So they went ahead and built their house, convinced 
that they were the only two occupants of the oak tree. 
They’d been living there two or three months when 
Prunilde, Bianca’s black cat, had gone hunting for 
birds one day (they’d never managed to train her to be 
a vegetarian) and had climbed up onto a branch they’d 
never explored before.

Of course, as often happens to very young cats, 
she found she couldn’t get down again and started to 
miaow for help.
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Bianca was not at home, so Aglaia had to climb 
up to rescue her. She climbed up very nimbly, though 
she was a bit annoyed, as she had a lot to do in the 
house rather than waste time going after adventur-
ous cats.

But when she climbed onto the unknown branch, 
she saw a rope with lots of  knots tied in it dan-
gling down. She looked up, but the leaves were so 
thick she couldn’t see where the top of the rope 
was tied. 

So, pushing Prunilde down inside her jumper, while 
giving her a telling-off and warning her to hold tight 
and not scratch, she started to climb up the rope.

She climbed and climbed, using the knots like steps, 
and came to a place where the main trunk divided 
off once more. Here there was a second platform, 
surrounded by a parapet of thorny branches, and in 
the middle of the platform there was an odd-looking 
shack of a house, tall and narrow like a sentry box, 
and all closed-up, with only a tiny door with three 
chains across it and an even tinier window protected 
by bars.

Well, whoever lived in that house didn’t have much 
time for strangers. Instead of the usual “welcOme”, 
the doormat had “puSh Off” written on it. The 
barrel of a shotgun was sticking out of the window 
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bars, and next to the bell there was a sign which 
threatened:

“A dog in a tree?” Aglaia wondered. “How on earth 
could it have climbed up here?”

Prunilde let out a frightened “Miaow!” and dug her 
claws into Aglaia’s shoulder. Aglaia gave her a little 
smack on the head to stop her.

There was no sign of life from inside the barricaded 
house. No sounds, no smell of cooking, no sign of 
movement, no lights… But there was certainly someone 
at home. Aglaia had the distinct feeling that someone 
was spying on her from somewhere, and not in a very 
kindly way. The thought of that gaze gave her goose 
pimples.

Then she lost patience. Whoever it was, how dare this 
stranger take up residence on their tree and – to make 
things worse – stare at her in that fashion? 

“I couldn’t care less for your rifle and your chains!” 
she shouted as loud as she could, and kicked the barred 
door. “Go on, come out of there, if you dare! What are 
you doing in our tree?”

FIERCE DOG
KEEP AWAY!

(WHILE YOU CAN)
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“Just listen to her!” a harsh voice from inside the 
house grated. “Your tree? What are you doing in my 
oak?”

The door banged open, and an old man appeared on 
the threshold. He was dressed in dark-grey clothes and 
was holding a catapult.

Aglaia clenched her fists at him. “The tree is ours, so 
do us the favour of packing your bags and moving out!”

“Oh, so it’s yours, is it? I’ve been watching you two 
come and go for quite a while now, and I’ve been won-
dering just how far your impertinence would take you. 
Well, just you listen to this, sweetheart: I’ve been living 
on this tree for a hundred years and more, and I don’t 
like intruders in my neck of the woods!”

“What rubbish! A hundred years! Liar, liar – pants 
on fire!” replied Aglaia. “You’re not even eighty… And 
in any case I know perfectly well you got here after we 
did. When we climbed the tree for the first time, there 
was no one living here.”

“Little liar! You didn’t bother to check whether there 
was someone else living here. You just barged your 
way in! You’re illegal squatters, that’s what you are! 
Push off out of here! Pack your bags and clear off! The 
tree’s mine!”

“No it isn’t, it’s ours!”
“It’s mine!”
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It could have gone on like this for ever, but Aglaia 
lost patience and grabbed the old man by his beard 
and gave him a fierce shake. He lost his balance 
and fell off the branch – but Aglaia was holding 
tight on to his beard and managed to pull him 
up, teasing him that he couldn’t even stand on his 
own two feet.

Then the old man tried to poke his fingers in her 
eyes, while at the same time giving her a kick in the 
shins. Aglaia took him by the waist and threw him 
down onto the floor of the platform. They rolled about 
hitting out at each other, like the fistfights you see in 
cowboy films, while blows from both of them rained 
down on Prunilde, who was still stuck under Aglaia’s 
jumper and miaowed for all she was worth as she tried 
to get out.

Of course, at a certain point, the two rolled to the 
edge of the platform and fell off. They tumbled down 
from branch to branch (while Prunilde clung on to 
Aglaia, her claws embedded in her jumper) and landed 
on the veranda of the two friends’ house, where Bianca 
was trying to teach an unknown dog how to play the 
flute.

There was a bowl of soup in front of the dog and a 
napkin tied around his neck. Every time he played two 
notes in tune on the flute, Bianca fed him a spoonful of 
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the soup. The sounds coming out of the flute weren’t 
very beautiful, obviously, but for a complete beginner 
he was making great strides.

“Miaow,” Prunilde wailed as she shot out of Aglaia’s 
jumper quick as a flash onto a branch higher up.

Aglaia and the old man, still locked together, rolled 
towards the bowl of soup and upended it. The soup 
went all over the floor. The dog started to bark 
angrily. Bianca stood up, her arms akimbo. “What 
a way to behave!” she said. “You’ve made the poor 
creature play all wrong. Those notes weren’t in the 
score.”

But the old man, dripping soup from head to foot, 
pushed Aglaia away from him and moved threateningly 
towards the dog. “You wretched creature!” he shouted. 
“So this is how you guard my house! This is how you 
keep out intruders! You sold yourself for a bowl of 
soup. Traitor!”

“Ah, so you’re his owner, are you? And a fine one, at 
that!” Bianca exclaimed as she held on to the old man’s 
collar and lifted him off the ground. “I think I’m going 
to report you to the animal-protection authorities for 
ill treatment and malnutrition.”

The old man was kicking out wildly in an attempt 
to hit Bianca, so she hung him by his jacket on a 
branch and started her interrogation. It emerged that 
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the poor dog, starving of hunger, had shown up in 
the kitchen at midday to beg for some food. Bianca 
had seized the opportunity, while he was eating, to 
teach him how to play the flute: after all, Prunilde had 
never shown any inclination to learn – cats are just too 
independent-minded.

So this was the famous “fierce dog” threatened on 
the sign. His master starved him of food, thinking 
hunger would make him devour any intruder. Instead, 
the dog now leapt onto him, its mouth wide open.

“Help!” shrieked the old man, waving his legs in the 
air, suddenly crestfallen. But the dog just licked him 
with his huge tongue – a few big licks and all the soup 
spilt over him was gone.

To calm everyone down, Bianca asked the ill-
tempered old man if he’d like to have a cup of tea 
with them – and so, seated round the table laden 
with biscuits, they tried to make peace. Aglaia saw 
that Prunilde, perched on the branch above, kept 
giving the dog worried looks, not daring to come 
any nearer.

“I’m not going to climb up and rescue you a second 
time!” she said to her. “You can come down. The dog’s 
a sweetie and won’t hurt you.”

The dog was called Amedeo, and was indeed very 
good-natured. When Prunilde came down from the 
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branch and prudently took refuge in Bianca’s arms, 
Amedeo sniffed her from head to tail, gave her a friendly 
lick and went back to sit next to the flute.

“You see? What did I tell you?” said Aglaia. “The 
owner is more fierce than his dog. But we’ll tame him 
as well – just wait and see.”
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Wouldn’t it be nice if we could say that from then 
on Bianca and Aglaia made their peace with the 
fierce old man? Unfortunately it didn’t turn out 
like that.

The old man – who, as we have seen, was called 
Beccaris Brullo, or B.B. to friends and allies – insisted 
he’d always lived in the tree. There was no way of prov-
ing whether he was telling the truth or not.

“In any case, it doesn’t matter,” Bianca concluded. 
“He’s such a liar that even if he admitted he arrived 
after us you couldn’t be sure he wasn’t lying about 
that as well.”

So, since neither party was prepared to move out 
of the tree, they agreed on a way of living together – 
or rather they drew up a contract of shared tenancy. 
They promised not to cause any nuisance to each 
other, to share any repairs resulting from damage 
to the tree and to make no noise after eleven in the 
evening. Then Mr B.B. put the leash on his dog and 
returned home, much to the satisfaction of Prunilde, 
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who’d been worrying all this time that she might have 
to share the affections of Bianca and Aglaia with that 
intruder Amedeo.

From that day on, their relations were not too bad, 
though not particularly cordial. Every now and then, 
Mr Beccaris Brullo would fire his gun at the roof of 
Aglaia’s house and then say he’d missed his target. And 
every so often, Aglaia would throw the rubbish onto 
the upper platform and then claim it was a mistake, or 
she’d tread on his toes or pull his beard. 

On occasion they came to blows, but neither of 
them ever ended up in hospital. Bianca kept out of the 
quarrel, though she did once give Mr Beccaris Brullo a 
birthday cake with a laxative filling. But Mr Beccaris 
Brullo was so mean and tight-fisted – so tight with 
everything – that he was also constipated as a result, 
and the laxative didn’t cause him the slightest problem. 
On the contrary, he really enjoyed the cake and kept 
asking Bianca to bake him another one.

The old man’s rudeness was extremely trying. He 
expected others to treat him with respect without doing 
the slightest thing to deserve it. And as a fellow resident 
he was useless. To start with, he complained all the time 
about Bianca’s graftings, of which she was so proud.

“What are those thingumabobs?” he would moan. 
“I’ve always detested mixing up styles. An oak is a 
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noble tree. Its leaves were used to crown heroes and 
poets. And this idiot goes and spoils everything with 
papayas. Papayas, I ask you!” Yet, he was the first to 
pick lots of fruit as soon as he saw it was ripe.

He also complained because he hadn’t been consulted.
“As a fellow resident I have a right to have my say in 

deciding every innovation or improvement,” he kept 
repeating.

But in this case, in his view, the graftings only made 
things worse, so if they had asked him for his opinion, 
he would never have approved the idea in the first place.

Bianca let him go on moaning and continued with her 
experiments, until one day, fed up with his complaints, 
she grafted a carnivorous plant onto a branch near the 
old man’s house.

You can just imagine Mr Beccaris Brullo’s terror 
when, on leaving his house and fussing about, making 
sure all the locks and bolts were secure, he suddenly 
felt a bite on his arm, though there was no one else on 
the platform!

“I must be imagining things,” he said to himself, and 
went back to fiddling with the door. The plant imme-
diately stretched out a tendril and bit him on the ear.

“Help, help!” the terrified old man shrieked as he 
jolted back. “There’s an invisible enemy about! Attack 
him!”
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The faithful Amedeo came bounding up, baying; 
he’d learnt to move about the tree as nimbly as a squir-
rel. He was a quick-witted dog, and he immediately 
grasped what was going on. He put himself between 
his master and the carnivorous plant and began to bark 
menacingly. At this, Beccaris Brullo realized he wasn’t 
in any danger as long as he steered clear of the plant, 
and started to comb his very long beard in an attempt 
to appear composed. 

Over the next few days, he thought long and hard 
about what to do. To ask Bianca for help was out of 
the question – he didn’t want to give her the satisfac-
tion of knowing he’d been frightened. Approaching the 
plant to cut it down was unthinkable. He thought of 
using some herbicidal spray on it, but he was scared of 
poisoning the whole tree and finding himself without 
anywhere to live. 

He finally decided to try to tame the plant, just as 
you would with a wild animal. Despite his meanness, 
he took to bringing it a fillet of steak to eat every day, 
and since the plant was deep down quite good-natured, 
they soon became friends.

In any case, she’d only bitten him playfully. She’d 
never intended to eat him. She might be a carnivo-
rous plant, but she certainly wasn’t into human 
flesh! If  she’d been on her own, she would have 
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got by with flies and other insects – but seeing that 
Beccaris Brullo was around, she grew accustomed 
to eating beefsteak on a daily basis and was soon 
robust and flourishing.

The old man began to treat the plant like a pet 
which needed looking after; he even gave her a 
name. Isn’t it funny that people don’t normally 
give their plants names as they do with pets? Is it 
because pets eat or because they respond when you 
call them? But I’ve never seen a goldfish respond 
when called – and yet Aglaia’s had a name: Sing 
Sing. The plant both ate and responded by waving 
its branches, and Beccaris Brullo decided to call 
her Nina.

He grew so fond of her that Amedeo was sick with 
jealousy. One night the poor neglected beast gathered 
his few belongings together – an old gnawed leash, a 
rubber bone, a punctured ball – and went to ask Bianca 
and Aglaia if they would take him in.

The following day, it took an eternity to calm 
down Mr Beccaris Brullo, but in the end he had 
to accept the sad truth: the dog preferred to live 
with his fellow residents. And after all, that was 
what the old man wanted too: Nina, the carnivorous 
plant, his very own Nina, was much more suitable 
company for him.
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There was someone, however, who was decidedly 
unhappy with this new arrangement: Prunilde the 
cat. But who cares what a cat thinks when she 
spends most of her time just going about her own 
business?
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