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      On a breezy Saturday morning in April, Stuart and the whole family gathered in the backyard underneath the enormous elm tree. It had grown quite a bit since he’d been a boy, and now the limbs stretched and arched across the lawn. Perfect for a tree house for his kids, one built in the same tree his own father had refused to build one in. Not that Stuart was bitter—he tried not to be.

      It was an evergreen Chinese elm, specifically. The glossy green and oval shaped leaves stayed green and remained on the branches through the heat of the Arizona summer and through the cooler months in the winter. But the bark was what Stuart loved the most about the Chinese elm. The bark looked like it wanted to peel, and the bark had color: mottled gray, orange, and brown. And with light of the early morning sun the bark looked gorgeous, the dawn light bringing out the dark smudges of orange and brown.

      The elm was at least fifty feet tall with a trunk wide enough for Stuart to get his arms around in a hug, but not enough to clasp his hands together. It more than sixty years old, planted when his father, George, had been a boy.

      The backyard smelled sweet with the scent of a freshly cut grass. He had been up early to mow while Sue and Callie and Cooper went off in the Subaru to Home Depot for tree house supplies. Now Sue and the kids were back and the backyard was filled with wood and tools and water bottles. Sue wore flip-flops and the morning had been punctuated by the flops slapping against her heels as she walked back and forth across the lawn.

      He stood barefoot in the grass—cool blades of grass between his toes—staring up at the glorious elm. The lawn was a ridiculous waste of water (and money) in the Sonoran desert, and he and Sue had been considering getting rid it, but in the moment he relished the feeling of the soft grass underneath his bare feet.

      Behind him, the breeze rustled paper. Ten year old Callie and eight year old Cooper carried “design” papers for the tree house. These designs were of their own making, drawn with colorful markers.

      “What’s evergreen?” Callie asked. He had been babbling while staring up at the tree, telling her what kind of tree it was and why he liked it.

      “Means it stays green. All year, every year,” Stuart said. “Just as you’ve seen.”

      “It’s in our backyard, daddy. I can see it from my bedroom window,” she said, and when he looked down at her she was looking at him strangely. She maybe even looked suspicious, like she wasn’t telling him something.

      He wondered if Callie had seen anything in the tree from her window. And he didn’t want to be like his father with his paranoia about the backyard. His father swore the elm had visitations, people who protected the tree. Stuart opened his mouth to ask Callie and closed it again. He almost turned away, but the urge to ask was too much.

      Sue’s flip-flops slapped-slapped as she walked across the grass. She was smiling at all of them, listening. Even her arrival couldn’t stop him from asking the question.

      “Callie, have you seen anything strange about the tree?”

      “Strange?” she asked. “Like waving its limbs at me?” she said, and giggling ensued. With her brother, too.

      “Stuart,” Sue said, her flip-flops slapping to a stop next to him. “That’s your father talking again.” Which was true, she’d been right about the internalizing. Then to Callie, Sue said, “Your father is being silly.”

      “Daddy is silly,” Callie said. She didn’t roll her eyes—maybe she’ll do that when she’s a teenager—and instead she laughed and looked at him adoringly.

      When he had originally said no to building a tree house, Sue pointed out he had his father’s attitude towards the tree, the belief they had to be careful not to disturb these imaginary tree protectors and never build a tree house. She’d said, “You’ve internalized the paranoia, all the things your father had warned you about with the elm tree in the backyard. You don’t even realize you’re doing it.”

      Psychology was her field of study and profession, but it didn’t take a psychologist (he was an orthopedic physician himself) to realize the truth when pointed out.

      Sue had gone as far to reassure him, as if she were reassuring her late father-in-law, that they didn’t have to put nails in the tree. Even she wasn’t a savage, as she had put it.

      Now, Sue put on her tool belt, the brown leather one with pouches and a loop for a hammer to hang from. She had nails in the belt and who knows what else and the belt sagged on her hips. She wore an orange Home Depot hat that shaded her face, and she wore cut off jeans for shorts and a tank top. She looked great and Stuart found her assuredness sexy.

      “Bring me a four by four, Stu,” Sue said, cinching the ball cap further down her forehead.

      He brought her a board and gave her kiss on the cheek.

      “Kiss kiss kiss!” Callie said. Cooper looked up and giggled.

      “Careful,” Sue said. “We don’t want to get distracted.”

      “Not with this peanut gallery,” he said.

      Sue was the handy one. She was capable of fixing a leak under the sink, change a belt on the car, and build a structurally sound house in a tree. Stuart admired that. He was all thumbs when it came to handy work. He was better at cleaning the dishes and the kitchen, changing the cat litter, and getting the laundry done.

      As Sue began to lay out the boards in the grass and the kids bounding about enthusiastically helping, Stuart curled his toes in the grass, staring up at the elm again.

      Silence in the trees, which was odd. He didn’t hear the grackles—the rather large black birds—with their constant and strange high-pitched squawks and whistles. The grackles stood on branches and tree limbs staring down at them. Silent.

      A buzzing sound filled the backyard, the kind of buzz a thousand mosquitoes close to your ear might make. It put his teeth on edge and he felt his hair stand up on end. There was pop to the air and behind him, and beyond Callie and Cooper thank goodness, some sort of platform materialized.

      The smell of ozone filled the air. The platform was triangular carrying round and square masses. Stuart couldn’t tell what they were because the platform was still shimmering.

      Or materializing, like the transporter from Star Trek. His father had used the classic television show to describe what he’d seen in the backyard.

      Now Stuart realized his father had been right. The old man hadn’t been paranoid and delusional about the backyard at all. He found himself wondering why he had missed seeing this while growing up in this house, in this backyard. He felt like he was out of his mind, or maybe stoned.

      “Kids, come over here, now,” Sue said, and she moved past Stuart to grab them if she had to.

      That snapped Stuart out of himself.

      “Where did that come from,” Sue said.

      Callie had grabbed Cooper by the hand pulled him across the short space of lawn to Sue. Callie, however couldn’t stop staring over her shoulder at the platform still shimmering. Cooper’s face was scrunched up looking like he was ready to cry.

      Stuart joined his family as they stepped back through the soft grass to the base of the elm.

      What they were witnessing was unidentified and absolutely unique. The mysterious had them bolted in place. Stuart got himself between Sue and the kids as if to press them back against the tree. Sue moved and stood at his left shoulder, her eyes wide, captivated by the appearing mystery in the backyard.

      Cooper’s hands were on his legs. Callie was with her little brother but she was craning her neck around Stuart to see what had arrived.

      He felt exposed to the mystery. Whether it was a helicopter, a vision, or whatever it was. They could run around the shimmering platform and go into the house. That would be the best idea.

      “Sue,” Stuart said, “let’s give that thing a wide berth and get kids into the house.”

      “Let’s move,” she said and grabbed Cooper to pick him up.

      The shimmering fizzled away and the platform was clear, visible, and present. Triangular with the flat edge towards the elm and the pointed end towards the house. On the platform there were boxes that looked like foot lockers, two desk consoles with two chairs, and a person seated in each one. One of them was an older bald man wearing a long white coat with a grass stain smudged on his left shoulder. He stood up and waved with a black-gloved hand.

      “Greetings, Beecher family. Don’t be alarmed. We’re your friendly neighborhood tree caretakers.”

      Stuart and Sue exchanged a boggled look. At least the kids were a little more relaxed. Cooper no longer clutching Sue, and Callie edged forward until Sue touched her shoulder. The four of them were no more than three feet from the platform. The grackles in the yard were squawking again.

      Stuart was gobsmacked the platform didn’t sink into the yard. No indention in the lawn from where the platform sat and something that big would damage it, but the platform was floating gently in place, millimeters above the blades of grass, looking like it was a pontoon floating on a lake. And the platform made no other noise.

      “Excuse me,” Sue said to the man in the white coat, “You’re groundskeepers?”

      The man looked like a mad scientist while the second person on the platform looked outdoorsy. She sat in the other platform chair wearing a harness and a dark forest green helmet with a strap under her chin.

      The man in the white coat said, “We take care of the trees. I am Dr. Edward Black, quantum physicist. And with me here is our arborist, Jessie McCabe.“

      When Jessie stood she
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