Tree Top Flyer,
By Erik Steven Berg
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A cool crisp breeze rustled through the leaves of a large oak in the middle of Central Park.  The leaves moved in a gentle unison, swaying back and forth slightly in the light wind.  They stretched over the tree like a canvas full of various colors, deep ruby reds, soft light greens, striking pumpkin oranges, and bright sunny yellows all were on display on this cool fall afternoon.  Each leaf glistened in the bright sun and one could almost imagine the entire tree was covered in various colored jewels, instead of leaves.  The bright sun shined strongly, taking away some of the chill in the air for the pink bat that was quickly flying across the park. Her destination was the tree the Rescue Rangers called home.  

The Rangers were sitting inside, ignoring the outside beauty at the moment to instead watch the news looking for new cases.  Cases had been few and far between lately and the Rangers were having to get a bit more proactive in their search for work as of late.  This didn’t bother them too much, as each case they didn’t have meant there was a crime that wasn’t occurring, but the tedium of the fall leading into perhaps a slower winter, was certainly a worry.  Even the oft work reticent Dale was beginning to itch for something to do. This was truly a sight that none of the other Rangers had seen until now.


A soft knock on the door sent two chipmunks crawling over each other to answer it, hoping a case had finally been brought to them.  Ending the scuffle Chip was able to push Dale out of his way and back down the few steps leading to the door.  He opened the door, and immediately let out a slight chuckle.


“Dale, if you’d told me you were expecting company I wouldn’t have rushed to the door like that,” Chip laughed.


“Wha…” Dale began to ask, stopping mid word, upon seeing who was at the door.


“Good afternoon Foxglove,” Chip greeted her as he cleared the doorway for a mad bat rush. “Here for Dale I presume?”


“Why else would I be here?” Foxglove blushed.


Chip grabbed Dale up off the floor and threw him headlong into a giant bat hug that Foxglove engulfed him in.  However it wasn’t entirely clear from the squeezed chipmunk’s expression whether this was a welcome development.

“Well thanks for stopping by and have fun with Dale,” Chip commented as he shooed them out the door.


“What’s the big idea Chip?” Dale railed off.  “She can come in can’t she?”


“Of course she can, I think Chip just figured she was kidnapping you, or munk-napping, or would it be bat-napping, o..” Gadget started.


“Not necessarily unless you’re trying to get rid of him that is,” Foxglove replied.


“They’re not trying to get rid of me!” responded Dale.  “At least I don’t think so, right?”


A long pause held in the air as each member of the Rangers didn’t want to be the first one to ruin the increasingly worried look on Dale’s face.  With the amount of stuff he pulled on them it was refreshing to finally be pulling his leg.


“Golly Dale,” Gadget finally piped in, “of course we aren’t trying to get rid of you.”


“Too right,” Monty chimed in.


“Come on Dale,” Chip began, “if we got rid of you, who would we have to drive us ‘cahrazy.’”


“You?” Dale jokingly added.


Both the chipmunks had a good laugh, and the two friends gave each other a brief hug, although this for Dale may have been more an escape plan.


“So what brings ya around Foxy?” Monty asked.


“I was just flying through the area and figured I’d stop by,” she responded.

“Not much going on around here today honestly,” Chip said glumly, almost as if the quiet nature of the headquarters were some sort of personal defeat.


“We can change that, can’t we sweetie?” Foxglove responded as she grabbed a bewildered Dale and pulled him out the door.  The other Rangers followed out of curiosity.  Foxglove scanned the glittering leaves near the entrance to the HQ, and led Dale forcibly by the arm over a couple branches to a supple red leaf that was gently dancing in the wind.  “Have you guys ever tree top flown?” Foxglove asked as she hauled a nervous Dale onto the leaf.


Zipper raised his hand, while the rest of them stood quiet.


“I think I’m thinking of something different Zipper,” she responded to which he nodded in agreement to that possibility.


“What is tree top flying Foxglove?” Gadget asked perplexed.  “I know I’ve flown over tree tops, and flown low, and…”

“Watch,” Foxglove said as she threw her weight back and forth across the leaf shaking it violently.  It rocked back and forth, to and fro, until it broke free from the tree and dove into the air.


Zipper gasped realizing that indeed this was much different from the idea of tree top flying he had accustomed himself to, and Monty rushed down the branch hoping to be able to snag the two creatures on the leaf before they fell the rest of the way to their deaths.  Chip just gawked speechless at the apparent willingness of Foxglove to kill her crush while Gadget just stood there with a smile far too big to be utterly appropriate at the moment.


Upon the leaf the scene was of pure terror for Dale.  He was a thrill seeker but the fact that he was just thrown into this, literally had caught him off guard and the feeling of falling wasn’t one he was enjoying much.  His paws grabbed tightly to the leaf and his body flat against it hoping that by being one with the leaf it wouldn’t notice his weight, or some such nonsense that all think about when death is on the line.  His stomach turned, his insides wrenched, and if his guts weren’t paralyzed from fear they certainly would have upended themselves.  Instead he laid there clamped onto any hold of the leaf he could find, and petrified stiff with the thought that soon it would all be over.


Foxglove on the other hand was having an incredible time.  The leaf had dove down into the air with a bit more angle of attack than she would have preferred at first, and she noticed the terror it had left Dale.  She wanted to give the stiff munk a hug, but decided that her piloting duties would have to be first priority before her comforting Dale duties.  She looked back over the edge of the leaf and watched the world rush by as the air played with her fur as it flew by the leaf with great velocity.  She then threw her weight to the back of the leaf and took them out of the dive.  The leaf went parallel to the ground, and slowed considerably.  A smile came over her face and she began working the leaf’s surface as an airfoil and turning them from side to side, left and right, gently in the cool autumn afternoon.  The leaf glided this way and that, in surprisingly clean maneuvers as the bat seemed to quickly regain all the experience of the past, even though this was the first time in years that Foxy had indulged in this particular hobby.  She let a couple air currents toss them up further into the air, and then dove them below some of the tree branches, working off speed, as she rounded the tree.  Finally she glided them to a perfect landing, smooth and neat, on the ground alongside the tree from wince they came.

The Rangers all rushed up to a smiling Foxy, and a scared stiff Dale as they came to their graceful landing.


“Golly I’ve GOT to try that!” Gadget yelled in excitement as she came up to the bat and chipmunk.


“Glad someone will do it with me, I don’t think Dale’s game for it anytime soon,” Foxglove said giving Dale a big hug and lifting him to his feet.  By this point he had begun to recover and was starting to shake, which at least seemed to the Rangers to be some improvement over the completely still version of himself.


“Ya coulda killed Dale!” Monty pointed out not near as impressed with the whole operation as Gadget was.  “Now oi know if there’s one person ta take risks it’s me, but there’s no use in getting any of us killed fa this sort of game.”


“Monty as the responsible one?” Chip mused, “never thought I’d see that.”


“Crikey Chip!” Monty responded, “Don’t ya see that was veritably insane?”

“True,” Chip responded seeing Foxy a little taken aback at the attacks she was getting.  “But, I’m sure Foxy knew what she was doing, if anyone is going to make sure Dale’s alive it’s her.”


“Sure didn’t seem like it!”


“Chip’s right Monty,” Gadget piped in as she looked up inspecting new leaves to be used for the next ride.  “After all if Dale is dead it makes him very difficult for her to date.” Foxy blushed at Gadget’s comment and looked over at Dale who still had a fairly terrified stare about him, although his mouth was starting to move vigorously trying to make words, but failing at uttering any audible noise. “Or at least in this life, I suppose if Foxy believes in some sort of afterlife or reincarnation it wouldn’t necessarily be then impossible to date him in the future if he dies now, but then again what is the guarantee that she’d be able to locate a reincarnated Dale, plus he probably wouldn’t like her much after she killed him, unless...”

“C-c-c-could we st-t-top talking about,” Dale said with much effort.  “My death?”


“Oh sorry, didn’t mean to belabor the point,” Gadget said.


“I thought that’s just what you did,” Chip added jokingly.


“Talk about death?” Gadget said smiling with a coy grin.


“Whatever.”


“Not ta speak ill of tha not dead yet, but how ya doing there Dale?”


“Good,” Dale responded.


“You need to lie down?” Foxy offered.


“No.”


“Sit down?”


“No.”


“What would you like to do?”


“Do it again!” Dale said finally breaking through his terror and realizing how while maddingly terrifying the experience had been, how thrilling it was as well.

“I think that can be arranged cutie,” Foxy replied.

“Not before I go!” Gadget said as they all ran back up the tree.


Foxy flew back up to the top and met the Rangers up at a particular branch that had a selection of different leaves.


“Now the trick is selecting the right one,” Foxy said as she looked at various leaves from her perch on the branch.  “It can’t be too green, otherwise it won’t come off, and it can’t be too colorful either, as the older they get the less pliable they are.  You have to find one that is, AH HA!” she said as she quickly glided down from her vantage point onto a lovely yellowish red leaf.  “See this one is pliable, and thus controllable and yet not green, so it won’t take too much effort to pop it off the branch.”


“Golly Foxglove you don’t’ think you’re going to get to go again before I do!” Gadget said mounting the same leaf.


“If you want I can give you a tutorial,” Foxglove offered to Gadget.


“I studied you’re technique I should be able to handle this leaf with no problems,” Gadget spoke to which all the other Rangers winced. 


“Ok, just remember be careful and hang on tight,” Foxglove added.  “Also you really need to have two people, that is why I hadn’t done it recently, without two people’s weight it’s really hard to control the leaf.”


“Chip!” Gadget yelled as she continued her inspection of the leaf, feeling out how it flexed, how it reacted to her moving about it, and how it felt as she grasped its outer edge.


“Gadget, not that I don’t have faith in you’re flying abilities, I think we all established that fact after the whole sewer grate incident,” Chip responded.  “But it might be smarter to have someone with experience, like Foxglove, or Dale.”


“I wouldn’t qualify my ride as experience piloting Chip,” Dale responded.  “An experience sure, but not experience.”


“A valid point,” Gadget added.  “Come on I know more about aerodynamics than should be really necessary to pilot this thing.”


“That’s what I’m worried about,” Chip replied.


“What?”


“You SHOULD have more than enough.”


“Oh come off the semantics Chip,” Gadget shot back.  “Get on this leaf or I’ll just have to have Dale come with me.”


Although his head told him no, his heart outweighed that, and the idea of taking a ‘flight’ with Gadget seemed after all not the worst way to die Chip thought.  Or at least that was his excuse to why he was somehow, against his own will, moving to take a position on the leaf next to the mouse.

“Ok you two, be careful!” Foxglove said as she motioned for Gadget to start rocking the leaf back and forth.


Gadget threw her weight to and fro on the leaf while Chip frantically tried to gain some sort of handle on the edge of the leaf to make sure that even if he died, it wasn’t going to be from falling off.  


“Hey Chip!” Dale yelled to the soon departed pair.  “Keep your eyes looking ahead.”


“You did that?” Chip yelled back confused.


“Nope,” Dale responded, “but I’m sure it can’t hurt!”


With that the leaf gave way and the odd animal pair was flying atop the madly diving leaf, Gadget threw her weight back in the leaf, and it leveled nicely out, gliding softly through the air now.  Chip looked over the edge of the leaf and found that as long as one could put out the fact that one was flying in a mere leaf the view and sensation of flight was pretty incredible.  The leaf rustled as it fell through the air, the edges vibrating as it cut through the atmosphere.  Finally he found himself just taking in the sights, and gazed around as the world lay out in front of him.


Ever since she was a child Gadget had loved to fly, in fact it was a good thing that her father shared this same love as from an early age she would beg him to go flying every day, and multiple times per day if she thought she could get away with it.  Planes and makeshift aircraft she had built and flown, but this was different, there was something so organic about this sensation.  It was like gliding, but beyond that she found ways to make such minute adjustments and find them reflected in their glide path that the leaf began to feel like an extension of her own arms, her own paws, almost as if they were her own wings.  She could move her foot a bit out, creating a bit more drag on the left side turning them in a gentle arc that way, she could even just using small adjustments in her location on the leaf make fantastic changes in their attitude, and direction.  What a thrill it was to have this precision control over their airspeed, their direction, their turns, finally Gadget wasn’t flying a plane, she herself was flying.  She soaked it all up, enjoying every minute of it, as she glided through the air.  She’d bank this way, and then that, finding updrafts just in time to push them high enough to get another couple glides in, turning around trees, weaving in between branches.  It was sheer bliss, and she was in control of it!

The rest of the crew watched the pair glide back and forth through the air, and it became immediately apparent that if Gadget had her way she would be piloting that thing years from now, if she could find enough updrafts to keep her aloft.  “Monty?” Foxy offered.  “You want to go for a ride?”


“Oi shouldn’t,” Monty said a bit worrisome even though his worry of them all dying had at least so far proven false.  “Why don’t ya and Dale go again?”


“Why don’t you join me Monty?” Foxy offered. “I can always fly right back up here and take another run with Dale.”


Zipper, excited by this new version of tree top flying that they’d been introduced to began pushing Monty in the direction of the next leaf that Foxglove had picked out.  


“Nah, oi ain’t doing it.”


Zipper motioned to the leaf as if to speak the old adage, ‘try it you’ll like it,’ then shrugged as if to add, ‘what can go wrong?’


“Oi’ll tell ya what can go wrong!” Monty responded.  “Ya two both got wings on yer, oi don’t.  Ya all can bail at any time without tha prospect of death is all.”


Zipper looked almost hurt that his friend would even insinuate that the fly would ever let him down, or abandon him.


“Alright, that wasn’t fair of me,” Monty said apologetically. 


Zipper nodded as if to accept his apology, and pushed Monty toward that leaf that Foxglove was already splayed out on.


“Now relax Monty,” Foxy commented.  “Just hold on tight, look out, and have fun.”


“Easy fer ya ta say,” Monty added with a nervous chuckle.


Foxglove rocked the leaf only a few times before it broke from the tree’s hold and fell into the air.  With as apprehensive as her mouse passenger was she pulled the leaf out of the natural early dive a bit sooner than she usually did, and started into the gentle gliding very quickly into the flight.


Once the initial fall was over Monty was able to open his eyes and gaze around the park from his floating vantage point.  He had to admit that it was quite a feeling to be flying on a leaf, one that while he wasn’t sure he liked, certainly wasn’t the pure horror he had expected.  He turned and gave a thumbs up to a very happy Zipper who was loving this new sport just as much as he could, and settled back down gazing over the front of the leaf onto the park.  After hitting an updraft they had risen above most of the trees and Monty could see buildings far beyond the last rows of greenery, and a lake before that, fountains, pathways, grass and the occasional person all spread out before him, as the rush of the air going by drowned out any interior thoughts.  His mind was able just to enjoy the sights, think about all that his eyes could take in, and see the details here and there.  A couple Scottish terriers were being walked behind the furthest fountain by a delightful looking elder couple, a Frisbee game was being played a few fields over, and a small toy sail boat glided gracefully across the rippling water of the pond.  So many things that he never really noticed while flying in the various Ranger aircraft.  So often they were looking for cases, odd happenings, or talking amongst themselves in the plane that it seemed that this sort of life watching was never done.  The big Australian mouse found himself moving further forward on the leaf taking in more of the sights as they continued their slow descent to the ground.

“I told you we’d be fine,” Gadget smiled as she gracefully landed the leaf atop the grass using the slight friction with the grass to flare the leaf out in a smooth and gentle stop.

“I’m glad you have proven to be correct,” Chip responded hopping off the leaf.


The other oddball group of creatures landed next very close by to where Gadget and Chip had. 


“You enjoy it Monty?” Foxy asked as she helped him dismount the leaf.


“Not ‘alf bad,” Monty said as he smiled at Zipper.  “Eh, Zippah ya think ya can handle the next flight so Foxy can go with Dale next time down?”


Zipper saluted and began flying back up to the top of the tree.


“That was excellent Foxglove, I’m surprised I’d never thought of it before, as it’s a very simple principle,” Gadget said making her way along with the others back to the top of the tree.  “Leaves are such natural airfoils that they’re surprisingly controllable, of course the trick is to remember that…” the aviator mouse droned on as the rest of the group tuned her incessant aerodynamic discourse out.


The Rangers were quite pleased in fact when Dale interrupted Gadget midway through a paragraph on laminar flow, “Which one are we going to take next Foxglove?”


“Anyone you want cutie,” she replied.


“This one then?” Dale said pointing to a tattered red leaf.


“Perhaps  providing Dale with tha final choice of conveyance isn’t tha best Foxy,” Monty joked.

“How about this one,” Foxglove offered to Dale as she landed upon a large orange leaf.  “You two finding one over there alright?”


“No problem!” Gadget called back inspecting her next craft.


“Ok see you at the bottom!” Foxy said as she shook the leaf from the tree.


This time Gadget watched for a moment as Foxy and Dale glided below her.  A smile spread across the mouse’s face, one that Chip wasn’t quite sure he felt comfortable with.  Her mind did some quick calculations and she looked even more pleased as she inspected the underside of the leaf as well as the stem that made up the backbone of the airfoil.


“Golly Chip I think it should work!” she remarked.


“What’ll work?”


“You’ll see.”


“Oh boy…” Chip said swallowing hard, not quite sure what he’d be meeting next.


Gadget shook the leaf free and built up some speed before she leveled it out over the park.  Her sharp eyes kept looking for signs of updrafts, and she maneuvered the leaf in figure eights searching for the elusive altitude giving phenomenon.  The leaf circled until it finally caught one and up they went, higher and higher until she lost the upward air current and set back to gliding around the park.  A large field between the trees seemed to have caught her eye as she glided the leaf carefully to the middle of it.


“Ok Chip, I’m going to need you to hold really tight to the leaf, and only the leaf, ok?”


“Gadget what are you going to do?”


“It’ll just take a jiff, just promise me you’ll hold onto the leaf and hold on as tight as you can.”


“You’re worrying me.”


“Ok ready?”


Gadget threw her body onto Chip’s, the embrace taking him utterly by shock.  He could feel her arms clamp around his torso tighter than even any Monty hug he’d ever had.  His heart swooned a bit, but his mind remained just able enough to remember to hold on, and not to return the hug as he so desired.


Gadget clung to the chipmunk as her plan worked perfectly, with all their weight shifted so quickly to one side the leaf spun quickly into a barrel roll, twisting its way to the left, through the air.  She held on for just a moment though as she jumped back off to her previous position and pulled the leaf out of its’ spin.  Oh the joys of aerodynamics, she thought, as she smiled to herself at her neat maneuver.


Chip suddenly realized the lack of Gadget on top of him and gazed around hurriedly worrying that she’d maybe fallen off, so quick was her departure.  But alas the female mouse was intently steering the leaf on his left making minute adjustments as they flew through the air.


“What just happened?” Chip said realizing that his mind had been far from anything to do with flight for the past bit.


“Golly Chip, we just did a trademark barrel roll, a couple of them even.”


“Oh,” Chip said suddenly very glad he hadn’t been paying attention as he settled back in to a more relaxed grip on the leaf.  “Next time do tell me, the whole amoeba thing took me by surprise.”

“Oh excuse me, I just figured if I told you what my plan was you wouldn’t want to.”


“You would have been right there,” Chip said watching as another flying object soared nearer and nearer to them.


“You ok?” Gadget offered in condolence or at least in the closest thing she was going to come to an apology for the maneuver she was still so proud of.


“I’m not complaining,” Chip replied, “Just some warning to prepare next time is all.”


“No problem,” she said as she pulled her leaf closer to what Chip could now see was the leaf containing Foxy and Dale. “How are you two doing?”


“Lot better than Chip is I’m sure,” Foxy laughed while her leaf started flying in a close wingman’s position to Gadget’s.


“Oh I’m ok,” Chip replied.


“Fancy flying there Gadget, ya pa’d be proud!” Monty said directing Zipper to pull his leaf up alongside the other two.


“Thanks Monterey!” Gadget yelled back.


“Hey Chip!” Dale called over.  “Doesn’t this just want to make you sing?”


“What do you mean?” Chip replied back.


“I can show you the world…” Dale started.


“Shining shimmering splendor…” Chip joined in.


“Tell me princess when did you last let your heart decide,” they sang in harmony.

“No none of that,” Gadget quipped. “Unless you want to be thrown from this leaf, and I don’t recall you bringing a parachute.”

“What’s wrong?” Foxy said taken aback of being unable to enjoy the continuation of the romantic ballad.


“Nothing, just no singing, at least not that song.”


“Don’t like the movie?” Dale offered.


“No, just never been a big Disney fan, especially Disney princesses,” Gadget added.


“Why’s that?”


“Too much of that whole, ‘life is meaningless without my prince’ sort of stuff I guess.”


“Fair enough,” Chip remarked trying to steer the conversation, as well as the leaf, the close formation was making him a bit worried. “Hey Gadget could you teach me how you’re flying this thing?”


“Sure Chip, it’ll just take a second,” Gadget said, as she showed him how to warp the airfoil to move the leaf through the air.  Back and forth they glided, left right, swooshing here and there, to and fro.  Toward the trees, and through the branches, over the pond, and back across the fields, again and again they swooped, here and there seeing the others pass by.  Flying low, flying high, flying fast and even slow, sights sped past alongside the flying leaves.  Various maneuvers were made, various laughs were had and by the time the sun had begun its nightly journey back down the sky all the Rangers were sitting exhausted and contented in the grass watching a few colorful leaves fall gently down from the tree of their own accord in the breeze.  

“So Gadget,” Chip began after a long pause of watching the world go by.  “You going to make some airfoils for us all?”


“Oh sure I could Chip, in fact it wouldn’t be that hard at least as long as a viable material was found, which would be the tricky part,” Gadget replied.  “The problem is finding the right mix of rigidity and pliability.”


“You must be tired with that short of a response,” Dale offered.


“Golly Dale you’re right, flying takes a lot out of you, especially when you’re not just sitting at some controls and letting the plane do all the work.”


Foxy and Zipper sighed as if to say, ‘tell us about it.’


“But you know,” Gadget mused.  “Maybe I shouldn’t try to make something.  I mean the leaves work fine, and there is something to be said for tradition.  Oh sure I could make something that would work just as well, or nearly as well, if not better, but there’s just not as much fun in that.”


“I know what you mean Gadget,” Foxy added.  “Every fall as a child I looked forward to this, flying on the leaves with my mom, even before I was able to really fly that well, I knew how to fly a leaf.”

“Tradition eh?” Chip thought aloud.  “I could get used to it.”


“Falling in fall, airfoiling in autumn,” Dale alliterated, he paused and smiled a sly grin.  “It means you’ll have to come back Foxy.”


“Hopefully she’ll be back before then,” Chip said.


“And fall isn’t over yet,” Gadget added.  “I mean it’s not something that can be exactly measured and surely the leaves may all be gone, or not all gone by the time that the season has officially ended, but point in case is that it’s not like this is the end.


“Who would of thought of fall as tha season of beginnings,” Monty offered.


“A skier perhaps?” Chip responded.


They lay there watching the sun make its last quick journey down the other side of the sky.  It began by hiding behind buildings that cut its rays into long slender blocks of light.  They cut across the park highlighting whole areas while leaving others in the shade.  The light framed the Ranger’s tree in a perfect box of light, as if painted into a backdrop of grass.  The light slowly faded and as the sun retired to its nightly home so did the Rangers.  

Foxy left soon after, giving Dale a warm hug on her way out.  She beat her wings against the cold night air and took off into the dusk.  Air rushed by her face, and she felt that rush that all fliers fell, that magical feeling of flight, that no matter how many times one had felt it, still made one’s hurt skip a beat, and one’s lips smile.  The flier’s delight had been felt tonight by many, and the knowledge of sharing it with others warmed the bat as she flew through the chilly sky.
