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Strawberries

“You know, darling,” the grandmother began with a wide grin. “I’ve had a fresh strawberry, picked from the
vine, every day of my life,” with some patience, she plucked one with shaky fingers.

“It looks like a ruby, Gramma,” her grandson chimed in and she put it up to him. He giggled and opened
his mouth wide, “Ahhhhh!”

“Into the basket!” Gramma laughed, placing the ruby strawberry into her grandbaby’s mouth.

“I’m eatin’ it like a bear,” her grandson gnashed his teeth and gushed the strawberry remains for her to
see.

“Oh!” she laughed, hugging him close.

“Watch your robes,” her daughter, Momma in this case, came over. “Oh no!” A perfectly red strawberry
splotch graced Gramma’s robes.

“It’s over my heart,” she noticed as Momma sighed.

“I’ll go see if they have extra robes at the front- MOM!”

Gramma was spreading the strawberry splotch into the shape of a heart. She turned to her grandson.

“What do you think, Damien? New robes or keep the heart?”

He appraised the picture. “Keep it,” he nodded and looked to his mother. “Please, Momma?”

Momma looked between the two of them, her own heart a little too heavy, and nodded. Gramma’s hand
shot out for Momma’s, who gripped it like she was a little girl again.

“Just a little heart, Dierdra,” Gramma said, cooing and calming her daughter down. “We’ll keep it.”

“We’ll keep it,” Dierdra nodded. “I’m going to go check if Xander needs anything, stay with Gramma,
baby,” and Damien watched his mother run off.

“As I was saying before that baby bear attack,” Gramma arched an eyebrow at Damien, who giggled. “I
have had a strawberry every day of my life, plucked right in front of me. I was born in one of the first
United Nurseries, and they all had greenhouse tops. That didn’t used to be normal. But my momma, your
great-gramma, insisted on giving birth there. We had to trust the New Way, you know? But it was still
brand new then, hadn’t been tested,” she reached a shaky hand for another strawberry, but couldn’t seem
to curl her fingers around the small ruby. Damien put his hand over hers and helped her pluck the berry.
He steadied her hand and held it in front of her.

“Say, ‘Ah!’ Gramma!”

“Ahhh,” Gramma smiled, letting Damien gently put the strawberry on her stuck out tongue.
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“Rubies for Gramma,” Damien smiled. He playfully closed up her mouth as she chewed. She kissed his
hands and brought them down.

“Thank you, dear one.” Dierdra was back, followed by Damien’s father. “Xander, did I ever tell you this? I
have had a fresh picked strawberry every day of my life.”

“The day you were born?” Xander asked, not hiding his skepticism. Dierdra elbowed him, begging him to
show decorum silently. Gramma, much to Damien’s delight, was having none of Mom & Dad’s
strangeness. They had been so off all day.

“Dierdra my love, it’s not my first day on Earth, you can stop using me and pretend modesty as an excuse
to not feel your feelings,” Dierdra nodded and walked off to collect herself, a quick sob escaping before
she turned the corner out of sight. “She’s all right, dear, give her a moment” Gramma noted Damien’s
concern. A dark cloud passed over Xander’s face.

“And Xander,” Gramma called him back to reality. “Yes,” her eyes crinkled in a smile. “My dad was so
nervous when Momma went into labor, and on top of the usual fears not a lot of people had been through
the United Nurseries at all yet but it was free. So he paced up in the greenhouse to calm down and ended
up picking bushels and bushels of strawberries,” she tapped her crushed strawberry heart
absentmindedly. “I sucked on a fresh strawberry my first hour in the world. Gummed it, more like, but it
was the first thing I tasted- even before milk.”

“Which one was the tastiest, Gramma?” Damien asked with a toothy grin.

“I think today’s was the best I’ve ever had,” Gramma smiled, settling back as Dierdra returned quietly.

“Well I would hope so,” Damien nodded. “Considering it’s the last one!”

Gramma howled laughing along with Xander while Dierdra fell into laughing, exasperated tears.

“I hate this,” Dierdra cried, leaning into Xander. He kissed her forehead. “I hate saying goodbye.”

“Oh, my baby,” Gramma leaned forward and Dierdra touched her forehead to her mother’s. “I don’t want
the pain and they don’t have the treatments to keep it at bay for much longer. If they had found a cure or a
reasonable treatment in the last season of research and trials I’d stay, but baby-” Dierdra sniffled. “It’s the
right time. Let’s enjoy this Ascension Day, hm? You can cry about me after I’m dead.”

Dierdra laughed with her tears and hugged her mother. She wiped her tears and leaned back. “Okay,”
Dierdra nodded. “I make no promises about the tears.”

“You are a fountain,” Xander hugged her.

“A leaky, leaky fountain,” Dierdra shook her head at her own self.

“Look, I’m excited to see your Dad again,” Gramma laughed. “I’ve missed that man for far too long.”

“How do you know he’s there, Gramma?” Damien cocked his head. Xander’s eyebrows raised, surprised
at his son’s question. He had not seen his child as particularly deep before.



Strawberries | Arlene Bozich

Ascension Days were always surprising.

“I know it won’t be the same, baby,” Gramma thought aloud. “I think what it is... is my heart is ready to go
home. We’ve had a great 125 years here, but the car is beaten up and there’s no way to fix it anymore…”
she turned to Xander. “Remember to talk about this when he starts learning about the Ship of Theseus in
his Philosophy lessons.”

“Good idea,” Xander nodded and pressed his thumb to his watch. “Reminder’s set.”

“Thank you,” Gramma nodded. “But baby...remember sitting by the riverbed? What did we talk about?”

“We...we were looking at the current?”

“Good…”

“And that’s where the water’s going,” Damien nodded. Gramma watched him digest the thought for a
moment. “But we didn’t talk about where it’s coming from.”

Xander was now overly impressed with his child and very unsure where this insight came from. He looked
at his mother-in-law for help understanding his child. She grinned wickedly and Xander never dared to
think about this again. It would only drive him insane, trying to piece together a thing like someone else’s
mind. Especially his own son’s.

Gramma answered, “It all comes from the ocean and, eventually, it’ll make its way back there. That’s all a
soul is, baby- it’s just that little bit of the water of life that lives in you, that uses your body as a riverbed to
travel all over this wide world and live a full, full life, then head back out to the ocean to get mixed up and
renewed all over. Then, when your little soul gets brave enough again, it grabs a few friends and tries
pouring all over the Earth one more time. You’re still you, baby, in all of it. We’re still us. You’re never
going to lose us and we’re never going to lose you, not really. But right now it’s my turn to go to the ocean
and get all mixed up and new. I’ll probably be back quicker than you think,” she winked.

A chime sounded and Damien gripped his grandmother in surprise. She kissed him and Xander took his
son from her lap. Dierdra stood up for the family. Other individuals rose around them, each of them having
a last lazy afternoon in the Orchard greenhouse. But it was now time to answer.

A man in a wrapped vest, the same style and material as Gramma’s robes, walked forward with his
Intelligence to take their answer. He let the Intelligence rest on his palm and waited for it to glow. When it
was ready, he began.

“Hello to you and your family on this Ascension Day. Your family has agreed to Ascend first today, but we
understand if that has to change right now. We would first like to remind you that you can step away from
the Ascension Process at any moment-”

“-except the last,” Gramma said, and the man smiled. He had heard it before but everyone should get at
least a smile for that joke on their last day on Earth.

“Mary Rose Dombel, we understand that you have chosen this Ascension Day because it is right for you
medically and your board of doctors has supported this decision. How is the family handling this
information?”
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“The family is In Agreement,” Dierdra nodded. “This is the right Ascension Day for my mother, Mary Rose
Dombel, and we were lucky to have her on this Earth for 125 years.”

“Very good, thank you,” he nodded and the Intelligence glowed amber in color and sparked once.
“Ah...who is taking Stewardship?”

“Oh,” Xander stood, gently putting Damien on the bench next to him. “I will be taking Stewardship of
Mary’s remaining job, educating my son Damien,” Xander referenced back to Damien. Gramma had been
helping Damien with his lessons thus far, but the Intelligence would guide Xander through teaching the
rest of his son’s early lessons. “Any and all other responsibilities that come up as related to Mary’s earthly
time are considered Non-Essential.”

“Please state a few of the non-essential jobs please, Mary,” the man requested. “You never know what’ll
happen that’ll suddenly make a job Essential.”

“I see,” Mary nodded. “I knit mittens and scarves every winter for anyone to take and use...let’s see, what
else? I have provided food from my personal greenhouse for Food Bank use for 14 years… my usual
offering was two bushels of strawberries, two of blueberries, and one of black berries. Also my goat’s milk
for a while, but that goat has been dead for five years now so I really shouldn’t have brought her up...that
goat was an asshole.”

Everyone giggled and the Intelligence healed the area where it had crackled. It glowed white, pulsing
happily, and the man smiled.

“You’re ready on our end. Take all the time you need, truly. Come over when you’re ready to enter the
Orchard.”

To enter the Orchard, you have to walk up the winding pathway. It travels in loops along the sides of the
greenhouse, which is more of a huge, open basin that looks up to the great glass ceiling of the Orchard.
You could walk that long path to visit the Orchard, or you Ascend.

In the center dias, a great marble throne sat and reflected the sun’s gold. All around the Greenhouse, you
could see whoever was sitting in the throne. It now reflected in Damien’s eyes as his mother and father
held his hands and walked behind his Gramma’s procession.

It was now Mary Rose Dombel’s turn. The people in vests had lifted Mary high on their shoulders. As the
family trailed slightly behind the litter and white roses were thrown as was Mary’s request, Damien pulled
his parents back for a moment. They leaned down, one eye on Gramma.

“Yeah baby?” Dierdra asked, picking up a rose for herself.

“It’s not gonna hurt Gramma, right? That chair?” Damien pointed at the marble throne with some
trepidation. “Cuz I say no to all this if that’s gonna hurt her.”

Dierdra handed her son a rose with a smile. “No one gets hurt, baby. Over in a flash.”

“You promise?”
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“Absolutely.”

Family and friends waited at the foot of the dias. Damien was starting to recognize some of the adults. He
had seen them come over for feasts and holidays and he saw the same cloudy, sad-but-happy look that
Mom and Dad had etched on their faces. Gramma began to laugh.

“Losers, I’m fucking leaving!” laughter erupted from the crowd. “I’ve been here 125 glorious years and all I
have this old, withered body to show for it!” applause washed over Mary and the litter was laid on the
ground. Now, her loved ones rushed forward. Everyone got a moment to lead Mary to her throne.

“This is the fastest you’ve ever run, Mary,” another old woman chuckled. “You’re gonna beat me there by
one hour!”

Mary grinned wickedly. “Always a step ahead, Janie!”

Mary sat in her throne and silence fell with grace. Damien watched as tears poured down adult’s faces,
but they smiled. Eyes were shining as everyone surrounded Mary and poured as much love out of their
hearts as they silently could. Mary surveyed the kingdom of love that she had built in this life, the part she
was leaving behind. She then caught her grandson doing the exact same thing as her and let a single tear
out. “Grandbaby Damie,” she cooed. He snapped to attention and smiled as Gramma tapped her
strawberry heart. “You just need a little heart. It’s all going to work out one day.”

With that, she tore her eyes from the past and closed them for good. The man in the vest hit the singing
bowl, 528 Hz. All around everyone hummed, eyes wide, as the dias began to shine. Damien’s mouth
gaped open as all the adults, in harmony, sang the rest of their feelings in unison. Just a chant, just
everyone that loved Mary watching as her ship was leaving the harbor. With the sunlight and the dias and
the marble, Damien swore his Gramma was glowing, that she was radiating the light and they were all
lucky enough to catch the rays. He smiled wide, Gramma looking young and happy and radiant. And then,
at the peak of the sound, in less than a moment, in a quick burst of soft light, Mary Ascended.

A small ashen pile rested on the throne, but everyone looked at eachother, wild eyed and shocked as
they clicked and tasted a new taste on their tongues.

“Momma,” Damien asked, “was Gramma made of strawberries?”

This was not a normal Ascension anymore, but none of the vest-wearing Orchard workers seemed
concerned. Everyone started to cry a little, but also laugh at the lingering strawberry taste in all of their
mouths.

Dierdra looked at her son and said, “Maybe strawberries are made of Gramma’s energy. All comes and
goes from the same place, right, baby?”

Damien nodded and the man in the vest handed a small crucible to Xander. Xander walked to the throne
and collected the ashes. He pressed them in the small container and came back to his family.

“All right Damien,” Xander held the cruicble with Mary’s ashes in his hand. “Can you go get Gramma
acquainted with her new friends in the Orchard?”
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It was tradition that the youngest member of the family present the crucible of ashes to the trees their
loved one would be planted by. Damien grinned, a perfect copy of his Gramma, and snatched the crucible
defty before taking off in a full sprint. The crowd tried to catch him, laughing at his break neck run up the
winding path, but never did.

Damien reached the top and another Orchard worker laughed and pointed. “Mary Dombel’s family, I
presume,” and Damien nodded to her quickly before taking off in the direction she pointed. As he turned
one final time, an Orchard worker was ready to receive him.

“Here, kiddo!” the Orchard worker waved. “This is your grandma’s new neighborhood.”

“Her name is Mary Rose Dombel,” Damien said, panting a little. A few of the more athletic adults were
finally catching up. “And she was my grandma and now she’s gonna be an Evergreen, right?!”

“Yes she is, come meet her neighbors,” the Orchard worker waived his arm and Damien gasped.

Up the winding path, over the edge of the hill, just past where the greenhouse glass ended, a mossy
orchard of domineering Red Wood trees stood as proud guards of the new forest, with evergreens of all
types spilling between the giants. There were smaller trees and bushes and everywhere you could see
and hear happy bees, cared for by Orchard workers, floating along in their paradise. But Damien gasped
at the perfect spot for his Gramma to grow.

“Gramma, you’re going in the middle of the strawberry patch,” Damien pointed. More of Mary’s crowd
were finally catching up, including Xander. Dierdra was walking with a group of woman up the path,
Xander and Damien looked out and waved to them. They smiled and still took their time.

“Final choice?” Xander asked his son. Damien nodded. “Okay, let’s meet the neighbors.” Xander put his
son on his shoulders and walked to the Headstones at each Evergreen surrounding. In Mary’s new
neighborhood, there was a chef, a book binder, and two partners who played in a jazz duo together
across the United for a few decades.

Xander lifted his son on his shoulders and walked him to greet each new friend. Damien lifted his
Gramma’s crucible, addressing the very top of each neighbor’s evergreen tree, yelling to make sure he
was heard.

“Jazz people! This is my Gramma, Mary!” Damien yelled as everyone prepared Mary’s strawberry patch
for planting. “She is made of strawberries and strawberries are made of her! You should be friends!”

“She’s howling with laughter right now, I swear,” Dierdra took Xander’s arm as Damien continued to yell.

“He’s not wrong,” Xander said, supporting his overexcited and wiggling son as he continued to yell facts
about his grandma at the trees. “You tasted those strawberries, right?”

“We all did,” Dierdra nodded. “I think my mom was a witch.”

“Absolutely,” Xander said. “And this kid is just like her.”

“That’s actually a comfort,” she said, helping Damien climb down Xander. Damien took his mom’s hand
and walked over to the strawberry patch.
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“You know, she planted these herself,” another Orchard worker said as everyone gathered. “She said
you’d all need a snack after trying to catch her and Damien.”

As everyone picked strawberries, Damien cried out, “STOP!”

Everyone froze and waited. This was Damien’s first Ascension Day and he was the youngest in the
crowd, so extra care had to be taken with his feelings and actions today. Damien, though, suprised them
all by walking quietly over to the Orchard worker with his strawberry.

“Can I put this berry in the crucible with Gramma?” his eyes were round and wide. “She said she had a
strawberry every day so I just want to make sure she gets one in the next world.”

“We can do that,” the Orchard worker smiled and took the berry. “Why don’t you take some of the seeds?
Mom?”

Dierdra came over and put the strawberry seeds in her pocket. “Thank you,” she said, putting an arm
around Damien. “He gets excited sometimes.”

“We all do,” the Orchard worker smiled and mixed the strawberry into the crucible.

Damien took the crucible again and walked to the hole that had been made in the center of the strawberry
patch. “Can I plant her now?”

“Go ahead,” Xander nodded and Damien planted his gramma in the strawberry patch.

“Gramma,” Damien said, patting down the dirt on her crucible. “You’re gonna have such a good time,
don’t forget us okay?” Damien stood up and walked over to his mom. “I love you, Gramma Mary.”

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, Mary.”

“We love you-

“-send strawberries-”

“-have fun-”

“-we’re going to miss you-”

“We all love you so much. Take care, Mary.”


