  										  	



					It’s the Berries
     I picked many things as a child: pretty rocks from the nearby road, granite, quartz,
agate, other pretty gems. These I kept in an empty Kleenex box in my school desk.
                 Then there were the vegetables and flowers from my mother’s garden. We picked 
            green beans by the basketfuls, more than occasionally popping one into our mouths 
            as we picked them. Ooh, the fresh green taste and the crunch of one of these! Ditto
            small, crisp cucumbers.
      On through the neatly manicured rows we found red ripe tomatoes and green bell
peppers, which, at times we ate just like eating an apple.
 Never mind washing them first. Who had ever heard of pesticides?
      Further in the garden, the frilly-leafed carrots enticed us to pull one and eat it
right on the spot. Not so much the ground cherries creeping, willy-nilly through the garden.
 Next to that was a small row of leaf lettuce.
       Bordering Mom’s vegetable garden were a row each of multi-colored zinnias and tall, ruffly
gladiolas. In a flower garden that bordered the north cinder block wall of our home, sweet peas
vined, mixed in with Moss roses. Then, there were tall, leafy green dahlias, with their bright
yellow- and magenta-colored blossoms that climbed our backyard fence. All there for the 
picking, with discretion.
        The things I loved picking the most, though were juicy berries-wild black raspberries and
strawberries from Charlie Hess’s berry patch. We loved to eat these berries, as we picked them,
made into jams to put on our bread or toast, and most of all atop Mom’s delicious strawberry
shortcake.

     Charlie was an elderly, stoop-shouldered, white-haired widower in pinstriped overalls. He
owned a small, but prolific berry patch. These berries must have been June berries, because I
            know the season was very short, and the berries, at least at the beginning of the season were huge.
     In season, Charlie was always looking for help to work on shares (pick two quarts, take home
one.) This was a terrific opportunity for our family to accumulate our berry supply.
     My older sister, Sharon, had worked for him until she graduated to a paying job. Then it was
my turn. When I was notified the berries were ripening, I made my way to Charlie’s Berry Ranch, a
half a block away from our house.
     As I arrived at work, I unlatched the gate surrounding his yard and the patch. As I arrived at the 
brown-speckled, asbestos sided house with white trim, I knocked on the door.
      Nearly blind, the bespectacled and mustached Charlie peered at me through coke-bottle-thick glasses.
 He opened the door, greeting me with a “Hello,” while handing me a six-basket berry carrier. He led me
to the area of the well-manicured strawberry patch where I was to begin picking. 
      The rows of glossy green plants were heavily laden with luscious-looking red, tasty fruit. Between the
rows of plants was laid down a layer of sawdust, cushioning the ground for pickers as we moved along the
plants.
       After some time, the baskets I was carrying were heaped. Time to go back to the house to get more
containers.  Following a few more trips like this, the patch was picked clean, and it was time to divvy up.
With a sore back and a sense of extreme satisfaction, I took half my haul home with me in anticipation
of the shortcake and jam to come.
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