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		Description

Twilight Sparkle has learned many lessons about Friendship in Ponyville.  On this beautiful spring day, she learns a very special lesson that she never anticipated.
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“Winter Wrap-Up, Winter Wrap-Up!  ‘Cause tomorrow spring is here!”  Twilight Sparkle could not help but sing quietly to herself while arranging her desk.  Books on the left, fresh sheets of bright white parchment to the right, inkwells lined across the top, and the library window wide open to let the distracting scents and sounds of spring waft across it all.  Springtime in Canterlot was so different than here in rural Ponyville, and she wanted to get it all down in a proper friendship report for Princess Celestia.
That meant research!  Books on critter care for her times with Fluttershy, agriculture for days spent with Applejack, and baking for Pinkie Pie. (Although Pinkie didn’t really follow recipes.  She grabbed them by the taste buds and led them in a parade all over town.)
For a friendship report in the process of production, it was remarkably short.  The droning of the beehive made Twilight remember that she wrote better with a cup of warm tea by her side, the rustle of the oak leaves made her reminisce about many spring mornings spent in the back yard of her parents’ house in Canterlot with a stack of books, and a whole list of other distractions had kept her from even putting a dot of ink down.  Even Spike was suffering from a bad case of springtime, because she did not hear the sounds of dusting coming from the main library room as she had requested.  Instead, she could hear the occasional page being turned directly underneath the library window where there was a comfortable tussock of grass in the warm sunshine, the perfect place for a lazy dragon who wanted to catch up on his comic book reading.
“Morning, Twilight.”  Applejack poked her nose around the corner and looked over Twilight Sparkle’s tidy writing desk.  “Got a minute?”
“Of course, Applejack.”  Twilight put her unblemished quill down and turned to face her friend, which would at least be more productive than her writing this morning.  “I read up on the apple tree diseases in the books you recommended, but I haven’t had a chance to—”
“Now hold up.”  Applejack shook her head with a growing smile.  “Can’t believe I’m sayin’ this, but today ain’t a day for working.”
“I understand,” said Twilight with a frustrated huff of breath.  “I just can’t seem to write anything this morning.”
“That’s on account of what day it is.”  Applejack moved over to Twilight and nudged her toward the door.  “Come on out and we’ll show you.  And leave all that stuff behind,” she added when Twilight’s notebook and writing supplies took flight behind them in the light glow of magic.  “You ain’t gonna need none of that during Springtime Strawberry Season.”
“Strawberries?”  Twilight licked her lips and smiled while the glowing quills and notebooks found their way back to the desk.  “At the castle, Princess Celestia has most of one greenhouse dedicated to strawberry plants.  On the first day of Winter Wrap-Up after the unicorns get done melting all the snow, we all used to go to the kitchen and eat strawberries and ice cream together.”  Her smile lost a little bit of its eagerness, and Twilight took a slow breath while Applejack was walking with her down the stairs.  “Oh, I forgot.  She probably did that weeks ago with Princess Luna.”
“The princesses are probably havin’ a good time up there in Canterlot, catching up on what they’ve missed,” admitted Applejack.  “That don’t mean you can’t build some new traditions here in Ponyville.”
“Oh, yes!”  Twilight lit up her horn again once they reached the bottom of the stairs and a tin pail floated out of the closet to follow behind them.  “I love going shopping with my friends.  How many strawberries are we going to buy?  I could bring a basket, but… What’s so funny?”
“Nothing.”  Applejack finished snickering into a hoof and opened the library door.  “Ah sent Spike out to round up the Crusaders, and the rest of our friends will meet us on the way.  You’re going to like this, Twi.  There’s probably even a friendship lesson in there somewhere.”

Contrary to Twilight Sparkle’s expectations, the place they wound up was certainly not a marketplace.  In fact, it looked more like a broad, hilly field.
“Welcome to Strawberry Fields,” said Pinkie Pie, bouncing through the short grass ahead of the group.  “Home of the most superdelicious delectable strawberries in all of Equestria.”
“Oh, yea!”  Rainbow Dash rubbed her forehooves together.  “I’ve been looking forward to this all year.”
“If’n it involves food or cider, you’re always looking forward to something,” said Applejack.
“My little creature friends say the strawberries are really good this year.”  Fluttershy bent down and looked under a tuft of grass.  “I don’t see any here, though.”
“Or here,” said Rarity, also with her nose to the grassy ground.
“Well, don’t that beat all.  There’s wagon tracks here.”  Applejack stepped over a pair of shallow ruts with a scowl and continued walking.  “Always some city slicker shows up to clean off a patch of the early strawberries and don’t even leave none for the princess.”
“Uh, Applejack?”  Twilight had to trot faster to keep up with her friend.  “I’m pretty sure Princess Celestia doesn’t get her strawberries from Ponyville.  I’ve seen the plants in the greenhouses.”
“Them’s city strawberries,” scoffed Applejack.  “They ain’t got a lick on the taste of our country berries.”
“Found one!” declared Rainbow Dash, diving into a distant tuft of grass nose-first.
“There’s a whole bunch over here!” said Pinkie Pie while chewing.
Even Rarity had her head down and was nibbling at something with quiet noises of appreciation, while the Cutie Mark Crusaders had convinced Spike to head off with them to search for strawberries away from the adults.  Twilight bent down like the rest of her friends and nosed around the bushy grass, searching for a while before looking up and calling out to Applejack.
“Are you sure there are strawberries here?  All I’ve been finding are these little red things.”  She levitated up a few of the tiny red berries only to have Rainbow Dash come darting out of the sky and snap them up.
“Pretty good,” she declared before flitting away, calling back over her shoulder, “You probably should pick them without magic.”
“Without magic?” echoed Twilight.  “What does that mean?  And where are the strawberries, anyway?”
“Those are strawberries, sugarcube.”  Applejack moved a tuft of grass to one side and pointed to the broad-leafed plant it exposed.  “See?  You gotta get in there with your teeth and give ‘em a tug.  If they don’t come loose, they ain’t ripe yet and you should pick some other.”
“Those aren’t strawberries,” said Twilight.  
She bent over, took one of the bright red specks in her teeth like Applejack had suggested, and tugged.  Flavor spread over her lips and tongue, the sun-warmed sweetness of spring that made saliva flood her mouth and cramps lock up the muscles of her jaw so she could not even chew.  The tiny aggregate accessory fruit broke up into smallish fragments against her tongue, each bit becoming even tastier than the first bite.  All of the memories of her foalhood flooded back, from eating strawberries and ice cream with her family on the back porch to that first time Princess Celestia shared the immense juicy products of the Royal Greenhouses after a brisk day of wrapping up the Canterlot winter.  Those berries had been nearly as large as her hoof, but their taste was a weak second to the wild variety.  It took Twilight several minutes of chewing and swallowing before she could respond to Applejack, who remained standing by her side with an unabashed smile.
“So,” she said.  “Is them strawberries or what?”
Twilight did not answer at once.  She was too busy nipping off several more of the ripe red fruits and chewing.  “Ther’e good,” she managed after a few more.  “N’ver had anything like them before.”
“Really?”  Applejack shook her head and began nosing around another clump of grass.  “Just remember to leave a couple for the princess afore you move on.”
Twilight Sparkle wanted to object, but she was too busy finding more of the little red flecks of joy.  After all, if the Ponyville tradition of Winter Wrap-Up had sounded odd to her Canterlot upbringing, the least she could do was to play along.  Certainly the local creatures would appreciate a few of the delicious berries, even though Strawberry Fields seemed to spread out over a lot of territory.  
She could see several other colorful ponies out in the hilly field, alone or in pairs, all with their heads down and enjoying the day just as much as Twilight.  The rest of the Ponyville residents had spread out for their own berry searching, bright bits of colors scattered out across the green spring grass.  Some of them had even quit picking berries, content to sit next to each other in the spring breeze and just enjoy the sunshine.
The Cutie Mark Crusaders had taken Spike up the hill in their search for even riper berries, and between the four of them with their noses down and their rears up, Twilight did not think there were very many ‘princess’ berries being left behind their path.  
While picking, Twilight tried to put a few of the strawberries into the pail she was carrying in her magic, but they were all so delicious, and Rainbow Dash seemed to make a game out of snatching the floating berries.  After an hour or so of roaming up and down the hills with her friends, swapping stories and calling out when they found a dense group of strawberry plants, Twilight took a peek inside the pail.
Three strawberries.
She looked both ways, made sure she was not being watched, and gobbled them up in one bite, putting the pail on a nearby rock to pick up later.  It made the strawberry picking process easier without the distraction, and gave her a few chances to tempt Rainbow Dash with a floating berry before gobbling it up herself, to the laughter of all of her friends.
Sometime in the afternoon, a six-way fun fight started when one of her friends, who was strongly debated, spit an overripe strawberry in the wrong direction.  The end result was inevitable and terribly juvenile, but Twilight found herself repeatedly dodging and darting from clump of grass to tussock, searching for the dark redness of a tiny strawberry past the peak of perfection to return fire.  
They broke off for a delayed lunch once the game had been called on account of being unable to score hits due to so many reddish blotches on all of the giggling participants.  Between Pinkie Pie’s sandwiches and ice cold lemonade, everypony was feeling a little less picky and more chatty, leaving the six of them to sit and talk while relishing their together-time.  It seemed like they never got the time to all just get together without there being some sort of world-threatening disaster or big social event.
They talked while watching the sun start to descend and the other Ponyville ponies start to trickle back into town, leaving just the six of them watching the strawberry-smeared Crusaders play with Spike by leaping and jumping across tufts of grass with no indication of tiring.
“We need to do this more often,” said Rarity, delicately touching a napkin to her lips despite having numerous strawberry stains all over her normally clean coat and mane.  “Well, not this per se.  The first day of strawberry season only happens once a year, after all.”
“You’re right.  This is… nice.”  Fluttershy shifted positions to free up a wing, and used it to gesture to the sunset-tinted houses of Ponyville.  “I mean it’s always nice to spend time with friends, but today is really… nice.”
Pinkie Pie grunted in the affirmative from where she was still lying on her back.  Her distended stomach waved back and forth while she rubbed it and licked her lips.  “Oh, yeah.  Soo many strawberries.  Oh, and there’s another one.”  Quick as a wink, she wriggled to one side and slurped up another hidden red berry.  “But not that one,” she added, squinting at the berry next to it.  “We’re saving you for the princess.”
“Worth missing a day of work, ain’t it, Twilight?”  Applejack took a moment to look back over her shoulder at where her friend was still trying to find words to respond.  “You okay there, sugarcube?”
“I’m wonderful, Applejack.  This is just so…”
“Awesome?” asked Rainbow Dash.  She popped another strawberry into her mouth and waved at the sunset.  “I mean the way the afternoon crew got those high clouds to line up with the sunset.  That’s skill right there.  And—”
Twilight held a hoof over her friend’s mouth so she could get a word in edgewise.  “You’re right, Rainbow Dash. It’s awesome.  Thank you all for sharing your special day with me.”
Rainbow Dash polished a berry-splattered hoof on her berry-splattered chest.  “Hey, it’s been pretty awesome to spend today with you too.  It’s nice to slow down sometime and enjoy the little things in life.”
“Speaking of little things,” said Rarity, “Sweetie Belle and her friends haven’t slowed down yet.”  Down the hill, the Cutie Mark Crusaders and Spike were still doing something inscrutable in the way of young ponies (and dragon) that involved a lot of running around and shouting at the top of their lungs.  “When we get them all back to the spa for a good scrubbing, they’ll probably splash all the soapy water out of the tub, too.  If the rest of you would like to accompany us to the spa for this evening—”
“And I’m out,” declared Rainbow Dash, popping up into the air with a flick of her wings.
“Me too,” said Applejack right after her, although it took her two tries to stand up.
“I really need to get back to my house,” said Fluttershy.
Pinkie bounced to her hooves with no trace of her previous lethargy.  “And I need to get the ice cream over to the spa for our party tonight!”
Twilight Sparkle snickered at the change that swept across her friends.
“Ice cream?” asked Rainbow Dash.  “What flavors?”
“It’s a seeee-cret,” declared Pinkie Pie while bounding away in the direction of Ponyville.
“Well, I suppose the work will wait until tomorrow,” said Applejack, following along at a slower pace.  “Y’all coming?”
“Oh, yes!  Come on, girls!  And Spike!” called out Fluttershy.  “We’re going to have ice cream over at the spa.”
As Twilight followed her friends down the hill and in the direction of Ponyville, she could have flown even without wings.  Putting her responsibilities to the side for a while to spend the day with her friends had given her the most amazing floating sensation, a happiness in her heart that could not be kept bottled up.  It called for a Friendship Letter at the very least, as a tribute to the wonderful ponies she had met in this crazy but wonderful town.  
Over the last few months, she had gotten to know her friends far more than just on the outside.  She had laughed with them, cried with them, and now, gotten covered in strawberry bits with them during this most memorable day.  It was a side of the Elements of Harmony that could never be captured in a newspaper article or photograph, a togetherness that surpassed all words, and would make the most difficult to write Friendship Letter of Twilight’s life.
Tomorrow.
For today, she was just going to relish this feeling, right alongside the sticky strawberry stains across most of her coat and the delicious burps that triggered laughter in all of her friends while they walked and joked on their way to the spa.  It was so distracting that Twilight forgot all about something until her friends had gotten to the edge of the field and were headed back into Ponyville under the reddish light of the impending sunset.  
“Oh, I left my pail!” she said, stopping abruptly and turning around.  “Go on to the spa, girls.  I’ll be right back.”
“I can get it for you, Twilight!”  Rainbow Dash made a quick loop.
“Or you could just leave it there until tomorrow,” said Applejack.  “It’s going to be dark soon, and it’s just a pail.”
“No, it will just take me a minute.  I know where I left it, so I’ll be back before you know it.” Twilight galloped back up the hill, heading to where the pail had been left.  It still took a few minutes of looking around until she found it, but when she went to pick it up, Twilight could hear… laughter?
Sneaking up to the top of the low hill, Twilight Sparkle peeked at the last two ponies she expected to see snacking on the sun-warmed tiny strawberries.  Princess Celestia and Princess Luna were fairly dancing across the field, diving down on clumps of strawberries and engaging in tickle fights to claim the reddest and most tasty, or chasing each other around with a few overripe berries thrown between them.  It seemed to be a familiar but out of practice habit for them, and would have been the first time the two princesses had the opportunity to engage in the juvenile play in centuries.  A tension that could have cracked the world was unwinding with every giggle or stolen berry, leaving Twilight transfixed by the sight.
She watched for a time, secure behind a thick tuft of grass with the pail almost forgotten in her teeth, before turning and heading back to Ponyville just as quietly as she could, as not to disturb the elder alicorns and their play.  Her smile made it difficult to keep a good grip on the recovered pail, but that was just fine.  She fairly danced through the twilit streets, galloping and hopping about like a foal until she reached the spa with its enticing scent of hot water and lilac steam.  With a skip and a leap, she jumped into the bath with the rest of her friends, exalting in the way they returned the favor with soapy splashes of their own until all of them had matching wet smiles just like hers.
Once the splashing had calmed down and Applejack had retrieved her hat from the bottom of the spa tub, she asked, “So, Twilight.  You gonna write today up as another friendship lesson for Princess Celestia and Princess Luna so they know about Springtime Strawberry Season?”
“No, I don’t think so.”  Twilight smiled back just as broadly as she had ever smiled before in her life.  “I’m pretty sure they know already.”
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