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Ninety—-Nine Bunches Under the Trellis

The moment the bus turned through the gate of the grape orchard, the windows
erupted. Trellises stretched beyond sight, every wire hung with grapes, purple
pressing on green, each bunch heavier than the last, bending the wires into arcs. Our

teacher shouted, hold on, line up to enter, eyes look first, scissors move later.

We ducked under the trellis. Grapes hung overhead like purple bells upside down.
The sun leaked through the gaps in frames, falling on the ground in squares of light.
The orchard owner, Uncle Zhao, handed out scissors, one per person, and warned: when
you cut, cradle the bottom of the bunch with one hand. Grapes are heavy. Cut without
cradling and they shatter into mud on the ground. I looked up and chose a bunch so

purple it was nearly black, its berries packed tight, a family huddling for warmth.
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I raised the scissors, caught the stem, squeezed. It did not cut. I switched to
the wider notch, squeezed again, click, the stem gave, and my hand was already below,
and the bunch dropped steady into my palm, so heavy my wrist dipped. The pale bloom
on the skin rubbed off where my sweaty palm touched it, showing the purple beneath,
dark and shining. I held it up and backed two steps to show my desk mate, and my
lower back hit a support post with a crash, and somebody else’ s grapes rained down

my neck.

For the second bunch I got greedy and went for the heaviest. The scissors bit the
thick stem, I strained, the bunch swung in the air, the cradling hand got under it
wrong, and smack, a whole bunch hit the ground, purple and green rolling everywhere,
spattering mud. Uncle Zhao came over, not angry, squatted, picked up two unharmed
berries and handed them to me: the fallen ones go to the compost barrel, the unharmed
ones are still good, taste one, our orchard does not cheat the mouth. I took them
without wiping them on my sleeve and popped one in my mouth. My teeth broke the skin,
and the juice was sweet and cold, cool all the way from tongue to throat. I squinted

and said nothing at all.

After that 1 learned sense and cut the medium ones, scissors in one hand,
cradling with the other, bunch after bunch into the basket. The basket mounded over,
purple piled into a little hill. At the weigh—in our class basket came first, ninety-—
nine bunches. Uncle Zhao collected the scissors and said, come again next year. The

whole class shouted yes in one voice, and the sound shook the leaves on the trellis.

On the bus home, the sweetness of that one grape still stayed in my mouth. The
scissor handles had pressed two red lines into my hands, and my palms were stained
purple where the bloom had rubbed off. I leaned on the window counting, fell asleep
mid-count, and in the dream the trellis hung low, and whichever bunch I reached for

was mine.
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Grandpa Orchard Opened Its Gate

On the second day of summer vacation, my father took me back to the countryside
on his motorbike. Before the engine stopped, Grandpa was already standing at the
gate, smiling, with the little door to his grape orchard open behind him, as if it

had been waiting for me all along.

The orchard was not large. Three dozen vines were trained in two rows on low
trellises, low enough to touch with a raised hand. When you entered, the first thing
to look at was not the path but the sky above. Clusters hung from the trellis: purple
ones like words kept all winter, finally ready to be spoken; pale green ones still
hard, dozing against the leaves. Sunlight leaked through the gaps in the leaves and
fell in patches on the ground. When the wind blew, the patches shifted, like someone

counting the fruit.

Grandpa handed me the scissors. Rest the cluster in your left palm, he said, cut
close to the stem, and do not loosen your hand. If the hand loosens, the cluster
scatters, and the berries will cry. My first cut trembled; it took two snips to get
through. The cluster was purple almost to black, its bloom intact, as if dusted with
thin frost. Grandpa took it, held it up to the light, and announced that this one
would be kept for seed stock, for next year grafting. My heart tightened, and I

hurried to cut a second, hoping for one worthy of standing beside it.

By the fifth or sixth cluster I sat down on the stone bench under the trellis to
rest. A single grape, ripe and shining, had fallen into a crack in the brick. I

picked it up, rubbed it on my sleeve, and put it in my mouth. The skin burst at the
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first bite, the juice sweet and cold, running down between my fingers. Eyes closed in
delight, I heard Grandpa call from the far end of the rows: Sneaking snacks without
inviting me. My face went red, and I carried the half cluster over to him. He tasted
one, eyes narrowing, and said this row was the sweetest of the year, saved just for

you.

The day we left, I carried the first cluster home on a bed of newspaper, propped
on the seat beside the window, afraid to lean back and crush it. I placed it on the
windowsill at home, and no one was allowed to touch it. My mother laughed at me for
treating grapes like a trophy. It is a trophy, I said, issued to me by Grandpa

orchard.

Ever since, whenever I pass a fruit stall, I cannot help checking whether the
stems of the grapes are cut neatly. When they are, I remember the moment of Grandpa
scissors close to the stem, and his words: do not loosen your hand, or the cluster

scatters. I think he was not only talking about grapes.
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The Last Cluster on the Vine

When the picking festival ended, the orchard owner 0ld Zhou stood at the gate
counting baskets. Ninety—seven baskets, not one left behind. The visitors had cut
every cluster from the trellises, even the small loose ones. Only one cluster
remained at the far east end, half green half purple, like a face not yet awake from
sleep. 0ld Zhou glanced up at it and did not cut. Late-ripening fruit, he said, has

to wait.

How that cluster was finally seen begins on festival day. At eight in the morning
the gate opened and the crowd poured in, heading first for the middle rows where the
grapes were purplest, purple with full confidence. Children reached with scissors and
could not touch them, so adults lifted them up to cut. Snip after snip, clusters
dropped into baskets, and full baskets were carried to the gate to be weighed.
Sunlight, shouting, the smell of fruit: the whole orchard was like a pot of water
come to the boil. The late cluster hung highest at the east end. No one pushed that

way, so it simply hung there, watching people come and go.

On the third evening, just before closing, a girl with a schoolbag came to the
gate and asked whether there were any grapes left. 0ld Zhou pointed east. She walked
through rows now bare, the empty vines like mouths that had finished speaking. She

found the east—end trellis, looked up, saw the cluster, and her eyes lit all at once.

0ld Zhou brought the ladder. She climbed, cradled the cluster in her left palm,
and pressed the shears to the stem with her right. The weight of a grape cluster
landed in her hand, heavier than she expected. She came down the ladder carefully,

like carrying a bowl filled to the brim.

She did not go to the scale first. Standing under the trellis, she picked one
berry and put it in her mouth. The green one was still sour, and her nose wrinkled.
Then she picked one fully purple, and the sweetness melted on her tongue. She laughed
and said: three days of waiting, and this is exactly the taste it should be. 0ld Zhou
heard her from the gate, took her money, and slipped in an extra ticket for autumn,

saying come back then.

Later the vine dropped its leaves and its branches were buried for winter. No one
knew if it would bear more the next year. But the girl carried away one lesson: the
fruit picked first is not always the sweetest. The last cluster cut from the vine

keeps its own time.
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