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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

www. vv99. net



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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