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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.

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,
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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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