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Turning Longing into Narrative: One Rereading of Flower

Fruit Mountain

In fourth grade, our teacher assigned a reading response, and I copied a passage
from the book about the Water Curtain Cave: a curtain of water hangs at the cave
mouth, a few peach trees brighten the mountain gate. After copying, I reread it and
wanted more and more to go there. My wanting was simple then: peaches, a cave, and no

one rushing me through homework.

Reading again in sixth grade, I found I had left things out when copying. The
book writes the monkeys eating grass and trees, drinking from streams, picking
flowers and wild fruit—their days are full, yet not one line says what they learn or
what they will rely on later. I suddenly worried for them: what when the peaches run
out? Who takes charge when the old monkeys die? Just then I was hooked on wilderness
survival books, and I wrote in my response: the goodness of Flower Fruit Mountain
counts only if someone guards it. My teacher wrote four characters in the margin:

thinking far ahead.

In eighth grade I stopped at Wukong leaving the mountain. He must go to find a
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master, and he stands at the cave mouth and looks back, settling the monkeys’ affairs
one by one: who leads the young ones, who watches the mountain, who teaches martial
arts. Later he wrecks Heaven and lies under Five Elements Mountain, and the monkeys
keep waiting. The book notes that during his imprisonment the monkeys of Flower Fruit
Mountain never scattered. I closed the book thinking: the place I long for has all

along been carried on his shoulders.

This year’s rereading, I laid the three details side by side: he leapt into the
Water Curtain Cave, he protected the monkeys, the backward glance is what he gave up.
The longing remains, but its meaning changed. As a child I longed to be free of
responsibility; now I long to be worthy of it—daring to jump in, able to protect,

and able to look back and set things in order when leaving.

Last week our class rehearsed a play, and I grabbed the role of a monkey soldier
with the fewest lines. My mother asked why I didn’t play the Monkey King. I said the
Monkey King has too many things to settle; I’ 11 start by standing my position well. I
paused after saying it—that didn’t sound like me. Perhaps with enough reading, some
thoughts grow on their own, like the peach tree at the mountain gate: no one planted
it, and it still bears fruit. If I copy the Water Curtain Cave passage again now, I
would cross out the line 'no one rushing me through homework’ and write instead
" someone is guarding the mountain gate well.’ The longing is the same longing; I

simply see who stands behind the gate.
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