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Why Flower Fruit Mountain Draws the Heart: Taking Apart
Three Details

Reading Journey to the West as a child, the place I most wanted to visit was
Flower Fruit Mountain. Rereading it now, I understand the book made that mountain so

lovely on purpose.

Start with the Water Curtain Cave. The waterfall is a door curtain and a test:
the monkeys promise that whoever dares jump in unharmed will be made king. Wukong
jumped. Inside are stone pots and stoves, stone bowls and basins, and on the wall are
carved the words: blessed ground of Flower Fruit Mountain, cave heaven behind the
Water Curtain. This detail moves because the cave was always there and no one dared
enter. Good places are not scarce; what is scarce is the first one to jump in. To

long for Flower Fruit Mountain, at its first layer, is to long for that daring leap.

Next, the monkeys at play. The text says they eat grass and trees, drink from the
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streams, pick mountain flowers and wild fruit, keep wolves and tigers as company,
roam the caves by spring morning and sleep in the stone chambers at night, unmanaged
from dawn to dusk. Notice the book never says whether they are happy; it only shows
how they spend their days. That is how wildness is written: freedom is never shouted,
yet freedom is inside it. What I envied as a child was this layer—days with no one

in charge.

The third detail is the easiest to skip: Wukong looking back as he leaves. He
returns from his studies, rules as the Handsome Monkey King for years, is later
summoned by Heaven, wrecks the Heavenly Palace, lies buried five hundred years, and
finally escorts the monk west. The book shows that every time he leaves the mountain
he sets things in order: he arranges the monkeys, has the old monkeys drill the young
ones in martial arts, afraid something will go wrong in his absence. He does not walk
off and leave everything. In that backward glance there is reluctance and there is

Worry.

String the three details together and the meaning appears: the Water Curtain Cave
is his daring, the monkeys are what he protects, the backward glance is what he
carries. As a child I thought Flower Fruit Mountain was a place free of
responsibility; grown up, I see that its very ease is preserved because he carries

the load.

My longing now differs from the child’s. As a child I wanted to live inside the
Water Curtain Cave; now I think: first dare to jump into the cave no one dares enter,
as Wukong did, then arrange well the people behind you, as he did when he looked
back. Freedom is not having no one in charge; it is the mountain’s free wind still

blowing after you have shouldered everything that must be shouldered.
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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
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.
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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’1l 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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Three Places Where Writing About Longing Most Often
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Fails

Failure one: turning Flower Fruit Mountain into a tourist brochure. The whole
piece describes waterfalls, stone caves, peach trees, how beautiful the scenery
is—like a guide’ s script. The object of longing becomes scenery, and the "1”
disappears. The fix: attach an event to every sight. Write the Water Curtain Cave as
the moment the monkeys circle the waterfall afraid to jump while Wukong leaps in;
write the peach trees as the monkeys scrambling for fruit while an old monkey sits

aside unbothered. Scenery should stand behind events.

Failure two: writing freedom as having no rules. In the monkeys’ play you show
only their romping, as loose as possible, which reads like envying idleness. The book
actually shows the other side: after Wukong becomes king, his first act is ordering
the monkeys to set the pots, stoves, bowls, and basins in order and drill in martial
arts daily. Flower Fruit Mountain is not ungoverned; it governs itself. The fix is to
write this layer in: what you long for is not slackness but a life with no coercion

and self-made rules.

Failure three: shouting responsibility at the ending. After a whole piece of
longing, the ending suddenly says ”“I understand now—when I grow up I must be a
responsible person,” and everything before was wasted. The understated landing
returns to action: every time Wukong leaves the mountain he looks back once and only
goes after everything is settled. The ending can read: I closed the book, pulled
tomorrow’ s homework notebook out of my schoolbag and set it on the table, then went

to pour water. Responsibility need not be stated; it is in the gesture.

These three failures share one root: not daring to write specific events, daring
only big feelings. Anyone can write feelings—beautiful scenery, true freedom, deep
responsibility—stack those three words and the essay goes hollow. The test: circle
every adjective in the piece; if you circle more than twenty, go back and add events.
One leap before the Water Curtain Cave, one backward glance at the cave mouth, one

notebook pulled onto a table—three gestures beat twenty adjectives.

One more rule: the longing may remain; not every essay must end with “growing up
means letting go.” Landing on responsibility does not mean denying the longing. I
still want to visit Flower Fruit Mountain; I just want to bring the right water along

when I go—longing and preparation can be written together.
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