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The Pilgrimage in a Bowl of Noodles: Forty-Five Minutes

Waiting for Mom

Xiao Yu, a fourth grader, had just turned the last page of Journey to the West.
That evening, Mom had a meeting at work and would be home half an hour late. Staring
at the dried noodles in the kitchen, Xiao Yu suddenly remembered that the pilgrims
had walked fourteen years to fetch the true scriptures — so she decided to undertake
her own pilgrimage: cook a bowl of noodles for Mom and wait for her to come home and

eat.

She broke it into three steps and wrote them on the back of her homework
notebook: step one, boil the water; step two, put in the noodles; step three, time it
for three minutes. At 6:20 she switched on the induction cooker. Before the water
boiled, she ran back to her room to read the Lion Camel Ridge chapter again — the
Yin-Yang Gourd in the book was so frightening that she got absorbed. By the time the
boiling water called her back to the kitchen, the noodles had been cooking who knows
how long: the soup went cloudy, the noodles clumped into one mass, and lifted out of

the pot they stuck together like a rope.
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Xiao Yu froze for a few seconds and nearly cried. The book says Sun Wukong came
back from begging for food to find his master carried off by a demon, and he didn’t
cry either. She dumped the clumped noodles and set fresh water to boil. This time she
stayed put, dragged a stool to the kitchen doorway, sat down, watched the pot, and
counted in her head. When she reached one hundred and eighty, she turned off the
heat, lifted the noodles into a bowl, and poured over them the soy sauce and a

spoonful of lard Mom usually uses.

At 7:30 the door sounded. Mom came in worn out, saw the bowl on the table, and
froze. She didn’ t ask how the noodles had been made; she sat down and ate. Overcooked
noodles turn sticky, but Mom ate them strand by strand and drank even the soup.
Setting down the bowl, her eyes a little red, she said: ’These are the most delicious

noodles Mom has ever eaten.’

Xiao Yu later wrote in a composition: the hardest part of the pilgrimage isn t
fighting demons — it’s boiling a second pot of water after the first one clumps, and
never letting the fire go out. Mom taped that composition to the fridge, and it

stayed there the whole semester.
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The True Scripture Inside a Noodle Shop: Xiao Yu's
Second Attempt

After her first attempt, Xiao Yu was sure she had cracked the code. On the second
Saturday she copied those three steps onto a sticky note, taped it by the fridge
door, and added a fourth step of her own: crack in an egg. Full of confidence she
boiled the water, dropped the noodles, started the timer — and forgot one thing: the
salt went in by feel. Mom took a bite, said nothing, and just added half a bowl of
plain water. The noodles were bitterly salty, and the egg fell apart into wisps

floating through the pot.

Worse, while lifting the noodles her knuckle brushed the rim of the pot and got a
white burn mark. This time Xiao Yu really cried, sitting in the kitchen doorway:
"Fetching scriptures is too hard. I quit.’ Mom didn’t argue a word. She took her
hand, walked downstairs, and led her to the noodle shop at the end of the alley that

had been open for thirty years.

The owner, a portly uncle the family called 0ld Li, ran a single big pot all by
himself. Mom asked: '0ld Li, how many bowls do you cook a day? He didn’t look up:
“About two hundred. Thirty years now.’ Xiao Yu counted on her fingers beside her: two
hundred a day, over seventy thousand a year, thirty years — more than two million
bowls. She stopped crying just like that and stared at the pot: 0ld Li lifted the
noodles, shook off the water, added the topping — every move so fast it looked

thoughtless, yet every bowl came out steady.

On the way home Xiao Yu understood one thing: the scriptures the book says took
fourteen years to fetch could also be found in that pot at the end of the alley. The
true scripture isn’ t necessarily on Vulture Peak - doing the same one thing two
million times is itself the scripture. The burn on her knuckle took two weeks to

fade, and during those two weeks she went into the kitchen every single Saturday.

On the third Saturday she carried out a bowl and asked Mom to taste it. Mom took
a bite and asked: ’This one is just right. How did you do it?" Xiao Yu said: ’Measure
the salt with the small spoon, keep your eyes on the pot, keep your hands away from

the rim.” She said it perfectly calmly, like 0ld Li shaking out his strainer.
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Four Traps to Avoid When Writing Family Stories Like ’A
Bowl of Noodles’

"A child reads Journey to the West and cooks a bowl of noodles for a mother who
comes home late’ - this is one of the most common prompts for reading-response
stories. The premise is simple, which is exactly why it is easy to ruin. Comparing

many student attempts, this kind of story falls into four frequent traps.

Trap one: only morals, no details. Many attempts are filled with I learned the
meaning of perseverance’ yet never say what the noodles looked like. The fix is to
break the moral into visible things: the soup went cloudy, the noodles lifted out
stuck together like a rope, a white burn mark on the back of the hand. Readers see

the clumped noodles first, and only then believe the word ’perseverance .

Trap two: instant success, no setbacks. The hero boils water, drops noodles,

times it, succeeds on the first try, Mom is moved — the story is as flat as a
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straight line. The pilgrimage itself had eighty-one trials, so a slice—of-life story
needs at least two failures to stand: the first pot clumps, the second is too salty,
only the third is ’just right’. Setbacks are not invented suffering; they are writing

real clumsiness down.

Trap three: emotion turns into slogans. If Mom opens her mouth with ’You ve grown
up’ or 'I'm so gratified’, the character instantly becomes cardboard. Plain writing
keeps adults to small actions: she asks nothing, sits down and eats, finishes the
clumped noodles strand by strand, drinks the soup too, and her eyes go a little red.

Actions speak for characters more credibly than dialogue does.

Trap four: the book is a pasted-on label. In some stories, swap the book for
“washing Mom’ s feet’ and everything still works — proof that the reading response was
glued on. The test is whether the reference grows into the plot: the child treats
boiling, dropping, and timing as ’the three steps of the pilgrimage’ ; when the
noodles clump she thinks of Sun Wukong not crying when he found his master gone; 01d
Li at the alley shop, two million bowls in thirty years, is the scripture of ’doing
the same thing two million times’. Only when book and story interlock is it a reading

response.

Before writing, run through this checklist: Is there at least one visible detail
in the story? Are there two or more failures? Is the adult’s reaction an action or a
slogan? Would the story still work if you deleted Journey to the West? If all four

questions pass, a bowl of noodles deserves that book.
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