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Lotus Creek

Lotus Creek

It was a summer night in the year 1940. The moon had risen and
the little courtyard was delightfully fresh and clean. The rushes
split during the day were damp and supple, just waiting to be wo-
ven into mats. A woman was sitting in the yard plaiting the long
soft rushes with nimble fingers. The thin, fine strands leaped and
twisted in her arms.

Baiyangdian lies in the middle of the province of Hebei and is
known all over China for its reeds and rushes. 1 can’t tell you the
exact area grown with them nor the yearly output. All 1 know is
tha. each year when the rush flowers blow in the breeze and the
leaves turn yellow, the whole crop is cut and stacked in the
squares round Baiyangdian like a Great Wall of reeds. The women
plait mats in their threshing-fields or courtyards, vast quantities of
silvery, snow-white mats. And in June, when the water in the
creek is high, countless boats ship them away, until soon towns
and villages in all parts of the country have these finely woven mats
with their lovely designs.

“Baiyangdian mats are best,” is quite an axiom.

The young woman in the yard was plaiting a mat, seated on the
long stretch of it already accomplished where she seemed enthroned
on virgin snow or on a fleecy cloud. From time to time she strained

her e;'es towards the creek, another world of silver white. Light,
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Lotus Creek

translucent mist had risen over the water, and the breeze was laden
with the scent of fresh lotus leaves.

The gate was still open — her husband wasn’t home yet.

It was very late before her husband came home. He was twenty-
five or twenty-six, a barefoot young fellow in a large straw hat, a
spotless white shirt and black trousers rolled up over his knees.
His name was Shuisheng and he was chief of the anti-Japanese
guerrillas in Lesser Reed Village, as well as the leader of the Com-
munist Party branch there. Today he had taken his men to the dis-
trict town for a meeting. His wife looked up with a smile as he
came in.

“What kept you so long today?”

She stood up to fetch him some food. Shuisheng sat on the
steps.

“Never mind about that — I’ve eaten.”

She sat down on the mat again. Her husband’s face was rather
flushed and he seemed out of breath.

“Where are the others?” she asked.

“Still in town. How’s Dad?”

“Asleep.”

“And Xiachua?”

“He was out half the day with his grandad shrimping and went to
bed hours ago. Why haven’t the others come back?”

Shuisheng gave a forced laugh.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I'm joining the army tomorrow,” he said softly.

His wife’s hand twitched as if a reed had cut it, and she started

4
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Lotus Creek

sucking the finger.

“The district committee called this meeting today. Very soon
now, they say, the Japanese devils are going to try to set up more
bases. If they manage to get a base at Tongkou — which is only a
few dozen i away — that will alter our position here completely.
The meeting decided to form a district brigade to keep them out. I
was the first to volunteer to go.”

His wife lowered her head and muttered :

“Always a step ahead of the others, aren’t you?”

“Im chief of our village guerrillas and one of the cadres: of
course | have to take the lead. The others volunteered too. They
didn’t dare come home, though, for fear their folk would try to
hold them back. They chose me to come back and explain things
for them to their families. Everyone felt you had more sense than
most wives.”

His wife digested this in silence.

“I won’t try to stop you,” she said presently. “But what about

"

us?

Shuisheng pointed to his father’s room and told her to keep her
voice down.

“You’ll be taken care of, naturally. But our village is small and
seven fellows are joining the army this time. That doesn’t leave
many young men at home. We can’t look to others for everything:
the main burden will fall on you. Dad’s old and Xiaohua’s too
young to do much.”

His wife felt a lump in her throat but held back the tears.

“So long as you know what we’re up against, that’s all.”

6
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Lotus Creek

Shuisheng wanted to comfort her but time was short. He still had
many things to do before leaving.

“You shoulder the load while I’'m away. When we’ve driven the
Japs out and I come home, I'll make it up to you.”

With this, Shuisheng set off for some neighbours’ houses,
promising to come back and explain matters to his father.

He didn’t come back till cock-crow. His wife was still sitting
like a statue in the yard, waiting.

“What instructions have you got for me?” she asked.

“Nothing really. Mind you go on making progress while I'm

”»

away. Work hard and learn to read and write.

“Uh-huh.”

“Don’t fall behind the others.”

“Uh-huh. What else?”

“Don’t let the Japanese devils or traitors take you alive. If you're
caught, fight to the finish.” This was the main thing he had to
say, and his wife assented in tears.

When day broke she made a little bundle of a new cotton suit, a
new towel, a new pair of cloth shoes. The other wives had similar
bundies for Shuisheng to take. The whole family saw him off. His
father, holding Xiachua's hand, said:

“You’re doing the right thing, Shuisheng, so I won’t stop you.
Go with an easy mind. I'll look after your wife and boy for you,
don’t worry.”

The whole village, men and women, young and old, turned out
to see him off. Shuisheng grinned at them all, stepped into a boat
and rowed off.
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