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I don't often get 
homesick but the 
Yuletide period is 
difficult. It just doesn't 
feel like Christmas 
and not much can 

be done about it, regardless 
of however many times 
you watch Elf. The lingering 
feeling of being deprived of 
one's rightful season to be 
jolly is compounded during 
Chinese New Year when the 
whole country abruptly 
shuts up shop, severely 
curtailing this here snack-
junkie's ability to score the street-food hit 
he's imprudently come to rely upon. Cold 
turkey is on the menu, just not the kind 
accompanied with a dollop of cranberry 
jelly. Wandering desolate streets, shutters 
firmly and unwelcomingly down, I kick 
an empty can of wanglaoji, mournfully 
remembering better days, when, if I so 
happened to be inclined to visit him, 
there was a nice, smiling man on the 
corner, whose sole reason for existing 
was seemingly to sell me roast duck 
pancakes at such a cheap price he was 
effectively engaging in charity work. 
How dare he enjoy the company of 
loved ones - how very dare he?!!! Despite 
these grumblings, and in turn making 
my complaints even more intolerable 
and unjustified, I am actually in a much 
better position than many expats. My 
wife is Chinese and, by virtue of this, I 
have a large extended Chinese family, 
meaning I directly participate in a range 
of Lunar New Year festivities, rather 
than being left by the wayside in a 
manner that actually befits the guzzling, 
rapacious piece of human detritus I am. 
Thence, when the first signs appear that 
something's amiss (perhaps I am unable 
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Extended 
family in China 
means certain 
responsibilities. 
One duty is 
driving your 
pregnant 
partner across 
town on an 
e-bike which 
feels like a 
two-wheeled, 
battery-
powered dive-
bomber.
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to acquire a ròujamó from 
my preferred establishment 
and have to stroll a little bit 
further to visit my second 
choice dealer - oh the 
humanity - and the largest 
migration of humans on 
the planet has begun, it isn't 
long before my wife and 
I play our comparatively 
tiny and non-stressful part 
in this mass movement of 
people by boarding a high-
speed train from Hangzhou 
to Ningbo where, in what 
seems like the blink of 

an eye, I am force-fed scrumptious 
traditional Chinese home-cooked fodder 
by my irrepressible mother-in-law. Before 
throwing the magazine on the floor, 
find consolation in the fact my relative 
nutritional comfort comes with strings 
attached. Extended family in China 
means certain responsibilities. One duty, 
apparently, is driving your pregnant 
partner across town on an e-bike which 
feels like the two-wheeled, battery-
powered equivalent of an ill-fated dive-
bomber in one of those old Second 
World War films, when the doomed pilot 
protagonist speaks bravely about only 
needing to complete one final mission 
before returning home to the welcoming 
arms of dear, sweet Betsy. And what's 
the precious cargo we're delivering to 
relatives, balanced precipitously on this 
disintegrating hunk of junk with steering 
that drifts more disturbingly to the 
right than The Daily Mail? Oil and milk! 
I understand they're wholly practical 
gifts but, in terms of excitement levels, 
it's hardly untying a ribbon and ripping 
off brightly covered wrapping paper to 
reveal a Scalextrix set now is it?    


