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About the Book

Xiaomei Martell was born on the borders of the Mongolian steppes just two years before Mao launched the Cultural Revolution that was to change China forever. The youngest of four daughters – her name translates as ‘Little Sister’ – her family had few material goods and, following the untimely death of her father, none of the vital connections needed to safeguard their futures, yet despite this her family and neighbours raised her with a thirst for knowledge and a love of food, ranging from the ‘lion’s head’ meatballs her Uncle Deng cooked to the ‘phoenix feet’ that apparently cured wrinkles, by way of hundred-year-old eggs.

Full of quirky facts – did you know that the Chinese say ‘aubergine’ when their photo is taken? – and fascinating episodes like the ‘Small New Year’, a prelude to the official New Year where houses are spring cleaned and offerings are made to the Heavenly God of Cooking, this is a unique and engaging account of a culture and cuisine that is a world away from the China we know today.


About the Author

Xiaomei Martell was born in 1964 in Inner Mongolia, one of China’s most remote regions, and spent her formative years there during the Cultural Revolution. After winning a coveted university place at the age of fifteen, she went to study English and then art in Beijing, where she also worked after graduation, teaching English, acting as a travel guide and working for art galleries. She came to England in the late 1980s to pursue her studies and has lived in England ever since.
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Food to Celebrate

THE KING PRAWNS are almost too good for sweet and sour. Freshly caught in the Yellow Sea that morning, they sit beautifully on an equally beautiful bone-china plate. Amid the symphony of chopping, chatting and the clattering of pans and woks comes the scent of fresh coriander, toasted chilli and a mixture of ginger, spring onion and garlic. The star anise wafts through from a pot of mouth-watering tender beef from the cattle bred on the lush steppes of Inner Mongolia.

This is one of the very few birthday celebrations we have had for my mother, soon to be 80. In fact, we have only started to celebrate her birthday recently. My lasting memory of a birthday celebration when my sisters and I were young, was for the birthday girl to have two eggs and the other siblings to have one each. In Meiling’s case, as her birthday falls in July, she was able to have two juicy peaches, instead of eggs. Meiling, a born fruit lover, ate her peaches avidly but was very careful not to waste any. Her bright, almond-shaped eyes sometimes betrayed a little guilt as she spotted me watching her eating her second peach. ‘Have a small bite,’ she would offer, holding her peach close to my mouth with an air of indulgence from an elder sibling who would proudly tell everybody she was not just one year older, but one and a half years older than me. Embarrassed but very tempted, I would take a small bite, just a little in front of her two fingers that were holding the peach tight, the unspoken line that I should not pass. My mother often skipped the eggs and the peaches, in the same way that she skipped her birthday. Not that she was not fond of such treats – for eggs and peaches were treats when I was young – nor that she could not bear the thought of her advancing years, she simply wanted to save the eggs and peaches for us, her brood of four daughters.

Having four daughters is not particularly something my parents should have had a reason to celebrate, not where we were, a Chinese city on the borders of the Mongolian steppes. As a child, I liked the sound of Huhehot, the name of our city, which meant ‘Green Town’ in Mongolian. It sounded particularly alluring when Mongolians pronounced it in their resonant voices, and I occasionally imitated the Mongolians, only to be teased by my sisters. Sometimes I used to feel that it was a little unfair when adults referred to our city, the capital city of Inner Mongolia, as a small city, almost with the implication that it was remote and less developed than other Chinese cities or even somewhat backward.

Unlike boys, girls cannot pass on the family name. ‘Boys are yours, girls are somebody else’s,’ Madam Guan, our next-door neighbour, lamented when her eldest daughter got married and moved in with her in-laws. This was what people did at that time. As a child, I could not understand why Madam Guan was not more pleased when her daughter left. After all, their cramped mid-terrace house, a three-room one-storey house similar to ours, would be a little less crowded with only seven remaining children. ‘But what do you know, you are only a young girl, little No. 4,’ a thin and stern-looking Madam Guan sighed, her tobacco-stained front teeth seeming to protrude more than ever, emphasising her last word. I rolled my eyes at her in frustration, to the amusement of her eighth child, or No. 8. Apart from anything else, I hated being referred to in such a way, a local custom commonly used by rather uneducated people. ‘Her name means Little Sister,’ Meiling would often take the opportunity to lecture Madam Guan on my name. Madam Guan was about as literate as an average ten-year-old, but that doesn’t mean she was not smart – she was pretty streetwise. In spite of her fierce appearance and straight talking, Mother said that she was really quite kind. She often had a chat with my mother over the fence under our apricot tree which bore small, sharp fruits. Having fruits from our tree was delightful, though it became a centre of attention for a group of local boys who had broken many branches stealing our fruit before it even had a chance to become ripe. My parents loved trees, particularly my mother, who often talked, with a touch of nostalgia, about the wisteria and the lilac tree in the garden of the courtyard house she grew up in. ‘A wasted horticultural talent,’ I heard Madam Guan saying on more than one occasion when she saw my mother explaining to us the shapes of plant leaves or taking us to flower shows in the parks. My parents also planted a poplar tree and a lilac tree in our front garden, or the courtyard as we sometimes grandly called it.

Being a girl, I should do less talking and more cooking, Madam Guan told me. At least, I should start to learn. It was laughable for a girl not to be able to cook, not to mention the prospect of not turning out to be a good wife. But there was little to cook with because of the rationing. ‘Even the best housewife struggles to cook without rice,’ Meiling came to my defence by repeating an old saying she had picked up somewhere, probably from Madam Guan herself.

I was born into rationing. Rationing was introduced across China after three difficult years triggered by natural disasters and poor economic planning in the late 1950s and early 60s. In spite of the rationing, my parents celebrated my arrival on the shortest day in 1964 with jiaozi, bite-sized dumplings and a festival food often linked to the Chinese New Year. ‘Little sister, little sister, dumplings will give you perfect ears,’ five-year-old Yan hopped around me, with the excitement of a somewhat boisterous elder sister. She constantly touched my small nose, which still bore a trace of the snowflakes that had fallen on me when my father picked my mother and me up earlier from the hospital in a pedicab, quite a luxury in our city at that time. She was chanting a popular rhyme which, I later learnt, was about the local custom of eating dumplings on the shortest day of the year, said to protect the ears from freezing in the cold weather ahead. Thinking about it now, I am not certain whether my parents were true followers of such customs, but I am pretty sure that they would only be too pleased that the dumplings, a delicious treat, killed two birds with one stone.

I knew how to say the word rationing long before I knew the meaning of it. I remember as a four-year-old holding on to the edge of a basket of apples, brought over by somebody keen to establish a favour with my father who was a senior official in the railway bureau, one of the largest employers in the city. It was a nice autumn day, with the sun shining high in the bright blue sky and a few beautiful pieces of white cloud floating about. I was looking at those apples longingly, they were small green apples tainted with a blush of red, patriotically branded as Country Pride. The guest’s conversation with my father seemed to meander, which is what one did to establish connections, or guanxi. Guanxi was terribly useful, not least because it brought us delicious fruits and other foods which were in limited supply. My father was a mild and indulgent man who rarely told me off. But I knew the rules, and it was poor form to eat the apples before the guest left. I moved the basket lid up and down, secretly hoping that this would distract them from their conversation and that the guest would soon leave, so that I could have one of the crunchy apples. But my scheme was not working, and I started counting, miserably, the movement of the long hand on the blue clock on my father’s prized walnut desk. The clock seemed to conspire against me, with its long hand moving really slowly. All I could do, then, it seemed, was to look at the apples and be contented with the thought that the apple would be mine to eat soon. This was a magical thought, and mouth-wateringly satisfying.

Food always seemed to be in short supply in our Mongolian city. The long and harsh winters did nothing to help with the local produce. ‘Potatoes, mutton and sheepskin are our three treasures’ was a playground rhyme. Even with the potatoes, which seemed to be plentiful, we had to have the rejects. Mr Guan, Madam Guan’s husband, was a supervisor on a farm affiliated to the railway bureau, and one day I heard him saying that the biggest and the best potatoes went to the polar bears, as he called the Soviets. I didn’t really understand what he was talking about, except that he sounded angry when talking about the Russians. ‘Behave yourself,’ Madam Guan told her husband, as she saw Meng Hong, my sister Yan’s friend walking past. Meng Hong, a striking brown-eyed beauty with high cheekbones which she must have inherited from her Russian grandmother, was the envy of the girls in our neighbourhood. ‘That’s when the Russians were our friends,’ Mr Guan, who was a little henpecked, muttered. He was probably referring to Meng Hong’s grandmother having married a Chinese man.

Food did not travel much then, and there was not a lot of choice in our city even in summer. We had a short season for tomatoes and other fresh fruit and vegetables. When Yan was a teenager, she was particularly fond of hanging out with her friends from the school’s Revolutionary Propaganda Troupe, the school’s music and drama group. She took it upon herself to buy fresh and sometimes not-so-fresh vegetables for us during the summer holidays. With some of her musical friends, knocking on our door at the crack of dawn, she would sometimes leave at five in the morning to join the long queues, even though the stalls would not open till eight o’clock. ‘I’ll get you some big juicy tomatoes today,’ she liked to boast to Meiling and me. With rationing, each person in the queue was limited to buying a certain amount of fresh produce, say 1 kilogram of tomatoes, 1/2 kilo of cucumbers and 1 kilo of spinach or whatever greens were available. By being at the front of the queue, she thought she would automatically get at least a few juicy tomatoes, even if the shop assistants put them on to the scales randomly, as claimed; and by the law of averages, she should have. But Yan was not so lucky, and more often than not she would end up with poor tomatoes, either small and green, or over-ripe. ‘Why do all the juicy ones have to disappear just before my turn to buy?’ she complained one day after she told us how she often counted the tomatoes in the pile behind the counter and how she prayed that the shop assistants would not reserve the remaining tomatoes for their friends and contacts.

Small or over-ripe, tomatoes are still one of our favourite summer foods, and a key ingredient in a much-loved dish that my mother cooked. Breaking the eggs into a bowl, she would add a third of a teaspoonful of salt before beating the eggs thoroughly with a pair of bamboo chopsticks. To increase the volume, she would add a tablespoon of cold water to the mixture while beating, before chopping three tomatoes into quarters, then each piece again into halves. Preparation done, she would heat the wok and then put in half a tablespoon of vegetable oil until the oil was very hot. The magical moment for me, when I was young, was when I heard the sizzling sound as she poured the egg mixture into the hot oil. The sound, the sensation and the anticipation were all delicious. The hot oil always did the trick by making the egg mixture expand into a golden yellow ‘pancake’. A moment later, she would shake the wok a little before turning the eggs over, often by throwing them into the air. It was fascinating to see how she always managed to make the lightly fried eggs land back in the wok, a skill we found very entertaining when we were small. Once the eggs were done, she would get them out on to one of our plates before cooking the tomatoes in a third of a tablespoon of vegetable oil, putting the tomatoes in only once the oil was hot. Then she would stir-fry them until the tomatoes became soft. The eggs, now chopped into bite-sized pieces, were transferred back into the wok, stirred, and mixed with the tomatoes, before she added a teaspoon of soy sauce, a third of a teaspoonful of salt and a couple of teaspoonfuls of sugar together with a tablespoon of boiled water. Then stir for a couple of minutes, and a tasty dish is born. Fried eggs and tomatoes is such a simple dish, but it has always been a much-loved dish in our family, and is undoubtedly one of the most popular dishes in China.

My mother grew up in a beautiful seaside town, not far from the foot of the Great Wall, and she loves seafood. Seafood was a great treat for us, and in our Mongolian city in the 1960s it was almost impossible to get fresh sea fish. Very occasionally we could get carp from the Yellow River, which flows through Inner Mongolia, and that was the freshest fish we had. I still remember the first time that I had the Yellow River carp. Freshly steamed and sprinkled with finely chopped spring onion, ginger, garlic and coriander, the melting, succulent fish looked seductive on my parents’ best oval plate. To be honest, I cannot be certain how many times we actually had fresh carp from the Yellow River. Sometimes, I wondered whether it was my fantasy at work. Fantasy can be a great thing. My mother told me a story one day when I was longing for a banana, which was a rarity in our city at the time. One swelteringly hot summer’s day, my mother recounted, an army troop, hot and thirsty, became slower and slower as it marched towards its enemy. The sky was cloudless, there was no breeze and no water nearby for the troop or its horses. Morale was low and the commander-in-chief grew worried. Then, suddenly something came to him. He rode to the front. ‘Men, there is an orchard of plum trees just the other side of the mountain, big juicy plums,’ he announced cheerfully. The very thought of the fruit falling into their mouths got the troops going and their thirst seemed to be quenched. They followed him, galloping in the direction of the enemy. This was something I could easily relate to at the time of the food shortages!

Fried cuttlefish was our Sunday treat. A friend of my mother tipped her off about a place where she could occasionally buy small cuttlefish and other not-so-good-quality seafood rejected by wholesalers. Mongolian people are, generally speaking, not very fond of seafood, and that was why, I was told, there were quite a few sufferers of hypothyroidism because of a deficiency of iodine in their diet. Because of the lack of interest in seafood in our city, my mother seemed to be able to get something most weekends. On Sunday mornings, my mother would get up really early to prepare the cuttlefish. She often sat on a small red wooden stool my father had bought from the south and usually under the lilac tree in our front garden, even when it was quite cold outside. She would wash the fish in one enamel bowl, and then, with a small knife and scissors, slowly and carefully remove the skin, and then the ink, in another enamel bowl filled with water before she transferred it to another container. It is a difficult task to remove the ink thoroughly and sometimes it is a messy job. On more than one occasion, my mother’s apron was covered with spots of ink that had come out of the eyes of the cuttlefish. My mother had amazing patience and was keen not to waste anything. After what seemed to be hours of preparation, she would cut the fish into thin strips before blanching it in the boiling water. A quick stir-fry with finely shredded ginger and spring onions, a splash of vinegar and rice wine, and the cooked cuttlefish smelt like a feast. It was normally accompanied by the scent of steamed white rice, also a treat for us. Aubergine, if in season, was also a favoured accompaniment to the steamed rice. Usually cut into strips, the aubergine was fried in vegetable oil, with one roughly chopped tomato and a few cloves of garlic. Carefully dividing the cuttlefish into portions, with my parents always having the smaller portions, my mother would serve the fish on top of our rice in our best bowls brought out for the occasion. As the youngest in the family, I was often indulged and allowed to take my pick first. This was soon followed by the sound of delicious eating, with the inevitable occasional slurping. In children, slurping was quite often smiled upon as a sign of real enjoyment of food.

My mother was very happy if we helped with the cooking, but equally happy if we didn’t help. ‘You give those girls too easy a time,’ Madam Guan would sometimes say about our rather liberal household. My mother always smiled when Madam Guan volunteered her thoughts. But it was not only her thoughts she volunteered; sometimes she would offer her expertise as well.

Madam Guan was good at pickled cabbage and she seemed to have identified a promising chef in my eldest sister Jing. Although Jing is only eight years older than me, as a child, I often thought that she was really grown-up and sophisticated. Jing was a quiet teenager who seemed to have a knack for cooking from an early age. The first steamed bread Jing made, when she was 12, was hailed as outstanding by Madam Guan, a very high accolade indeed from a highly critical but also very competent cook. My parents bought an oval urn for pickling one autumn day. Glazed in black with a light brown edge, the half-metre tall urn looked elegant next to the big water urn that we also had. Madam Guan was keen to teach Jing the art of pickling. But she insisted that the rest of us, though not so promising at cooking, had to learn as well. Having gathered all us girls together, including four of her own, she showed us the secrets of pickling. First, choose the cabbage with firmness in the middle, get rid of any rotten leaves, then wash the vegetables and leave them to drain in a large colander or on a big wooden chopping board. In the meantime, clean the urn thoroughly and then rinse it. Once the urn is clean, put in a small amount of cold water, and carefully layer the cabbage in the urn. Sprinkle some salt between the layers, then fill the urn, almost to the brim, with salt water. Finally, taking a good-sized piece of rock that had been washed earlier in the day, Madam Guan placed it on top of the vegetables, to stop them floating, before putting the wooden lid on the urn. Pickled cabbage is a traditional Manchurian dish and Madam Guan, born in Manchuria, said that her recipe had been handed down through the generations. It was important to get every step right, simple as it looked, she insisted.

Late autumn in our city often came with heavy rain which ushered in the start of the cold weather, with mosquitoes desperately catching a few final victims before they went into hibernation. Late autumn was also a time for pickled cabbage. On every street corner you would see piles and piles of Chinese long-leaf cabbages, stacked up like leafy sculptures. Our cellar, a two-metre deep, well-like structure with two wings at the bottom, dug in the garden, was already being filled with Chinese cabbage, our only leafy vegetable for the winter. The youngest of the Guan children – naughty No. 8 as his mother called him – was severely scolded by her when he was found trying to dig a tunnel between their cellar and ours. The cellars were favourites with us children when we played hide-and-seek.

It was the eighth birthday of the Guans’ eighth child. Guan Jie, or No. 8 as he was better known, was the fourth son and the youngest of the Guans. Since eight, and especially double eight, is a lucky number, a number to bring in fortune and wealth, and Madam Guan was a great believer in such things, the day called for a big celebration. What’s more, it fell on the eve of the Moon Festival, an annual festival on the lunar calendar, and was therefore an opportunity for double celebration. The front room was crammed with four tables, with three on the floor and one on the kang, a brick bed. A group of old people sat on the coal-heated bed, drinking baijiu, a strong liquor, locally distilled, with a clear hue like gin but with a much stronger taste. Thinking about it, it is now almost laughable for me to have thought of those people as being so old, as they were probably only in their fifties or at most, sixties. Jing was in charge of the table where most of the children congregated. Like many children, I was fascinated by the copper pots with small chimneys on top. To my young eyes, each round pot, at the centre of every table, was shaped like a dome with a tower in the middle. It was particular fun to watch Mr Guan adding a couple of hot pieces of charcoal into the chimney of each pot. The chimney was an integral part of the stove chamber and of the pot, the size of a medium saucepan. The charcoal seemed to work wonders, and the soup in the pot on our table was soon bubbling merrily. Having carefully removed the lid, which had an elaborate handle on each side, Jing started to put into the soup some finely-cut potato slices, bean curd and rice noodles before adding some wafer-thin slices of beef, lamb and mutton. There were also dishes piled with Chinese cabbage waiting to go in. Jing did all this with considerable skill, her every move avidly watched by a group of children, all waiting to tuck in to the scrumptious Mongolian Hot Pot. Between tasks, she had to fend off the greedy children, eager to dip into the hot pot for meat slices before they were ready. With many pretty little dishes of green, red and yellow sauces, a few children, too tempted by the delicious cooking smell and the sauces, started to dip their chopsticks into the pot and the sauces. A few screams followed – either somebody had his hand steamed, or the spicy sauce proved too hot for a youngster. That was soon replaced by the excitement of having the first cooked pieces from the pot and the competition to obtain the best pieces. We children were soon fighting for the pieces of meat, and in fact for everything in the pot. No. 8 was the head of the pack at our table. He, taking advantage of his birthday, managed to hog most of the delicacies in the pot. Slurping contentedly, he started a game of paper-scissors-stone. The winner would win the chance to dip in the pot before him. The competition started reasonably fairly, and ended in tears when No. 8 cheated a girl out of her chance to secure the last bit of beef. The tears only ended when Jing offered her mutton to the girl.

A neighbour, who had recently had a pig slaughtered, brought in the trotters and ears, still steaming from the stew. She gave one of the pig trotters, smelling of star anise, to Madam Guan’s eldest daughter, who was expecting a baby. ‘Have this, very nutritious,’ she smiled before she offered the other trotter to a table of mostly women. ‘Good for yin, and good for our skin,’ she said. Chinese love food and love to link well-being to food. I knew from an early age that dates were good for blood, sesame good for hair and vinegar good for the complexion. The pig ears, thanks to the chopping skill of Jing, looked a picture on a china plate, finely shredded and drizzled with a mixture of vinegar, soy sauce and sesame oil and garnished with fresh coriander leaves.

We had fireworks to chase away the evil spirits, just as we would normally do before the start of the Chinese New Year. The fireworks came in all shapes and sizes, mostly in red wrappers, with some going off with really loud bangs and some going off with a vivid display of colour and motion. The Guans splashed out on the fireworks this time, as we were also celebrating the forthcoming arrival of their first grandchild. As a young girl, I always thought one of the attractions of having a big family was to have many reasons for celebration and much food to celebrate.
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The River and the Ducklings

I DON’T TALK about my father much. The truth is that he rarely features in my childhood memories. He was absent for most of my childhood for reasons I still find difficult to describe and the fact of the matter is that I remember little of him.

The very few memories I have of him are stowed away like old photographs. Whenever I stumble upon them, consciously or subconsciously, it seems that those faded yet precious snapshots always take me back to that river and our ‘dry ducklings’.

Down a steep hill not far from our house, there was a river which my parents sometimes used as a short cut to the shops on the other side. My mother, who was quite athletic, would jump from stepping stone to stepping stone and manage to cross the river without getting wet at all. By the river was a small wood where local children congregated to play among the trees and over the dam that spanned the river. I was never good at running on the dam, unlike Meiling who was good with heights. I was frightened of looking down at the flowing water, but I liked the river though, and loved dipping my feet into it or wading across it, often getting my trousers or skirt wet. Our clothes were mostly cotton or corduroy; some of them were made by my mother, but most were bought by my father during his business trips to Shanghai. My father was good at choosing clothes and the clothes he bought used to attract admiration from our neighbours for their superior quality and style and simply for being made in Shanghai, renowned for quality and style. He seemed to be fond of corduroy, partly because clothes made of corduroy were more durable.

Zhuji was a boy a few years older than me and we used to play together on the riverbank. He lived in one of the dwellings rendered with yellow mud, next to a big farmyard. About a dozen families lived there, as a part of what was called the People’s Commune. I didn’t understand the set-up as such but was always intrigued by the space they had in their yard where they grew vegetables and raised their poultry. I particularly liked their well and its cast-iron manual pump. In fact, we sometimes used the well to get our drinking water when the communal tap in our residential area froze up. ‘They are peasants,’ people in our neighbourhood used to say of the families in the People’s Commune, some snobbish people even implying at times that they were a little inferior. In fact, they were just agricultural people working under the system of a commune, a product of the planned economy prevailing in China at that time. ‘We have a lot of ducklings,’ Zhuji announced one day. Ducklings surely meant eggs … my young mind was working fast. Eggs were a luxury in short supply. Apart from using the very few monthly coupons to buy them from a shop across the river, my parents were always trying to get more, and used our millet to swap for eggs with local farmers. Although millet, part of our main staple, was also bought on a restrictive basis, we managed to have some to spare most months – an advantage of having girls with smaller appetites, as our neighbour Madam Guan quickly pointed out. The swapping was done clandestinely. If somebody told the local police, the farmers’ eggs, often hidden in canvas tool-bags, would be confiscated and my parents would be severely reprimanded, because it was considered bourgeois to do such trading.

I told my parents about the ducklings, and persuaded my mother to visit Zhuji’s parents. She brought back five ducklings, and my father busied himself building them a house under the lilac tree in our garden. With only scraps of material and few tools, he managed to build a brick house with a wooden door. Aware of the hungry foxes around the neighbourhood, he made sure that the door was secured with the help of a couple of bricks every evening.

Our ducklings grew fast. So far, so good. For the moment though, there was one problem – our ducklings did not like water. Convinced that he could eventually lure them into the river, my father got us all to help him take the ducklings to the river. Most Sundays, all six of us would form a circle, with my parents taking the lead, to escort the flock of five ‘dry’ ducklings in the direction of the river. It often had a promising start, with the ducklings quacking away and marching merrily across the road and then to the wood, where they became rather focused on catching and eating worms. As soon as the river was in sight, they started to turn back, but were often cornered by us and made to face the river. They then started quacking again, this time quite unhappily, as if to say ‘Why are we here?’ You could take the ducklings to the water but you certainly could not make them swim.

But we were not disappointed with the ducklings. Out of the five, three were female, which meant we should have a good supply of eggs. Even the two male ones were gaining weight steadily, as if to show us that they would provide a good supplement to our rationed meat supply. My parents were a little dismayed that they were not all female as they didn’t relish the thought of having to kill any birds for food, and this was strongly supported by Meiling who had become rather attached to the ducklings. She said that she would rather live on millet, potatoes and Chinese cabbage than eat one of our own ducks. But the sensible thing for my parents to do was perhaps to kill one drake eventually. Apart from anything, the ducks were eating into our millet supply.

Our ducks left us one spring afternoon as a sandstorm blew over from the Gobi Desert. The sky turned yellow and the sand blew into our eyes as we desperately searched for the ducklings. We went through all the narrow lanes and to the riverbank, fighting with the howling wind, flying sand and decreased visibility. That is one aspect of the climate in our Mongolian city which I hated as a young girl. Long freezing winters as cold as below minus 30°C were bad enough, burdening me with unfashionable padded trousers and jacket for many months. As soon as the spring beckoned, I was keen to shed the layers of warm clothing, only to find that spring did not necessarily bring warm weather and, almost as if the weather designed to conspire against me, the sandstorms arrived almost as soon as the weather was ready for spring clothing. Like all the girls, I had long devised a fashion scheme in spite of the weather. One of my favourite accessories, out of a very limited collection, was a pink scarf. I can still feel the fine, thin and transparent gauze. On a fine spring day, I would wear it as a scarf in many different ways. On a windy day, I would wear it as a veil. I told Meiling that was my way of stopping sand from blowing into my eyes and mouth, but, before she had a chance to tease me, I had to admit that this was more a fashion statement than a practical solution, because we both knew that the thin scarf didn’t have much chance of stopping any blowing sand.

Our ducks never returned. According to Madam Guan, she saw a couple of foxes in our neighbourhood that day. ‘But your ducks might be lucky,’ she said, taking a deep drag on her cigarette butt. She always seemed to make one cigarette last for ever, and had the skill of holding on to the very end of the cigarette while still managing to smoke without burning her fingers. As usual, she was quick to offer another explanation. She said the Ma family, the newly arrived neighbours, had probably taken them. ‘They are even more short of meat than us, because they don’t eat pork,’ she paused, partly to have another draw on her cigarette butt, and partly to give us some food for thought. ‘They are Huis,’ she said, pleased with her knowledge that the Mas were Chinese Muslims. ‘You should have a search in their courtyard.’ My parents were not in favour of such prejudice against our new neighbours and had no intention of pursuing our search in this manner. Besides, we were more or less resigned to our loss. To comfort us, my mother got out a couple of songhua eggs, a treat that was normally reserved for special occasions or when we had visitors. Songhua eggs, or hundred-year-old eggs, as they were known, are duck eggs preserved in lime. Coated in
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