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Wu Xiaobo lifted the envelope off his desk and with a thin bamboo blade opened it in one smooth action. The letter was written in French, in the cursive hand of a man who still preferred a fountain pen to a word processor. He read with difficulty.

At the end of the second line he paused, re-reading the words. He lowered himself to the chair behind his desk and looked out through his office door to where his students parried with wooden staffs back and forth along the street. A breeze ventured in, curling about the tiled floor and filling the room with a vague scent of jasmine. And just like that, his thoughts were cast back to late spring—one year earlier.
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Warm, dry air swept down from the Gobi desert, raking the good earth of Henan province and filling the sky above Dengfeng with its dusty hues. Xiaobo stepped from the taxi holding a small suitcase and looked up at the flaking red facade of the 1930s hotel which he had bought with a loan from the Shaolin Temple. ‘Songshan Academy of Sport’ announced the faded sign above the doorway.

‘Master Wu, welcome back! How was your trip to San Francisco?’ The middle-aged woman rose from behind a desk inside and advanced on him like a daughter greeting a long absented father.

‘Wo hen hao, xie xie, Ms Cheng,’ he said, concealing his weariness with a smile. ‘The Americans are eager students, but they are in too much of a hurry to learn. Slowly, slowly, I kept telling them.’

Of course, the two of them were not related. Ms Cheng was his secretary, bookkeeper, and when the school’s chef was sick or too hung-over, a worthy—some might say, preferable—stand-in. As the bookkeeper she ran a tight ship. It was why the cheer in her face disappeared when he asked, ‘So, Ms Cheng, has all been well while I was gone?’

‘Oh Master Wu, we have a big problem,’ she said. ‘There is a new student. A Frenchwoman. She arrived two weeks ago, the day after you left for America.’

‘Oh?’ Xiaobo said, seating himself on the office sofa chair. He fingered the string of fragrant wooden beads around his wrist, watching her pour hot water into a small teapot, place it on a tray with a small cup and bring it to him.

‘This woman, she is causing all kinds of trouble,’ she continued, setting the tray down on the side table with a clatter. ‘Your trainers are complaining. Mr Feng says she never makes the morning jog and she’s always late for training. Sometimes she doesn’t turn up at all! Her Japanese roommate wants to be transferred to the boys’ dormitory. Can you believe it?’ She took a deep breath and exhaled. ‘Two nights ago, she came back from town drunk, woke the whole school with her singing. Oh Master Wu, she is crazy! The chef thinks she’s some kind of a witch.’

Xiaobo poured some tea into his cup, his face as impassive as wood. ‘And what is this young woman’s name?’

‘Ariel.’

Ms Cheng stepped behind the desk and opened a ledger book. She ran a slender finger down a list and stopped at the bottom. ‘Ariel Bini,’ she said.

Xiaobo looked up quickly. ‘Bini? From Paris?’

‘Yes. Her father...’

‘Didier Bini. She must be his daughter.’

Ms Cheng shrugged. ‘Well I do not know him personally. But he has paid her tuition six weeks in advance.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘Six weeks! I don’t know if we can stand six more days of her.’

Xiaobo drained his cup. ‘Well Ms Cheng, I look forward to meeting this young woman tomorrow,’ he said, rising from the sofa and opening his suitcase. ‘Here, this is for you.’ He handed her a small brown paper bag. ‘Now, I must get some rest.’

‘Yes, of course, Master Wu. You must be exhausted,’ she said, watching him leave. She opened the bag and pulled from it a snow globe of the Golden Gate Bridge. ‘Thank you Master Wu...’

He awoke an hour before dawn. As was his custom, he burned incense at a small altar in his room, meditated and drank several cups of strong black tea. Even when abroad he never skipped these rituals, always carrying a small teapot, cup and a supply of jasmine tea.

At five thirty in the morning an old Tannoy system crackled to life and from it trumpeted a classic Chinese operatic tune. The old hotel shuddered. Within minutes a torrent of sleepy-eyed teenagers poured from their dormitory rooms into the stairwell and descended onto the cold, grey sidewalk of the street.

Assembled tallest to smallest, they stood shoulder to shoulder, eyes fixed on the man in loose green pants and tunic whose string of fragrant wooden beads danced about his wrist as he warmed himself against the chill. They came from the Henan hinterland, poor boys and girls mostly, from families with nothing more than a plot of hard-baked earth to feed themselves with.

Onto Xiaobo’s shoulders they piled their hopes that someday their child would become a sports teacher in Beijing, a bodyguard for a big Shanghai businessman or a movie stunt person in Hong Kong. Added to these were the worries of Ms Cheng, whose constant complaining about unpaid tuition fees was only sated by the gifts of fresh fruit, river fish and vegetables to the school’s kitchen door.

Xiaobo had never spent a single yuan on promotion and yet the school was always busy. His gaze fell to the seven foreigners at the end of the row. They came and went, happy to pay five times the local rate knowing that their teacher was the ‘real deal’, a man who had entered the Shaolin Temple monastery at age six, had excelled in the Long Fist style, won prestigious awards and had attained the highest level—ninth rank—in the Shaolin system.

This reputation was both a boon and a bane, for after the foreigners had returned to their homelands, the invitations to perform and teach at their sports clubs, schools and city festivals followed. Xiaobo’s benefactors, the Shaolin council of priests, encouraged him to accept and to spread the temple’s philosophy abroad (that Ms Cheng’s corner shelf held lovingly dusted snow globes of Big Ben, the Eiffel Tower, the Colosseum and the Sydney Opera House was proof of his inability to refuse). But privately, he yearned to nurture the talents of his own students.

Xiaobo returned to his office to deal with the mountain of correspondence which had accumulated during his absence, nodding politely at the gentle haranguing of his bookkeeper to seek out the French woman. ‘All in good time, Ms Cheng, all in good time,’ he said, helping himself to a fresh pot of tea she had placed on his desk.

Around ten, that same morning, he took a taxi to Shaolin Temple, nestled at the base of the Song Mountains on the outskirts of town, to pay his respects at the temple altar and give thanks for his safe trip.

An hour later, he returned to his school to find training stopped and his students spectating some kind of commotion. A waif-like figure dressed in black pyjamas stood in their midst.

‘Va t’empaler encule! Go fuck yourself!’ the figure said, stabbing out the words with her finger.

The trainers traded glances, watching nervously as the tiny figure loosened her nest of orange dreadlocks and then, like a violent gust of Gobi wind, carved a path through the crowd of onlookers.

Xiaobo did not seek an explanation. He entered the building and passed down the hallway to the courtyard and the foreigners’ dormitories. He was about to step through the door when instinct caught him. He pivoted, narrowly avoiding the small, furious creature which flew past carrying a satchel in her hands.

‘In haste there is error,’ said Xiaobo.

She whirled on her heels, her eyes hot and glistening. ‘Quoi?’

‘You are Ariel Bini are you not?’

She stood glaring at him. ‘Oui.’

‘My name is Wu Xiaobo. I am the master of this school.’

‘So, you are the boss of this boot camp. 

‘I think of it as a place of learning.’

‘Learning how to inflict pain on others?’

‘A gem cannot be polished without friction.’

‘Do you always speak in riddles?’

‘That was not a riddle,’ he said, and before she could reply, smiled. ‘Please, why don’t you join me for tea?’

Caught between the sunlight beyond the doorway and the soft-spoken middle-aged man with a shaven head, she wavered. Her fury subsided.

Beneath the ceiling fan of the old hotel’s lobby, a scowling Ms Cheng set down a small tray on the table between the two sofa chairs and retreated. The Frenchwoman pulled from her knapsack a packet of Double Happiness cigarettes and slipped one between
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