Sungbae Park

“I wonder how much he’s paying her to walk beside him like that?” I think out loud, eyeing the unlikely couple: a gray-haired, heavyset white man and a painfully gorgeous Caribbean beauty covered by nothing but a bikini bottom that covers nothing.

He brushes the air away from him, making some comment about the weather, or perhaps a soon-to-be ex. She doesn’t even turn her head. She struts on like a model on a catwalk, staring straight ahead, yet nowhere in particular.


I ponder a moment and write a haiku:

Big-bellied old man and

Bare-breasted bronze beach beauty--

What’s up with that?

I frown in thought, and write another:

Fat old man walking with

Miss Caribbean look-alike.

Why doesn’t he smile?






*
*
*

Equipped with only the Spanish I learned the last few days, I am nervous at first about working one on one with François. I introduce myself to the only worker on Bill and Julia’s coffee farm from Haiti.

“Yo soy un Americano” I say “pero hijo de Koreano.” 

We shake hands. He says a string of words as if to ask a question. In response, I can only frown at him, and squint my eyes under the sun. He repeats the words “chicas Americanas” slowly, and with puckered lips makes a sound of universal understanding. 

“Comprendo,” I say, smiling. “Chicas Americanas.”

Three of my classmates walk out as if on que, following Lupé, our Dominican chef. She says something and laughs, the three girls with her. She looks over at me and François and bursts out into laughter again. I realize that she’s laughing at how my learning Spanish is just like François when he first started to work here. I laugh with her. But François doesn’t laugh. He can only stare at the three angels from America trailing behind Lupé, learning to garden or something. 

The women disappear to wherever it is that women go, and we start digging the composting pit. I, son of Korea, teach François English, and François, son of Haiti, teach me Spanish. At his request, I teach him the words “I love you” in English and in Korean. 

“Sa-rang hae” I say to him. 

“Sa-rang hae” he repeats. 

I can’t help but grin. Perhaps taking my grin for a sudden burst of enthusiasm, François calmly teaches me his vocabulary on love. Some words that even my Spanish speaking classmates don’t recognize, words that they tell me not to ask Professor Julia Alvarez about.

All this love talk makes me wonder about François’ love life. I remember learning about the Dominicans’ prejudice against Haitians. I wonder if the light-skinned Dominican women ever even look beneath his dark skin. I wonder if François thinks his chance is here and now with the angels from America.

At the end of the day’s work, François leaves our composting project and swaggers steadily up the hill. He walks like a maestro, his heart swaying to the merengue beat of the upcoming fiesta.





*
*
*

It actually felt good to wake up at four o’clock in the morning, Saturday, only two thousand feet below the peak of the Caribbean world. I had a headcold before the trip to Pico Duarte even began, and the past night’s coughing and sniffling built up phlegm in the back of my throat. So, I slouched my body to lean against the wall, half-awake. I threw on the essential socks, boots, rain pants and jacket, for the mud and the freeze. 

Tim, Mike, and Sara gave up. Sara simply declared, “I’m gonna sleep!” from inside her cocoon mummy. Mike and Tim stumbled outside, took a look at the one star they could find in the hazy sky and said, “Hell, no.” So, it was up to Scott and me to taste the warmth of sunrise this frigid morn, atop the highest peak of the Caribbean. 

My only problem was the flow of blood from my left nostril. I blamed it on my uncle who used to have nose-bleeds all the time studying for the bar, or whatever you call the law exam you take to be a judge. Year after year, he would fail. Giving up law, he would try his hand at business, moving through clothing, toys, books, debt, Italian suits, debt, money laundering, and debt again. ‘Is it in the blood?’ I ask myself, as I blow my nose and wipe it with crusted fingers. 

“You know what I think it is?” asked Scott.

“What?” 

“The rum from last night.” 

That was it. The rum that warmed me up inside, the rum that blew sparks into the conversation, the rum that sang the zing into Lizzy’s birthday song, had also sabotaged my nasal blood circulation.

The bead of sweat, drop of blood, and blistered steps faded into memory as we climbed over the final stretch of bedrock on top of Pico Duarte. Scott and I sat among rugged rock faces, one of them being that of Juan Pablo Duarte, Fundador de la Republica Dominicana. Scott and I huddled against Duarte, trying to ignore the cold, and lost ourselves to the beauty.

The sun was doing what it had been doing for who-knows-or-can-count years. Scott and I hardly blinked, not wanting to miss one moment. We took pictures frantically, not knowing that not a single picture would end up capturing what we were witnessing. We ‘ooh’ed and ‘aah’ed at the pink flamingoes in the clouds, swans with gold-tipped feathers. Sunrays bloomed into a flower, into a halo of lava orange. Drift-clouds, some crashing like waves, some floating like wedding veils, all started to catch on fire.

Cloud rivers flooding

The mountain beds below--

Pico Duarte sunrise

*
*
*

Haiku:

Even in winter

Supersoakers soak the streets:

Jarabacoa.

Father, daughter, son

Huddled in that order—

A motorcycle.

Packed like eggs in the

Back of a pickup.

Sore butts anyone?

Bananas hanging

Unmoved by the gushing wind—

Good harvest.

From palm-thatched rooftop

Drips winter rain water

Down the back of my neck.

Return haiku:

It just won’t wash off

my socks, shoes, and memory—

Dominican soil.

Merengue haiku:

How do you swim through

Piranhas on the dance floor?

How do you dance still?

