The August Welcome

By Carmen Acevedo BUTCHER

for my son

In the land of Tao,

John and I make our way

through something louder than the fourteenth

thirty-six-degree day and as palpable

on our shiny skin as they

are hidden in the green trees

lining our path to Sogang’s

Obedire veritati
 and the fountain 

his fifth-year self has sought.

Singing every taxi horn and brake

squeal and bus screech and rush

of motorcycle and every human

voice out of our ears they fill

each pore we have with their throbbing

joy of John Min-Woo Min-Woo 

Min-Woo Min-Woo Min-Woo

Min-Woo
is home,

and the cicadas know it.

My Private Korean Tutor, Eun Jong, Speaks
By Carmen Acevedo BUTCHER

I like to laugh out loud

but when I do I cover my mouth

with one hand.

I do not chop my words like cabbage into kimchi,

I speak musically with the mountain 

of masculine consonants my dead father (and 

his fathers) gave to me.

I eat the silver of salted-fish baked

and snack on what you call dried squid
and I call 말 린 오 징 어.
My history is long like an eel

and filled with many temples.

My cell phone is extremely small and—like my language—sings,

it has a credit card in it and hangs on a cord around my neck

like a toy.

I wear high heels all over town,

paint only my two big toenails red,

clamber on and off the green 03

and the blue 753, and spend much time

holding a sturdy plastic gray bus strap and standing

in this place between Japan and China.

Through me, secrets promised by the cloudy language books

rain gently on the thirsty brains of foreign students,

like the American professor who asks me questions:

Sunglasses?  Yes, we do wear sunglasses.

But on campus it is better that you not.

[Expectant Pause.]

“Because I’m a teacher?”

[Longer Pause.]

“Because it’s too informal?”

[The Sphinx-like Nod comes then at last,

and I’m the student whose one hand writes this poem while 

the other rests against that rough, cold, high, ancient

Nod Koreans call 존 경, or, 

as I perhaps too simply put it,

Respect.]

Sogang de Soleil

By Carmen Acevedo BUTCHER

A man I bought an Americano from once

a block down the street from here

(I recognized the open face)

rode past my sunny, bus-stopped self

carrying a bottom of a cardboard box and in it maybe

twenty iced coffees with see-through domes and a rainbow of colored straws

and lots of cocoa-sprinkled foam.

He was on a bike and peddling

without a circus, without a

helmet, and seemingly without

a care for the metaphysical

complexities of Shinsoo-dong

traffic at 2 o’clock (school’s getting out).

And I’ve seen other gravity-defying feats performed

on (what some in my other country laughing call) “rice burners”

carrying two or three even computer monitors stacked

behind a sole driver (my husband gasps

as they zip past,

“Do you know how heavy a monitor is?”

shaking his head in disbelief,

the way you do when that last

most compact performer climbs all muscles

onto the fourteenth shoulder

of a human pyramid,

and stands,

his arms stretched up to heaven).

� Sogang University was founded by Jesuits, and the campus centerpiece (right inside the university’s front gate) is a fascinating multi-jet fountain in a towering sculpture of pointed grey granite shaped like a giant inverted ice cream cone, and on this cone is the university’s motto, Obedire veritati (“Obey the truth”). 





