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			No poet ever felt more delight at seeing his first poem published than I did at seeing in Stephens’ Illustrations of British Insects the magic words, “captured by C. Darwin, Esq.”

			—AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF CHARLES DARWIN, 1887

			Never did I think so highly of our present Government, as when I heard they had selected Charles Darwin for Gt. naturalist & that he was to be trans-ported (with pleasure of course) for 3 years— Woe unto ye Beetles of South America, woe unto all tropical butterflies.

			—FREDERICK WATKINS, SEPTEMBER 18, 1831

			What we gain by science is, after all, sadness.

			—THOMAS HARDY

		

	
		
			I

			Then I went back into the house and wrote, It is midnight. The rain is beating on the windows. It was not midnight. It was not raining.

			—SAMUEL BECKETT

		

	
		
			In the Museum of Recent Time
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			this morning hasn’t been unpacked.

			But here lie the last hundred thousand years:

			tray upon tray of fossils dug and scrubbed

			until—like day-old bakery goods—

			petrified snails, stony heart-shaped shells

			harden to history. A handful of sand

			traveled from a place spelled out

			with finest nib in letters too small to read,

			yellowed paper given a special fold

			so not a grain was lost between then

			and the afternoon I saw a woman crouch

			in a museum, unlock a drawer,

			and dust her way through a geological age

			endured until closing time—

			as if yesterday a young man sat,

			cramped in his cabin, seasick,

			doggedly logging another rock.

			But first he gave it a lick, as he’d been taught.

			C. Darwin, Esq., I’ve seen your sample

			of South America, so nondescript it’s mysterious—

			like the pebbles I picked up as a kid

			from the river that drifted through childhood

			as if it had all day. They dried into dullness,

			the way all the adults I knew did,

			even the agate, even the quartz.

		

	
		
			The Last Dodo of Iowa
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			In the Midwest of memory,

			no fence sags, no sign rusts.

			A tin ear of corn with wings still flies

			over a field bleak as blackboard.

			There’s that tapping:

			a student poet x-ing out something

			and then pounding it back again.

			In the fat Russian novel that was Iowa,

			pages went blank, the wind

			binding one snowy signature to another.

			My hand to your cheek—which was colder?

			You stood at the door of winter,

			Milky Way spilling ancient history.

			What did you want?

			When I should have been writing,

			I stood in the ratty museum

			of natural history under long bones

			of a right whale hung from the ceiling.

			How had it washed up in a place so wrong?

			Whalebone floated over a songbird

			whose wing had been broken,

			then folded as flat as an envelope.

			A small cloud of cotton oozed from the eye.

			A tag tied to the twig of a leg

			gave the place of capture: Yakima.

			Bird, I have been to that far corner

			of the West since you were taken.

			Sawmills stand on their last board feet,

			first growth gone, second, too;

			but orchards and packing-houses are still there—

			I turned, and looked a dodo in the glass eye.
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