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Galapagos 
 

by  
 

Isabel del Rio 
 

(REJECTED BY POETRY LONDON) 
 
 

I used to write about things that  
had never happened, but now 
it is a must: 
 
let us pretend that 
I did visit the islands for the sake  
of those who thought that I would go there and stay there; 
 
let us keep up the fallacy, 
for who can deny that lying is  
a way of life (we live off lies, telling them, reading them, viewing them). 
 
Thus, I will claim that I did travel there despite the odds  
and on my return I was transformed, evolved  
would be a better choice of word, 
 
that I returned with the full benefits of a once-in-a-lifetime  
voyage that never happened, bringing back with me 
all the mercies that such a faraway habitat can bestow. 
 
Exactly today, now, this very minute, I was expected to be flying 
over the ocean, and now, at this very next moment, 
I would have arrived at the next ocean in line; 
 
I would have been travelling for twenty solid hours  
with two stops for refuelling, and would have landed  
having lost my sense of perspective  
 
(though this occasionally happens to me on land); 
I would have woken up  
in a new world, so much more courageous than ours can ever be. 
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You see, before the journey that never happened, I  
was searching for some kind of mythology in my life, and where best   
to find it than in the most pristine location on earth,  
 
the stuff not so much of legends but of history and science themselves, and   
my mind flew away as it does: once there, I planned  
to render sacrifices to  
 
the goddess of days and the idols of the night: my journey 
to that most sacred place would result more in a parable because 
there would be no further need for awakening. 
 
Yes, I would now be there, 
instead of remaining here, six 
thousand, two hundred and forty-six miles away. 
 
In that journey that never happened, so anticipated and desired, 
I would have crossed incessantly to the many islands and islets to watch 
hatching sea turtles, 
  
hammerheads circumnavigating, the waved albatross  
who mates for life, penguins nesting in crevices created from  
once flowing lava, sea lions with their tiny ear-flaps; 
 
like all of them for so long, we are 
ourselves now critically endangered, our own 
struggle for existence so much more bitter than it has ever been.  
 
And so, in those enchanted islands that I will never  
get to see, I would now be watching their erupting volcanoes and their black craters 
that transmute the land into a petrified sea, treacherous territory that it is:  
 
not for nothing there is a sign there saying that you must not go 
beyond this point as you could die; in that environment, 
the threat of death can never be a metaphor. 
 
As expected, it would have been a journey from which 
there was no return 
since I would not require much more than what can be found there: 
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and as home is no longer home, I would identify  
with the relentless Humboldt current, with the blue-footed boobies mating dance, 
with the mangrove finches singing the same song they used to sing to Darwin; 
 
if he arrived in those islands as a creationist and  
returned a changed man, if he travelled there 
with the semblance of indifference but found his calling, 
 
how might I have returned from this journey that never happened, 
what could have turned out to be 
my most noble attribute? 
 
Is there something known as the immutable laws of evolution? 
Oh, mystery of mysteries! 
Oh, beauty and wonder! 
 
I forever missed the plane, the ship, the chance: the appearance  
of life is never a single event, yet with no lived-in memories  
of a voyage that never happened, I shall remain a nameless passenger. 
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