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The garden is spare, yarrow and marigold
in small labeled plots. Below, darkness seeps up
the valley walls. You are not coming.

I walked here anyway, climbing Skyline Drive
with the early sun at my back. No trees, no shade,
only the cliff rising like a petrified ocean above me,
its shadow all on the other side

and red dust in everything. It grits my scorched hair
and lodges in the corners of my mouth. When I lick my lips,
I can taste it.

A couple drifts along the gravel path,
pausing to read the signs. I read them too,
standing behind and slightly to one side.
We’re told tortoises should never be handled.
They urinate reflexively and can die.

We’re told to travel responsibly.

At the garden’s edge, fat iceplants bloom magenta
along the chickenwire fence. Here is no place for you.
You are out in the desert, walking the line

with your good friend Death.

If I cornered a tortoise, could it teach me
this art of defense, this thing called voiding?

Once, as I was falling to sleep,
I heard you say
Take me with you.
The rock flowed above us
like very old fire, all the light and heat
burned off.



