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It is the dead,

Not the living, who make the longest demands:

We die forever.

—Sophocles, Antigone

Listen to me. I am telling you

a true thing. This is the only kingdom.

—Aracelis Girmay, “Elegy,” from Kingdom Animalia







Hours before they find him, everything burns.

Smoke rising in black clouds, the golden cañaverales, the dark sky. An explosion of birds and mongooses, lizards, snakes, everything bolting from the fires. Dry leaves crackling, embers, ash. The slow crawl, the body heaving, groping for something steady in the cane. The coquíes fading, quieting, and then silent.

Late morning out in the fields, a cane cutter from La Central pushes aside the burnt stalks with his gloved hand, his protective headgear and thick coveralls weighing him down. After last night’s controlled burns, the ground smolders in some places, the heat rising under his heavy boots. It’s May 1993, and by noon it already feels like midsummer.

He swings his machete, cuts through a stem, swings it again. He tosses the burnt stalks aside as he takes them down, keeps moving, leaving them to be collected by the other guys. He wades through the charred debris, reaching for the next stalk. He works at a slow, steady pace, striding through the cañaveral. Breathe, swing, strike. He can’t move too quickly, because he might faint in this heat. Slow and steady. Swing, strike, toss. Stop. Breathe. Start again.

The other guys call out to one another behind him. This morning’s factory crew must be out for lunch.

“Whoa!” someone hollers.

Swing, strike. Breathe.

Suddenly, the voices quiet. Nothing moves. Only the sound of his breathing, the heat all around him, and the smell.

He steps around the edge of a row, cutting stalks as he goes, tossing them, kicking aside the piles of ash and burnt leaves.

“What in the hell is that?” someone else shouts.

Every season after the burning, they find animals in the cane. Snakes, iguanas, bats, all kinds of birds, cane toads. He found a dead dog once, burned to a crisp. Couldn’t get the smell out of his head. Everywhere he went, he smelled dead dog. Didn’t eat meat again for weeks.

“Is that…?” he starts to ask, then stops. All these years, all the burning seasons, he’s never seen something like this. He has an urge to cross himself. En el nombre del Padre, y del Hijo, y del Espíritu Santo. He squeezes the grip on his machete.

One of the guys backs away, turns toward La Central. A few others follow.

But he can’t move. The sky is hazy, gray with smoke.

“Jesus,” he says, turning away from the body. “Jesus.” He heads back, following all the other men. Somewhere in the field, he drops his machete. He leaves it behind, walks faster, starts loosening the straps on his headgear, his goggles.

In the sky, above the stacks of La Central, a plague of grackles circles.
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“Las Caras Lindas”
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