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Chapter One
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The intensity of the sun’s heat made Malachi’s light skin feel as though it was burning into the depth of his soul. He moaned with a strenuous effort as he continued to plow the harden ground that always refused to give to his brutal strength. Malachi stopped. He licked his parched full lips while he removed the yellow, dingy, straw hat. He wiped his forehead with the back of his dirty hand. The sweat burnt his eyes as he squinted up at the hot intense sun as it released its brutal heat down on him. He grunted as he shook his head and replaced his hat. His right hand grabbed the handle of the plow while he pulled out a small pebble from his left pocket. He threw the pebble at the mule in front of him that was connected to the other end of the plow.

“Let’s keep it moving, Stella! If Pa were to see you fooling around, he’d be whipping us both,” Malachi said. He watched the pebble bounced off the mule’s head. “Let’s go girl.”

Stella, a mule who’d seen better days, heehawed. She was stubborn. She whined a course of dislike when the pebble hit her. She put her head between her shoulders and began to pull the plow as she lazily walked forward.

“I don’t know, Stella. I get tired of working this field every morning. I can’t see any progress at the end of the week. Maybe it’s the sun burning out my brains that make me think the way I’m thinking, but life has got to be easier somewhere else besides Mullebur, South Carolina. What do you think, Stella?” 

Stella stopped. She turned her head around to look at Malachi. She took a hoof and kicked up some dirt in front of her, and then she made a loud whine.

“I know how you feel, girl. Come on. Pa will want us to have this here side done by the time he returns from town. Let’s go, Stella,” Malachi said.

Stella nodded her massive head as she turned back around. She kicked her hoof into the dirt, and then she flopped down on the ground all in one swift motion.

“Oh, damn it, Stella! Don’t go acting hardheaded on me!” Malachi shouted. “You can take some hard licks to that thick backside of yours, but my skin ain’t as thick as yours when it comes to the switch. Get up, girl!”

Stella’s hindquarters quivered as she sat her full weight onto the ground to get more comfortable while wiggling her large hindquarters into the ground.

“Stella! Sweet shit! Stella don’t act this way. I’ll give you an apple if you get off the ground,” Malachi pleaded.

Stella turned toward him. She pulled back her lips to display her large teeth, and then bayed. 

“Well, I’m not going to give it to you if you’re sitting on the ground. I’ll give it to you when we get to the other side of this here trench,” Malachi said, as he hiked up his worn, faded gray pants as he gave Stella a defiant stare.

Stella continued to look at Malachi.

“I promise, Stella. I got a few apples in the barn. Now come on, get up,” he pleaded.

Stella didn’t move.

“Sweet shit! Girl, come on!” Malachi shouted as he yanked on the reins.

Stella bayed but didn’t move.

Malachi let go of the plow and the reins and turned around. When he turned back around seconds later, he was holding a red, small apple that he’d taken out of his pants.

“This is yours if you start moving, Stella,” Malachi said. He held the apple out in Stella’s direction.

Stella didn’t budge.

“Go ahead. Eat it,” Malachi said. He pushed the apple closer to Stella’s face as he neared her.

“All right,” Malachi said. “Go ahead. I trust you, and I hope you trust me.”

Stella looked at the apple, and then Malachi as she watched Malachi’s hand draw closer to her mouth with the red shiny apple.

“Eat it,” Malachi said again as he drew nearer.

Stella slowly moved her head toward the apple. She was hesitating. She sniffed at the apple. She looked at Malachi, and then she sniffed at it again. She opened her wide mouth, and was about to bite into the apple when Malachi pulled it back.

“Are you going to act right?” Malachi asked, as he held the apple behind his back. “No more tricks if I give it to you.” 

Stella tilted her head sideways while making her eyes become cross-eyed as she displayed a bemused quizzical stare.

Malachi held up his index finger. “If you eat it, you work for me,” he said.

Stella continued her nonchalant stare.

“Okay. Here’s your apple.”

Malachi slowly moved his hand toward Stella’s mouth. He snatched his hand back at the same time Stella bit into the apple while yanking it out of Malachi’s hand.

“Damn, you’re fast. Chew it quick, and let’s get back to work,” Malachi said.

Malachi watched Stella chew on the apple slowly. He thought she was chewing on it a little too slow as he walked back to the plow and picked up the reins.

“Are you finished?” Malachi asked.

Stella bayed.

“We had a deal, Stella. Come on, girl. We have work to do!” Malachi snapped.

Stella whined and then bayed again. She shook her head, and laid her hindquarters deeper into the ground.

“Sweet shit, Stella!” Malachi shouted. “You no good for nothing, stubborn ass mule! You eat my apple, and then you get even lazier.” He started kicking dirt on Stella with the side of his worn, brown shoe. “This wasn’t part of our deal!”

“Do you know you’re talking to a mule?”

Malachi turned around.

“An ass does not have no feeling after it’s eaten, Malachi.”

Malachi looked at the small, dark-skinned girl as if she’d come up behind him and kicked him in his butt. He shook his head. There were times when his twelve-year-old sister had a knack to drive him crazy with her snide remarks. 

“Thank you, Rose Ann for your good words of encouragement in this here situation.” Malachi’s words were so southern that Rose Ann, at times had to strain to understand what he said. “But I can handle it without you,” Malachi said.

Rose Ann, her long, gray flowered dress dragging on the ground, smiled. Malachi watched her raise her dress displaying her bare feet, as she walked toward him. 

“What are you going to do that I couldn’t?” Malachi asked.

“The difference between you and me is that Stella knows what she’s doing when it comes to me pulling the plow and when it comes to you,” Rose Ann said as she bent down and picked up a palm size rock. She went behind Stella. “The difference being that we’re both girls.”

Malachi watched Rose Ann raise the rock above her head and throw it at Stella’s hindquarters with all her strength. When the rock hit Stella, she leaped up as she bayed with pain.

“Get your lazy ass plowing, Stella!” Rose Ann shouted.

Stella began moving the plow.

“You better get behind her, Malachi,” Rose Ann said.

Malachi looked at his sister. He grabbed the plow while wrapping the reins around his hand.

“I got to go finish milking the cows,” Rose Ann said as she began walking away.

“Yeah, you do that, so a real man can do his job,” Malachi said.

Rose Ann looked at Malachi. “What real man? You couldn’t even make an ass move,” she said. 

By late afternoon every muscle in Malachi’s body was hurting. He was sitting at the kitchen table watching his sister make biscuits. He looked down at his hands. They were red, swollen, and blistered.

“You better go put that suave Pa uses on your hands,” Rose Ann said. She’d been watching Malachi. 

Malachi looked up. His sister’s back was toward him.

“And wash that stink off you. You smell like Stella!” Rose Ann snapped.

“You’d smell like Stella, too, if you’d been walking behind her for most of the day while she shits, burp, farted, and whined most of the day!” Malachi snapped, as he stood up.

“Malachi, you smell like that even when you don’t plow,” Rose Ann said. She laughed.

“I do not,” Malachi said. His forehead wrinkle as a quizzical look appeared on his dirty, handsome face.

“Go by the well and wash that dirt off you if you want to eat lunch,” Rose Ann said. “And you might think of changing those dirty, wretched smelling clothing. Throw them in the washtub so I can wash them.”

“For someone who is only twelve, you sure is bossy, Rose,” Malachi said as he glanced down at his worn, ragged pants and smelly body. He could remember when they were slightly new after his father had given them to him. “They’re not that bad.”

Rose Ann turned around. She crossed her thin arms across her large bosom chest. “I’m bossy because I know that if I don’t stay on top of you, you’re going to slack off, and Pa will come in here and start acting like a fool,” she said.

“Hmmf. Pa acts like a fool regardless of what I do,” Malachi said.

Rose Ann turned back around. “Maybe that’s because you two are the same,” she said.

Malachi walked to the door. He opened it. “Could be,” he said.

As he stepped outside, Malachi stood on the boarded porch and looked around at the scene he’d been looking at since he could remember. The greenish mountain to the right of him always looked as if the grass never changed no matter what season was in effect.  His mind raced with memories of the past. He thought about the time he first raced out of the door and into the full, dark grass thirty paces away in the middle of spring when he was eight years old. When he turned his attention to the large oak tree to the right of him, he smiled. He remembered falling out of the tree four or five times while growing up. He lifted his left arm, and looked at the scar running along his forearm. He could barely see it now. He had been five years old when he first fell out of the tree. He began to walk around toward the back of the house. As he did, he began removing the shoulder straps on his ragged, blue overalls. He let them fall to his waist. 

He glanced down at his callous hands. They were dirty and they were big. He rubbed them together. He continued looking down at his body, and was amazed at the sight of his hard abdominals. They looked like little rocks in rows of three. He could feel the tightness in his biceps and chest as he flexed his muscles repeatedly. He realized that the past winter had him working long hours, and hard days. At fifteen, he was bigger than most kids his age. 

He saw the large, wooden barrel in front of him. He stripped off his overalls. He didn’t wear underwear, so his nakedness from the waist down was apparent. He removed the dirty tee shirt and dropped it beside his overalls. He stood there naked as he looked around for the lye soap that always made him itch for a day or two after using it. Locating it on the windowsill that was behind the barrel, he stepped on the small stool that was beside the barrel, and climbed into the very cold, murky water.

“Ahh!” Malachi shouted as he settled down into the cold water. “Sweet shit, this is cold!” 

“Lordy, Lordy, my heart is filled with pain. Lordy, Lordy, ain’t nothing like some sweet rain on a hot day to take away this Devil’s heat. Rain down on me... Rain down on me. I want to drown in my Lord’s tears and cleanse my body with that sweet water from Heaven. Cause my head is on fire and my soul’s beginning to sweat. But that Devil ain’t gonna get my soul just yet,” Malachi began to sang. 

Rose Ann could hear her brother singing. A small smile formed. Enhancing her cute dimples. Her brother could sing the draws off a virgin if he wanted to. Every time he sang, she felt goosebumps. 

By the time the sun went down four hours later, and the night had cooled, Rose Ann and Malachi were finishing up the last of their dinner, which, consisted of dumplings stew with chucks of beef from a cow their father had recently slaughtered a few days ago. Malachi was putting the last portion of his food into his mouth when the front door exploded opened. His father walked in as big as life with his chest sticking out. 

“Hi, Pa! How was the market?” Malachi asked, as he watched his father drag in his tired two hundred and ten pound frame. “We got supper ready for you.”

“We?” Buford Moon said to his eldest son gruffly. “You cook today, boy?”

Malachi watched his father hang his hat on the hat rack beside the door. Malachi didn’t know why he still wore the ragged hat. Most of the brim was missing in the front and back of the hat. It looked more like a cap than a hat.

Buford had the half hindquarters of a buck slung over his shoulder. He walked over toward a leather canvas lying on the floor and dropped it next to the small cast iron cooking stove. Without missing a step, he walked to the kitchen table and sat down. He ignored the bloodstains that were on his shoulder from the dead buck and the fact that his fingernails were caked with dried blood.

“You children take care of your chores today?” Buford asked. His eyes fell on Malachi, and then Rose Ann. They lingered on her for a full minute as he looked at her face, and then let his eyes rest for three seconds on her ample chest before looking away. “You two know I don’t like no slacking when it comes to your work around here.”

“Yep,” Malachi said, as he licked the greasy remains from his dinner off his fingers. “Everything is done, Pa.”

Buford stared at Malachi. The gray hairs on his short-cropped head reflected from the dim light emanating from the cabin lamps. He placed his large hands on his tired eyes and rubbed them.

Rose Ann, sitting at the table, slid over her plate of food that was barely eaten toward her father.

Buford removed his hands as he watched his daughter push him her food.

“I’ll get some more later, Pa,” Rose Ann said. “I’m not that hungry.” She lowered her eyes when her father gave her a long stare.

“Thank you, honey,” Buford said. He reached for the long wooden spoon that was on the table beside an empty plate, and began eating fastidiously. “Your brother’s been taking care of you and the place?”

“Of course, Pa. I—“

“Boy, don’t go into the long of the situation damn it. If your sister wasn’t keeping you right, I know you wouldn’t be doing what I asked you to do. Ain’t that right, Rose Ann?”

Rose Ann looked up at her father. “Uh...No, Pa. Sometimes Malachi reminds me what chores you told him he had to do,” she said. “I don’t always have to tell him.”

Buford stared at his daughter. “You putting on some weight, girl. You’re filling out just fine. Soon, I’m gonna have to find you a husband to keep you right.”

“Oh, Pa,” Rose Ann said. She lowered her eyes. “I’m too young for that kind of talk.”

“You’re twelve years old, girl. Back in my day, girls your age were getting hitched at thirteen. Regardless if they knew how to cook,” Buford said. He put a spoonful of food in his mouth. “Hell, my problem is when you do go, who am I going to have around here to look after your brother to make sure he’s doing his chores?”

“Aw, Pa,” Malachi said. 

“Aw, Pa, hell. Boy!” Buford snapped, as he scratched his rough beard. “You can get lazy if I don’t keep my foot in your butt.”

“Pa, Malachi ain’t lazy. You should see how he worked that field today,” Rose Ann said. She always defended her big brother. “His hands were cut holding them reins with Stella, but he didn’t complain.”

“Um-hmm. “How many times did you tell him to keep at it?” Buford asked Rose Ann.

Malachi shook his head as he stared at his father. “Pa, I do what you ask me to do. Sure, I protest a little, but I don’t see the logic in us working this here field to make money that the bank gets half of our profit.” Malachi ran his fingers through his curly black hair as he stared at his father. “When the bank is finished with us, then Mr. Miller at the local store gets another third from the credit he leads you to get us through the rough times during the winter. With his interest rates, what are we left with? A simple third of our sweat and blood that we put into this land of dirt. That’s all! We’ve been working this land for ten years now. I remember Ma complaining that we’re working our skin to the bone to pay other peoples bills but we never have enough to pay our own. I might get a little fed up, but you know you can depend on me to do my chores.”

Buford stared at Malachi. He put his spoon in the unfinished dumpling stew. He stared at his son with the one good eye he had. The black patch covering his right eye always gave him a menacing appearance. “You’re raising your voice in my house like you paying rent. You know I don’t cotton to that kind of talk under my roof. You are not big enough for me to take a switch to your backside. Anyway, you know you don’t mention that woman’s name in my house. How many times I done told you that, boy?” he said.

Malachi looked down as his father’s intensified gaze bore into him. He was wringing his hands under the table to keep from becoming even more disrespectful. There were times when his father acted as if he was dimwitted or something. He hated when that happened.

“This land has promise. If you don’t own something in life, you work until you can own something. We work this land because in a few more years we’d be able to call it our own. Before you know it, your children will own it and their children after that. Nothing in life comes free. You remember that, boy. Everybody has to earn their way to get good things. If you’re lazy and shiftless, then nothing good is going to come your way,” Buford said.

Malachi nodded. He still hadn’t lifted his head out of respect.

Buford pushed his chair from the table. “Rose Ann, you finish eating, and then get this kitchen cleaned up. Where’s my corn liquor?”

Malachi and Rose Ann watched their father walk away as he headed toward the other side of the room. He reached into the small chest that was underneath the window and removed the dark brown bottle of corn liquor.

When he’d gone into his room, Malachi began gathering the plates as he stood up. “I don’t care what he says. I don’t see no logic in farming someone else’s land!” he said. He was angry. “We do the hard work, and others live high off the hog while we bust our butts to get this land right. And for what? So we can say it’s ours? If I ever own anything, it’s going to be mine from the start!”

Rose Ann took the plates Malachi had given her, and walked over to fireplace where a large, black pot was hung on an iron ring in the fireplace. She put the plates inside the hot water that was in the pot.

“Why we can’t be bankers and store clerks?” Malachi asked.

“Maybe because we ain’t got no education.”

“Hell, we don’t need no education to steal from people who don’t know any better than what they’re told. When Pa got this land ten years ago, Ma told him he was a fool for signing on the dotted line and taking on the responsibility of this place. She said that the land wasn’t fertile enough to bring in a profit. But your Pa—the man who knows everything—didn’t listen. What do we have out in that there field?  Sure, we can include some potatoes, and a few rows of corn. Maybe even some tomatoes, but that’s about it.”

Rose Ann shrugged. “He’s your father, too.”

“We got two cows that are as thin as shoestrings. Stella,” Malachi threw his arms up. “A mule so damn stubborn that if I had my way, I’ll shoot her in the ass to put the ass out of her misery,” Malachi said. He made Rose Ann laugh. “Don’t laugh, Rose Ann. That damn mule is enough to drive a man crazy. One day she wants to work. The next day she doesn’t. The following day she won’t even come out of the barn.” Malachi shook his head. “I’m going out to check on the thin cows and the stubborn mule.”

Rose Ann laughed harder.

“Rose Ann! Rose Ann! Girl come and help your Pa take these damn boots off!”

Malachi glanced at his sister. “The poor king is calling,” he said, and rolled his eyes.

Rose Ann shook her head and smiled as she walked toward the back room of the cabin.

Buford was sitting in his old rocking chair in the far right corner of the room. He raised the large brown corn liquor bottle to his mouth, and gulped down its contents. He brought the bottle back down, and placed it on the floor. He watched his daughter walk into the room.

“Malachi is a good boy, Pa. He is trying to do the best he can,” Rose Ann said.

She walked over to her father. She turned her back to him as she sat half way on his right knee while he lifted his right big booted foot for her.

“Girl, you take up for that boy too much. The boy is lazy! Come back some so you can grip the boot, child!” Buford said. He grabbed Rose Ann’s hips and pulled her toward him. “You know I have trouble with these boots when it’s time to take them off.” 

Rose Ann moved back a little further toward her father. She knew what was next as she gripped his boot by the heel and tried to pull it off.

“Girl, you really starting to fill out. You going to make a man mighty happy one of these days when you come of age,” Buford said, as he reached for the bottom of Rose Ann’s dress.

Rose Ann tensed as she felt her father’s hand on her calf.

“A good man when you find him, girl, is going to treat you right,” Buford said. He let his hand slowly travel a little farther up her leg.

She tensed her stomach. She felt a sense of nausea flood over her body, as she clenched her teeth tightly. She shivered as she felt her father’s hand slowly travel further up her leg. Closing her eyes, she concentrated. Expanding her lungs. She let go a bellowing fart while at the same time tugging hard on Buford’s boot as she opened her eyes.

The sound of the fart and the immediate horrendous smell that followed made Buford remove his hand.

“Damn it, girl! Don’t you know it’s not ladylike to be passing gas like that?” Buford asked. He wrinkled up his nose as the wretched smell of dead fish filled the room. He started fanning his hand in front of his face. “I’ll take off the other boot myself. You go see if you messed on yourself. Whew! Child, I hope nothing has crawl up in you and died. You stink!”

“You sure you don’t want me to get the other one, Pa?” Rose Ann asked as she turned around while getting away from her father.

Buford continued waving his hand in front of his face. “No. Go on and finished straightening up in the kitchen,” he said, as he stared at Rose Ann while reaching for his corn liquor.

Rose Ann smiled as she left the room.

That night, Malachi lay in his bed looking at the ceiling. He had his forearm across his head. He was naked underneath the gray wool horse blanket. His thoughts were far away.

“Malachi?”

He looked to the left of him at the worn blanket hanging up beside him. The blanket separated his sister and himself. Giving each some privacy. Since they both shared the same room. It made them both feel as if they had their own rooms. They’d been in the same room since Malachi had been seven and Rose Ann was four.  

“Yeah, Rose Ann,” Malachi said.

“Are you decent?”

Malachi looked down at himself. He pulled his blanket up to his waist. “”Yeah,” he said.

Rose Ann pulled back the blanket. “Can’t sleep?” 

“No. Thinking. Why?” Malachi asked.

“I can’t sleep either,” she said.

“We should try. Before long the rooster will be crowing and we’d be doing the chores again,” Malachi said.

Rose Ann looked at her brother. “You don’t like farming, do you?” she asked.

Malachi continued to stare at the ceiling. “I don’t know. I don’t see the purpose in it, Rose. I mean, I feel there’s something better in the world then shoveling cow shit, chasing chickens around to get some eggs, and plowing a ground with a stubborn mule that don’t give you nothing but headaches. Pa likes this way of life. His Pa and his Pa before him liked farming. Maybe I’m different in some way. I might be more like Ma. She said what was on her mind, and did what made her happy. You don’t remember Ma much. You were little when she...Well, Pa and her used to argue a lot about the farm, and where life was taking them. Ma had a mouth on her that made me cover my ears sometimes as she’d curse Pa.”

Rose Ann looked at her brother. “Was Ma pretty?”

“Pretty? I don’t know. Maybe. She always smelled like honeysuckle whenever she hugged me. Always smelling fresh. It could be the hottest or coldest day outside, and she always smelled fresh,” Malachi said. 

“I don’t look like her, do I?” Rose Ann asked.

Malachi turned toward his sister. “You have her eyes. Those dark brown eyes that makes a person look at you more than once,” he said.

“Do you think I’m pretty, Malachi?”

Malachi rolled his eyes. “Nope. You’re as ugly as the butt of a squirrel,” he said.

“Malachi!”

“I don’t know, Rose Ann. What do you mean by pretty? Are you prettier than Stella? I don’t have any comparisons. You’re my sister. I guess you look okay.”

“Pa is always talking about how pretty I am, and how I’m going to make some man a good wife someday,” Rose Ann said. She pushed out her bottom lip in a childish manner. “What if I don’t want to get married, huh? I don’t need no man groping me, and trying to make me do things I don’t want to do. Worse, I don’t need a man in my life that is going to tell me what I can’t do and can do! A man can’t do nothing for me that I can’t do for myself!”

Malachi stared at his sister. “What are you talking about?” he asked.

Rose Ann looked at him. “Huh?” She lowered her brown eyes. “Oh...nothing. I just thought you might think I’m pretty,” she said.

“I don’t know. Well, you’re getting bigger. This time last year, you looked like a stringy boy. Now....”

Malachi let his eyes quickly glance at Rose Ann’s large breasts, and then back up.

“Oh. These,” Rose Ann said, as she followed Malachi’s quick glance. “They’re more a burden than anything else. I can’t swing the ax like I used to because they’re in the way. Then when I run, I have to hold them down because they’re bouncing all over the place. If you had them, you’d know what I mean.”

“I don’t want them,” Malachi said. He turned his attention back to the ceiling. “I like my flat chest just the way it is.”

Rose Ann pulled back the blanket separating them and curled up with her hands shielding her breasts while pulling her blanket up to her neck. The night had become cool and she felt a small chill run through her body. Maybe the chill had to do with the way she was feeling whenever her father touched her. She was young, but she knew there was something nasty in the way her father touched her and the way he looked at her. She was not comfortable with it.

“Sing me a song, Malachi,” Rose Ann said.

“Why? You just going to laugh at me.”

Rose Ann smiled. “Go ahead. I won’t laugh at your wolf howling,” she said.

“Wolf howling?” Malachi asked.

“Go ahead, Malachi. Please.”

Malachi smiled. He closed his eyes for a moment, and let the words form. When he opened his eyes, he was grinning.

“I was walking down a dirt road looking for a chicken-chick. I’d been walking three days, and four nights while licking my juicy lips. I didn’t see noth ...ing...noth...ing but darkness on the sweeeetttt...cold...cold... road. I heard the croak of a toad, and my eyes got as wide as a spring tide. My hands shivered, and I missed a step. I swallowed hard while stretching my longgg, longgg neck. I know that old chicken-chick is out there hiding in a hole. I am going to find me that chicken-chick and pluck its feathers. Skin it good and fry it lonnnnggg. That ole chicken-chick is going to keep me strrroonngg and keep my stomach full. Cause, I’m as hungry as a fool on a rainy, rainy daaayyy.” 

Malachi stopped singing. He listened to the heavy breathing of Rose Ann. She had fallen to sleep. He smiled. Closing his eyes. He tried to sleep. He knew his day tomorrow would be a long one. A day full of chores and hard work on dirt that yielded nothing but blood and sweat.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Malachi knew his day was going to be full of pain and suffering when he went to the barn to get Stella. It was still dark out. He yawned as he opened the barn doors and saw Stella staring at him. The mule bayed and turned her ass to him as she turned around as if she’d seen something she detested. Malachi took that as an insult as he closed the barn doors. Also, he knew it was Stella’s way of saying she wasn’t going to do any farming today.

Malachi went to Stella’s stable. He opened the stable door and walked in. He leaned on the doorframe and stared at the stubborn mule. “Look, Stella, I ain’t gonna take you acting like you running this here damn farm. I’ve been patient with you. I understand you being dumb and all, but it’s too early in the morning for you to be acting this way,” he said.

Stella turned her massive head slightly around to look at Malachi. She arched her eyebrows and shook her head as she returned her attention to the back of the barn wall.

“I don’t need you looking at me as if I’d lost my mind for asking you to come on out and do your chores, Stella,” Malachi said. 

Stella whined but didn’t turn back to face Malachi. Her tail lightly swung out, and, purposely brushed it against Malachi’s face.

Malachi shook his head as he ran a hand across his face. “If I go get me one of those damn switches out yonder from the tree, and come back in here and take it to your hide I bet you’d listen to me then!” Malachi snapped.

Stella he-hawed.

“So now you think I’m a fool, huh? Stella, I’m telling you to come on out of there. Right now, doggone it!” Malachi shouted. 

Malachi took a step further into the stable. When he did, Stella raised her hind legs, and kicked out. Her hoofs lightly hit Malachi in the stomach. It wasn’t as hard as it could’ve been, but the force of it did lift Malachi off his feet and out of the stable as the door of the stable slammed shut. He landed on a pitchfork that was partially hidden in straw. He let out a horrible scream as the pitchfork pierced his butt.

At that moment, Rose Ann came running into the barn. She’d been in the chicken coop gathering eggs near the barn. There was a basket in her hands. She was wearing the same dress from yesterday. The only difference was she was wearing a white handkerchief tied around her head. She looked from Malachi to Stella. She quickly assessed the situation in front of her. She started to laugh.

Malachi leaped up. His handsome face was twisted in anger as he rubbed his sore backside. His lips had pulled back into a snarl as he continued to rub his butt while staring at Stella.

“That’s it! I done had it with that damn jackass!” Malachi snapped. He turned around and snatched up the pitchfork. “I’m going to show you what’s it like to feel some pain.”

“Malachi!” Rose Ann shouted.

As Malachi took his first step toward the stable, Stella slowly turned around to face him. The mule walked the feet to the stable door. She used her head and pushed open the stable door. Malachi stopped. He watched Stella walk out. She headed to the barn door. Stella didn’t rush. She simply sass-shay out of the barn with grace. In her hurry to see what was going on, Rose Ann had left one of the barn doors open. Malachi stood there and watched Stella exit. The pitchfork was tightly gripped in his sweaty right hand.

Rose Ann watched the mule and her brother. She had to admit. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have believed it. She started laughing.

Malachi dropped the pitchfork, and stormed pass his laughing sister.

“Malachi, you get angry too quickly. Stella knows that and that’s why she does what she does,” Rose Ann said as she followed her brother out of the barn. 

“If that stubborn mule wasn’t the only one on this farm, her ass would be wolf meat by now,” Malachi said. He continued walking.

Stella ears pricked up at the sound of Malachi’s harsh words. She stopped.

“Malachi,” Rose Ann said.

Malachi continued to walk toward Stella, but he slowed down his quicken pace as he neared the mule. He took three more steps before stopping a few feet from Stella.

“Well, I didn’t really mean it like that...” Malachi said.

“Malachi,” Rose Ann said as she came and stood beside her brother. “I think you made her mad.”

“She’s a damn mule, Rose Ann! What is she getting mad for? We feed her lazy ass after she works. If she don’t work, we shouldn’t have to feed her,” Malachi said.

Stella head abruptly turned toward Malachi. Her nose flared. She grunted and dropped her big rump on the ground defiantly all in one swift motion.

“Now you’ve done it, Malachi. Offer her some sugar.”

“I didn’t do a damn thing, Rose Ann! We treat this mule like it is human. The only sweets I’m going to give her is a sweet kick in her stubborn ass if she don’t get up and start working!” Malachi snapped.

Malachi walked around and stood in front of Stella. Stella followed his every step with her large brown eyes.

“If you don’t go on and get your lazy ass off that ground, you’re going to be in some real trouble, Stella,” Malachi said. His neck was bulging with veins as his anger grew.

Stella gave him a look of disdain. She didn’t move.

“Malachi!” Rose Ann shouted.

“I know what I’m doing, Rose Ann!” Malachi snapped. “Stella, I’m gonna tell you one more time.”

Stella replied by letting her forelegs collapse. Now she lay on the ground on her belly.

Malachi crossed his arms over his chest. He leaned in close to Stella’s hot breath. “I’m going to go get me a switch,” he said. He spun around and headed toward a large old tree several feet behind him.

Stella sat there and watched Malachi walk away. When Malachi was twenty feet away, Stella stood up. She gave a loud whine, and took off running toward Malachi at a full gallop.

“Malachi!” Rose Ann screamed. Her scream was ear shattering as she dropped the basket of eggs.

Malachi was determined to let Stella know who was the boss. He glanced over his shoulder when he heard his sister scream out to him. He did a double take as he saw Stella running toward him. He took off running.

“Run, Malachi, run!” Rose Ann shouted as she lifted her long dress that went down to her feet, and ran after them.

Malachi’s heart was racing. He’d never seen Stella move as fast as she was moving now in hopes of catching him. 

“Keep running, Malachi!” Rose Ann shouted. “Keep running!”

Stella increased her speed as she tried to catch Malachi. The massive muscles in her powerful legs expanded each time they hit the ground.

Malachi was nearing the cabin. He’d been running in circles to throw Stella off, but the mule was slowly gaining on him. He was breathing hard. A few more feet and he would be on the porch.

Stella, seeing Malachi nearly on the porch, increased her speed by lowering her head and expanding her lungs while stretching her legs.

Damn mule ain’t ever run this fast before. Malachi said to himself. If Stella had been running like this when they were working in the fields, he would’ve been finished planting seeds for the next two weeks. No, he had to get her angry to get her going. The mule was crazy.

The front door of the cabin open. Malachi leaped into the air and through it in one swift motion. Stella came to a stop. She slides a few feet forward before coming to a stop.

Buford looked at Stella, and then at his son who was lying on the floor of the cabin staring at the ceiling and breathing hard.

“Boy, what did I tell you about chucking your chores?” Buford said, as he stared down at his son. “That’s your problem, son, you can’t get the job done when I expect you to.”

“Huh? I...was...wasn’t... chucking...my chor...chores. Stella took...took after me... Pa,” Malachi said, as he tried to catch his breath.

Buford shook his head. “Get your no-good-for-nothing butt off the floor and take care of your chores,” Buford said. He walked over and kicked Malachi on the leg as he stood in the doorway. “And stop playing with that silly darn mule.” He turned back around to see Rose Ann running toward him with her dress hiked up. “Girl, where’s the breakfast? I hope you ain’t getting any shiftless habits from your brother. Get in there and start cooking, damnit! What’s wrong with you two this morning?”

Rose Ann, her bountiful chest heaving up and down, lowered her eyes, as she dropped her dress, and hurried past her father. She noticed Buford looking down at her chest as she passed him. She shivered as she increased her pace to get by him.

“Yes, Pa,” she said in a small voice.

“Stella, get on over yonder in them fields and start working,” Buford said, as he glanced at the mule. “Malachi, get your ass off that floor and go do your damn chores or you won’t be getting anything for breakfast.”

Malachi, taking his time, rose from the floor. “It was Stella’s fault, Pa,” he said.

“You and Stella keep playing around, and I will be bringing my whip down on both your backsides,” Buford said.

As Malachi walked passed his father out the door, he felt his father’s foot slam into his butt. The kick knocked Malachi off the porch. His face landed in the dirt. He found himself staring up at Stella. As he stared at Stella, Malachi would’ve sworn on a stack of bibles that the mule smiled at him.

When he finally stood up, he saw his father slamming the cabin door.

Malachi turned toward Stella. “You see what happens when you don’t listen, Stella?” he said.

Stella looked at Malachi. She cocked her head to the left, and quickly turned her ass around, slightly brushing against Malachi’s shoulder. Stella headed in the direction of the fields.

“You ornery mule, Stella,” Malachi said as he began to follow Stella. “Some mules can listen. Some mules can work, but you, you can’t do either. Sure they might act up a little, but you. You’re a different story altogether.”

Stella stopped.

Malachi stopped.

Stella turned her head in his direction.

Malachi swallowed hard as he watched her. He took a step back.

“Sorry, Stella,” Malachi said.

Stella dropped her head between her shoulders.

“I tell you what. We won’t work as hard as we did yesterday,” Malachi said. He held up his arms as if he were warding off a bad spell.

Stella stared at him.

“Cross my heart, Stella,” Malachi said. He ran his right hand across his chest.

Stella raised her head, and turned back around heading toward the fields.

“Damn mule,” Malachi whispered.

Rose Ann was busy gathering some pots together to make breakfast when she turned around to find her father standing nearly on top of her.

“Girl, you too big to be running around with your...things jumping up and down. Something is gonna fall off you or out of that there dress, child,” Buford said. He stood six feet, and looked down at Rose Ann’s small five foot seven frame. “What if something popped out of that dress? You would’ve been embarrassed.”

Rose Ann could see Buford sneering down at her mischievously. She shrugged as she tried to maneuver pass him, but he blocked her. Thrusting his groin forward, and grabbing her shoulders.

“Pa, I have to get breakfast going,” Rose Ann protested by trying to squeeze by her father. She tried to gently break free by shaking her shoulders. “Pa, you’re hurting me!” she said.

Buford looked down at Rose Ann. His good eye squinted. “Girl, you act right with your Pa. I done raised you and I can do what I want with you. You’re my child. Now go in my room and wait for me. I have to show you something.”

Rose Ann shrugged a little more, and then she stopped. She looked up at her father. She saw his face had changed. His lips were pulled back revealing his blacken teeth. She shivered.

“Pa...You’re hurting me,” Rose Ann said.

Buford reached out toward Rose Ann’s ample left breast. He cupped it with an urgency that made spittle fall from the corner of his mouth. “Ain’t no man going to be your first but your Pa, girl. I feed you, cloth you, and I raised you, so you mine. Go in my room and wait for me like I said.”

“Why, Pa?” Rose Ann protested.

Buford’s callused left hand came crashing down hard on Rose Ann’s soft innocent face. She collapsed to the floor.

“Don’t question me. Take you ass to my room!” Buford shouted.

Fright filled her entire body. She felt her stomach turn to jelly as the pain from the blow made the left side of her face go numb. With slow deliberation, Rose Ann pushed herself off the floor and stood up. She glanced at her father and walked toward his room. She was crying as she walked toward his room with her head down. Each step she made was one of hesitation.

By late afternoon, Malachi was exhausted as he headed back to the cabin to wash up and eat lunch. He knew breakfast had long been over.

“I’m telling you right now. If we had another mule, Stella would be mule meat for the wolves out there,” Malachi said as he came through the door. “What did you make for lunch, Rose?”

Rose Ann sat at the table breaking green beans and placing them into a wooden bowl in front of her. “I made some beef stew with potatoes,” she whispered.

“That sounds good,” Malachi said. “But why we keep having stew? “I saw Pa heading into town. I guess he’s going to go and try to get us some credit. This damn land ain’t worth the sweat. Dead land trying to give some life with its rotten soil ain’t going to work.”

Malachi walked to the overhead cabinets and removed a small wooden bowl. He headed toward the large skillet in the fireplace. He reached for the metal spoon in the pot, and began scooping up the stew and placing it in his bowl. When he’d filled his bowl to the rim, he walked to the table and sat down.

“You know what I think Rose. I think Pa ought to sell this land back to the bank. Get whatever few dollars he can get, and we find us some land that’s going to give back the effort we put into it,” Malachi said. He lowered his head toward the bowl and began shoveling food into his mouth with his big spoon. “This is good Rose Ann.”

Rose Ann leaped out of her chair and ran out of the kitchen.

Malachi looked up. He watched her. He arched his eyebrows in confusion and shrugged. Picking up his bowl, he went to the chair Rose Ann had been sitting in. He was about to sit down when he saw blood on the seat of the chair. His thick eyebrows creased in confusion. 

Why was there blood in the chair? He didn’t see anyone bleeding. Maybe it had come from the buck his Pa had brought in the night before. Malachi shook his head, and went back and sat down in the chair he’d left.

Malachi stretched his tired, long body as he lay in bed that night trying to adjust to the heat around him. In the summer time, it was hotter in the cabin than outside on some nights, and tonight was one of those nights. He could feel every ache in his body as tossed and turned to get comfortable in the small bed.

“Rose Ann, I need a new body. If you were a boy, I would have some help in the field,” Malachi said. “Hell, I need a few boys out there working with Stella. Lazy ass mule.”

A small whimpering sound could be heard coming from Rose Ann’s side of the blanket.

Malachi turned toward the blanket. “What are you doing? Trying to sing?” he asked.

The whimper turned into crying.

“Rose Ann? You crying, girl?” Malachi asked.

The crying grew louder.

“I’m going to open the curtain, Rose Ann,” Malachi said as he propped himself on his elbows. He reached for the blanket and moved it enough to see only Rose Ann’s face. “You are crying. What’s wrong?”

Rose Ann, her face puffy around the eyes, stared at Malachi. “Nothing,” she said. She wiped her nose with the edge of her sheet. “I’m all right.”

“If you are, how come you’re crying?” Malachi asked. “Is your face swollen? What happened? Did you fall or something?”

Rose Ann shook her head.

“You don’t have to hide anything from me. What’s wrong, Rose Ann?” Malachi pleaded. “It’s all right.”

“Pa...Well, Pa’s been acting funny these past few days, Malachi.”

“Funny? Pa’s been telling you jokes? Hell, I didn’t even think he knew any. Were they really funny?” Malachi asked as he stared at his sister.

“No, Malachi. Not funny like that, but funny like...crazy. I’ve been trying not to tell you, but today....”

“Today? What about today, Rose? Now that you mentioned it, you did act a little strange when I came in to eat lunch. What’s wrong, girl?”

“Pa. He’s been saying things to me,” Rose Ann began. Her breathing had become labored. “I don’t know. Things a Pa shouldn’t be saying, and then this morning he...he just lost his mind, Malachi!”

Malachi stared at his sister. He didn’t know what she was trying to say, but he did know that whatever it was, it was something that was very hard for her to say.

“Tell me what happened. I can’t help you if I don’t know, Rose.”

Rose Ann looked at her brother. It felt funny trying to explain what she had to say to the opposite sex, but she knew Malachi loved her like any big brother who loved their little sister. And, hopefully, he would understand.

“Pa grabbed my...” She lowered her head down to her chest.

Malachi looked at her. He arched his eyebrows as confusion etched itself onto his face. “What? He touched your what?” Malachi asked.

“He grabbed my chest, Malachi.”

“Your chest?” Malachi asked.

“These!” Rose Ann snapped, and pointed to her breasts.

Malachi looked at her breasts, and then quickly looked away.

“Pa grabbed them,” Rose Ann said. Her nose was running heavily, and she wiped it with the back of her hand.

“What?” Malachi snapped.

“He told me to go to his room. When I didn’t go, he slapped me. Oh God! He slapped me so hard, Malachi, that I saw blue lights in front of my eyes when I opened them. I was scared that he was going to hit me again so I went to his room. I thought he was going to get the switch for me, but he came in and locked the door behind him. He told me to lift my dress and drop my underpants. I told him no. That he always beat me with my clothes on. He slapped me again. When I fell to the ground, he picked me up and threw me on his bed. I kicked at him, and that made him real mad because I kicked him in his...you know. Between his legs where the soft spot is. He cursed me and punched me in the stomach. Next thing I know, I’m leaning over the footboard of the bed with my dress over my head and my underpants at my ankles. A few seconds later I feel something hot and hard hitting me on my legs and moving up toward my...secret place. I hear Pa behind me breathing hard and grunting. Next thing I know this pain hits me down there in my secret place. A real deep pain, Malachi. I ain’t never felt a pain like that before. And Pa’s pushing himself in and out of me. I tried to get away from him, Malachi. It was hurting something awful. I fought as best I could but he had a tight grip on my waist. I couldn’t break free!”

Malachi listened to his sister tell her story. In his mind he tried to picture the incident. To compare it to something that he could relate to. As the story unfolded, an image of a stallion and a mare formed. He remembered watching the horses one day on Mr. Bale’s farm last year in the corral. The stallion, a big red one, had been sniffing behind the mare for days. The mare had always pushed the stallion away. But on this day, the stallion followed the mare to a corner of the corral, and mounted her from behind. Malachi remembered how the stallion’s large member had grown to an unbelievable size as it took the mare from behind. The stallion’s first thrust into the mare, knocked it to its knees, but the mare quickly got back on its legs and stood the onslaught of the stallion thrusting in and out of it for a full minute. That image of his father pounding into Rose Ann from behind like the stallion and the mare infuriated Malachi. He balled his fists and snarled.

“His our father!” Malachi whispered through clenched teeth.

Rose Ann, her eyes dry, stared at Malachi. “Malachi, when Pa was...doing that—

Malachi lifted his hand. “I know what you mean,” he said.

“Pa said I’m not his daughter. He said that Ma came home with me one day wrapped in a sheet and said that she was going to raise me as her own. He said that you were too young to remember me popping up”

“What?” Malachi said.

“Your ma and pa are not my ma and pa, Malachi.”

Malachi stared at Rose Ann. The veins in his temple were standing out as he continued to tightly clench his fist. He began to grind his teeth together. A sign as a child that he was getting angry.

Buford lay in bed dreaming peacefully. He’d drink so much corn liquor before going to bed that he was in a complete stupor. It was only when he felt a sense of warmth beside his left thigh that appeared to intensify with each passing second that he became conscious of something wrong with his left hand. He opened his red bloodshot eyes while lifting his left arm.

They had grabbed as much of their things as they could carry and placed them in sheets that they tied into knots. They each were carrying a bundle sheet with their belongings as they walked with urgency. They were a mile and a half away from the cabin when they heard the hair curling, soul-wrenching scream. They stopped.

Rose Ann glanced behind her, and then looked at Malachi. “You didn’t have to cut his hand off Malachi!” she said. “He was your father!”

Malachi, with a piece of straw in his mouth, twisted his lips back and forth as he chewed on the straw. “He didn’t have to do what he did to you with that hand either. He’s your father, too. That story he told you had to do more with him justifying what he was doing to you in his own crazy mind. Now let me see him try to toll the fields with Stella and his one hand,” he said. 

Malachi tossed something into the woods behind him. When the object rolled out of the sack, the moonlight fell on it. It was Buford’s hand.
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Chapter Three
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Malachi and Rose Ann walked for five days on the road heading out of Mullebur. Their worn shoes had become even more worn as the days wore on. They’d stopped every four hours to rest their tired feet. Their journey became longer as each day became longer and longer. When the late evening fell on them, Malachi knew they had to find some shelter off the dirt road.

“Rose Ann, there’s a barn over yonder. We can rest there a bit,” Malachi said, as he pointed to a large dark figure to the right of them.

Rose Ann was too tired to protest. She nodded her head and followed Malachi.

When they reached the barn. Neither said a word as they head for the old, dirty straw that was piled up in the middle of the barn. They dropped their belongings, and each fell onto the straw in exhaustion. Rose Ann drew close to her brother for comfort and security.

“We’ll be all right here. We only need a few hours sleep, and then we’d be on our way,” Malachi said. He closed his eyes. He could feel the comfort of sleep engulfing him as he let his body relax and succumb to the darkness as he slowly closed his eyes. “We’ll be okay....” 

Malachi dreamed. He saw himself running. He didn’t know where he was running to, but the urgency to get to his unknown destination made his effort even more desperate as he increased his speed. He could feel his heart racing in his chest. He passed cars parked on the side of the road. Women waved at him from beautiful houses. Men with angry faces pointed their fingers at him as he ran by them. He didn’t know why he was running, but there was a sense of urgency in it. 

Malachi felt something nudge him in his right side. In his deep sleep, he tried to get away from the source of the nudging by moving away from it. He heard himself moan. He protested by saying something that was unintelligible. He felt a sharp pain dig deeper in his right side. He opened his eyes.

There was a tall silhouette figure a few feet from him looking down at him as Malachi adjusted his eyes. He couldn’t make the image out due to the darkness in the barn. The only light illuminating came from the corner to the left of him on the other side of the barn.

“Boy, you better have a good reason why you trespassing on my property.”

Malachi looked up toward the voice. He had to force his vision to focus on the man standing in front of him while using the back of his hands to get the cold out of his eyes. When he did get better vision, he saw the man pointing a double-barrel shotgun at his face. He was startled as he stared at the man wearing a pair of ragged overalls, and a blue checkered shirt that had seen one wash too many over the years.

Malachi glanced around to see where his sister was. He saw her standing a few feet to the left of him. She frightened. He could tell by the way Rose Ann was clutching tightly the collar of her dress. Her eyes were bulging out of her head, and her legs were trembling.

“Mister, I don’t mean you any harm. My sister and me got tired of walking. We saw this barn and thought we could rest here for a few hours. I swear to you, we were going to leave as soon as we got some sleep,” Malachi began. He attempted to stand, but the man in the overalls pushed the double-barrel shotgun closer toward his face. Forcing him to stay in the same spot. “We didn’t do anything wrong, and we meant no harm to your property...sir.”

“You trespassing, boy, that’s wrong.”

“Mister, we ain’t got much money, but we can give you a dollar for letting us use your barn,” Rose Ann said. Her trembling voice made Malachi look at her. She gave Malachi a quick glance and a weak smile. She turned her attention back to the man with the gun. “We don’t mean you any harm Honest.”

“Uh-huh. Sure you don’t, girl. I bet when you two awoke, you probably would’ve been hungry, and took one or two of my chickens on your way out, huh?” The man asked. “What?” Malachi asked. His eyes grew wide. “No, sir. We weren’t going to steal any of your chickens. We just needed some sleep. That’s all!”

“You a liar, boy!” The man in the overalls snapped. He pushed the double-barrel shotgun closer toward Malachi’s face as he took a step forward. The double-barrel shotgun was two inches from Malachi’s nose. “You probably were going to go to my house and rob and rape my woman. Every time someone stops by here, they are staring at my beautiful woman. I can see their intentions in their eyes. They want her. You want to take away my woman, don’t you, boy?”

Malachi, his hands beginning to shake, looked at the man as if he’d lost his mind. What would he want to rape a woman for? What did the word rape mean anyway? What did he get Rose Ann into? Maybe he should’ve waited to find somewhere else for them to sleep. The man in front of him was going to kill him. Malachi could feel it in his bones. He had to make sure nothing happened to Rose Ann. Even if it meant forfeiting his own life.

“Mister, I swear to God as my witness. My sister—“

“Sister! That girl over yonder is your sister? Boy, you must take me for a darn fool. She’s probably your wife. Ain’t no girl as pretty as
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