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If we reserve ethical conduct for those whom we feel close to, the danger is that we will neglect our responsibilities toward those outside this circle.

-The Dalai Lama

 

I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which I will give for the life of the world.

-John 6:51
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During the course of her life, at various points, both in her youth and as an adult, Timber Marlow was, what you might call, a murderer. But she wasn’t a murderer so far as I’m concerned. For certain, she killed—and, so that there is no confusion, she was a killer of men. The word “murder,” however, has sinister connotations and Timber Marlow was not sinister. Nor was she cold, callous or without conscience. And she was by no means a sociopath. She was simply a girl whose view of the world—by which I mean her perception of right and wrong—was skewed by the circumstances of her upbringing. Timber Marlow was raised as a cannibal.

I won’t lie to you—once you learn the details of some of Timber’s bloodier deeds, you may very well find it difficult, if not impossible, to sympathize with her. I hope, however, you would feel differently if you knew Timber Marlow was born and raised in a cult, growing up on a remote combine deep in the San Bernardino Mountains. I’ll tell you about the strange rituals she was raised to believe were normal, of the men and women she saw killed in the name of righteousness.

Perhaps it would help if you knew Timber was raped before the age of fifteen as a punishment for breaking the rules of the cult and that the seed planted inside her young womb would give her a daughter. I’ll tell you about the courage it took for her to run away with only her little girl in her belly, entering the mainstream society most of us take for granted.

If you’re ready to learn more about Timber Marlow, the story of who she was and why she did the things she did, then I encourage you to read on. As for me, my role here is to be something of a balancer, to tell you the whole story, to tell you the truth. I can’t force you to understand the truth, but I can ask you to listen. I can’t tell you that Timber did not kill, but I can tell you why. And if you wonder why I know so much about Timber Marlow, while you know so little, well that—and so much more—will be revealed in the pages that follow.
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Timber Marlow began her life as a cannibal within an anonymous cult called the Divinity of Feminine Reproach. The Divinity existed in a remote combine, deep in the San Bernardino Mountains. The practice of cannibalism within this combine was just sophisticated enough that, save for Luna Marlow, no member of the Divinity ever had to participate in the dismembering or butchering of a human carcass. Timber could be counted amongst those who lived a life free of butchery—that is, up until her fourteenth year. That was the year Timber carved the flesh of Idea Marlow, a man eleven years her senior.

The Divinity balanced around two or three hundred members at a time—sometimes more, sometimes less—all huddled together on a patch of land no bigger than a couple of acres, if that. Members of the Divinity, for the most part, were born on the combine and died on the combine, without ever knowing anything else about the world around them. Because it has since burned to the ground, leaving no trace that it ever existed at all, I can only guess, based on the stories Timber told me, as well as my own research, where the Divinity was actually located. 

My best estimate places it somewhere east of the Cajon Pass, where so many travelers drive through on their way to Las Vegas. Somewhere south of Lake Arrowhead, but north of Silverwood Lake, where the Divinity could benefit from the creeks and rivers that branched off. Someplace so small and so remote that no mapmaker ever endeavored to give it a name. Someplace where a single dirt road stretched out through the trees and around the boulders, winding about until it connected to an asphalt road which hadn’t enjoyed the benefit of state money for a very long time; that road would get you to Highway 173, through Rim of the World and eventually onto Interstate 15, where you were free to enter the Outside. The world of paved roads and bright lights, brick and concrete, deviance and shame. 

That world, where it concerned the Divinity and its members, was little more than an afterthought. It was a fairytale world, one that every Divinity member grew up knowing to stay clear from—not that they had much choice in the matter. Daddy Marlow, the leader of the Divinity, saw to it that nobody left without his permission. And, with the exception of Daddy Marlow’s Boys, his permission was rarely granted. 

The laws Daddy Marlow enforced predated Timber, as well as most every other living member of the Divinity. Being the leader of the Divinity brought with it many perks and benefits; chief among them, Daddy Marlow was the sole resident of the Main Dwelling, which was a small house in the center of the combine. Surrounding the Main Dwelling was a series of smaller dwellings, some of which were nothing more than four walls and a roof, a door to walk in and a window to look out. No dwelling housed any less than three Divinity members at a time, though the average number was likely around five or six. 

Each dwelling, with the exception of the Main Dwelling, had been built from the ground up under the watch of Daddy Marlow. Before he took over as leader, Divinity members crammed into the Main Dwelling, spilling out of the bedroom, sleeping on the floor and in the hallway, across the couch and most anywhere else they could fit; those members not able to find a place within the Main Dwelling slept outside in tents and sleeping bags, under the stars, amongst the elements.

There were many Daddy Marlows in the Divinity’s history, each dying off, whether by nature’s will or a Sustenance Sacrifice, and passing on their power to the next in line. When the last of the Daddy Marlows took over the reins of the Divinity—and, for the sake of clarity, this was the only Daddy Marlow that Timber ever knew—he made it clear that the Main Dwelling was for him and him only. Of course, he was only too happy to welcome the company of any number of Divinity women who would share his bed for days or weeks at time. 

Very often the time Daddy Marlow spent with these women resulted in their becoming pregnant, which always pleased him. Through his efforts, and the efforts of every fertile man on the combine, the Divinity kept a steady population. As many as ten or fifteen younglings were born every month. Not all of them survived, but those who did grew into a life of devotion and loyalty, wanting nothing more than to preserve and maintain the order of the Divinity.

When a Divinity woman was made pregnant, she rarely knew who the father was; when the youngling was born, it was immediately carried away into the Nursery Dwelling, where it would be cared for until placed under the care of a Dwelling Mother. By not letting mothers know who their own younglings were, it allowed them to love all younglings as their own, which was the way Daddy Marlow wanted it. 

Younglings grew up together not knowing anything of siblings or kin. With the exception of Daddy Marlow’s Boys, blood relations were not acknowledged in the Divinity. Everybody grew up and was simply one part of the greater whole. Of course, by not keeping track of who was blood and who was not, this increased the possibility of a brother and sister discovering the joys of sex together; whatever genetic repercussions awaited such a dubious pairing didn’t concern the Divinity as, by and large, they were oblivious to such things.
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One day, not long before her fourteenth year, Timber heard an unfamiliar moaning coming from Daddy Marlow’s bedroom in the Main Dwelling. She had gone into the Main Dwelling to hide from her best friend, Jupiter Marlow, who was leaning up against a tree outside, eyes closed, counting down from ten. While it was generally frowned upon for just anybody to mingle in the Main Dwelling, younglings were generally welcome to linger about, so long as it wasn’t in the middle of the night, during the Hours of Recuperation. While Timber crouched beside the front window, arms wrapped around her knees watching Jupiter run around outside, her ears pricked to the aforementioned moaning.

It sounded to Timber as if one of the women was in danger, so she hurried through the Main Dwelling, following the moans as they became louder and louder. When she approached the bedroom, she could hear banging on the walls. Always the bravest of the younglings, Timber didn’t hesitate in pushing the door open; what she found was Daddy Marlow lying on top of Charlotte Marlow, each of them naked but for the sweat that slicked their skin. Daddy Marlow was pushing himself against Charlotte, inspiring a moan with every thrust, banging the wooden frame of the bed against the wall. Daddy Marlow’s long hair stuck to his back and ribs, falling down across his body and sticking to Charlotte’s arms and fingers as she clawed his shoulders. Charlotte’s legs wrapped around his waist like they were wrestling, but there was no sign of struggle; what they were doing, Timber came to understand, they meant to do. 

It was Charlotte who caught Timber’s eyes, before patting Daddy Marlow on the back to stop. Turning his head, his long hair shifting along his back, Daddy Marlow smiled at Timber. “Come on in, youngling,” he said. “It’s okay.” Timber walked into the warm room, past the half-opened window, taking a seat on the bed where Daddy Marlow motioned for her to sit. He straightened up on his knees, between Charlotte’s thighs, sitting on the balls of his feet. He let her look at where he entered Charlotte, in the place Timber had believed was only meant for pissing. Smiling at Timber, he encouraged her to watch, to learn, to understand that one day she would do this with him. Charlotte took Timber’s hand, smiling, unable to refrain from the moans that Daddy Marlow pushed out of her; with her other hand, she ran her fingers over the smooth skin of her bald head. 

Through the half-opened window, the sound of the Marlow Bell could be heard ringing in the distance. “Go on now,” Daddy Marlow said. “It’s time for Daily Lessons.” Timber scooted off the bed and ran out, her bare feet sticking to the wooden floor with every step, out the front door of the Main Dwelling, all the way to the Learning Tree.
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Daily Lessons took place once a day, underneath the Learning Tree, which was a large pine tree adjacent to the Main Dwelling. So large was the trunk of the Learning Tree, it would take three younglings to hug it, fingertip to fingertip. The Learning Tree’s large roots, which pushed up from the ground like giant fingers working their knuckles from the grave, served as a seat for those younglings lucky enough to get there first. A blanket was spread at the base of the tree’s large trunk, upon which the Lesson Giver sat, surrounded by younglings. There was a rotation of about ten women who, on any given day, served as Lesson Giver.

      Not every youngling attended Daily Lessons. Infants who couldn’t yet speak or walk could gain nothing useful by attending; young boys just beginning to grow into their physical strength were more likely to be assigned to some form of manual labor; and young girls approaching childbearing age were usually assigned to work in the Nursery Dwelling, assuming they weren’t already pregnant. Even still, female younglings represented the majority in attendance for Daily Lessons. Before she became the talk of the Divinity by becoming its first member—youngling or adult—to be assigned to the Sustenance Dwelling with Luna Marlow, Timber regularly attended Daily Lessons. 

The lessons offered during Daily Lessons ranged from practical to mythical; as for the history of the mountains they lived in, those details went unlearned, mostly out of ignorance, as much as anything else. Younglings never learned, for instance, that the reason they had such limited encounters with any wildlife was because much of it had been killed off, run off and/or just plain scared off by man. They didn’t know that before the earliest of pioneers moved through those mountains—possibly some of the same pioneers who would eventually establish the Divinity—grizzly bears were abundant; thanks to those same pioneers, there’s not one grizzly bear left anywhere in California. Black bears, on the other hand, can still be found. Of course, no Divinity member that came into contact with a black bear would have known that they weren’t native to the San Bernardino Mountains; they were exported in from Yosemite National park in 1934, for the benefit of tourists. Younglings also wouldn’t have been taught that the most dangerous creature they were likely to run into was the western rattlesnake; neither would they know that it would sooner slither off than pick a fight with a human. The lessons that were given to younglings ranged from how to immobilize a broken femur to the inherent evil of man and how it manifests itself in the form of hair.

More than anything else, Daily Lessons provided younglings with an opportunity to socialize in an organized setting and, consequently, this was how Timber’s friendship with Pepsi Marlow came to be. Pepsi was slightly older than Timber, about halfway through her fifteenth year. While Pepsi was Timber’s favorite girl amongst the younglings, it was Jupiter Marlow, a boy, who was Timber’s best friend. Jupiter had recently entered his sixteenth year and, while he still attended Daily Lessons, it was only a matter of time before Daddy Marlow’s Boys would pluck him up and put him to work with the other men. Between the three of them—Timber, Jupiter and Pepsi—a kinship was formed, bonded over little more than age and proximity. They always sat together during Daily Lessons, giggling at quiet jokes and rolling their eyes at the Lesson Giver when she wasn’t looking, especially when they found themselves sitting through a lesson they had already heard many times before—like, for instance, the story of the Learning Tree and how it came to be.
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      When the Founders adopted their land in the mountains, the terrain around them was bare, like a desert who’d only just discovered water; some green here and there, bushes and grass, some plant life, but not a tree in sight, just hill upon hill, rolling out as far as the eye could see, smooth as it pleased, not a single branch growing from the soil. By the sight of it all, it was clear to the Founders that something needed to be done. Relying upon the guidance of the Creator, the Founders deciphered a spot on the ground where they dug a hole and planted a handful of seeds, one for each of the founding pioneers, all of which were individually blessed before putting them in the soil. Once the seeds were planted, the Founders began the construction of the Main Dwelling. As the foundation of the Main Dwelling was laid out, the seeds began to open inside the earth, sprouting their roots; and as the skeleton of the Main Dwelling was erected, the tree pushed its way through the ground; and as the walls of the Main Dwelling were sealed in, the tree grew out its branches; and when the roof was set on the Main Dwelling, the tree sprouted its pine needles and was fully formed.

Soon thereafter, without a single seed being planted, another tree began to sprout from the ground—and another and another, until pine, cedar and fir alike inhabited the Founder’s adopted land. “So, what started as one tree, in the middle of a barren mountain range,” the Lesson Giver would say, “became the miracle forest that surrounds us today.” Because the Founders agreed that their deed should not go untold, they promised each other that their story would be passed down through every generation, forever and ever, and that it would always be told underneath the tree from which its legend began.

 While the Learning Tree had thousands of branches, reaching out with their infinite supply of pine needles, it was one branch in particular that always captured the attention of the younglings. It grew out of the tree much lower than the other branches and was horizontal, growing perpendicular to the trunk. It was just low enough that any youngling with the appropriate motivation could scale the tree and hang from it; and strong enough to support the weight of ten younglings, before giving even the slightest bend. The elders in the Divinity didn’t understand what was so fun about hanging from a branch; they seemingly couldn’t remember what it was like to be a youngling, capable of being entertained by the simplest things. Of course, because the Learning Tree was held as sacred, hanging from its branches was strictly forbidden. This, of course, only made Timber and Jupiter want to hang from that peculiar branch all the more.
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      The intrigue that would ultimately seal the fate of Timber Marlow began when, still in her fourteenth year, she awoke in the middle of the night to find Daddy Marlow’s Boys passing by the window of her small dwelling. Daddy Marlow’s Boys were a group of three brothers, triplets in fact, all of them fully grown and not one of them separated in age by more than a few moments. They held the distinction of growing up with Daddy Marlow claiming them as his own progeny, an honor that no other member of the Divinity, living or dead, could claim. Daddy Marlow’s Boys were easily the three biggest and strongest men in the Divinity, which, genetically speaking, served to validate their blood relation to Daddy Marlow himself, as he too was a physically impressive man. 

      Despite their similar builds, there was in fact no way of actually knowing if Daddy Marlow’s Boys belonged to Daddy Marlow at all. There was a policy within the Divinity that stated: “No woman shall be the mother to only those younglings born of her womb; she who roams the Divinity shall be a mother to all.” This was true, even for those women who never had younglings of their own. As for the men, no man in the Divinity acted as father to any youngling, for that was the job of Daddy Marlow. Because of the Divinity’s policy, Timber never knew who her parents were. She never knew which of them made her strong like a boy or if they’d have been proud of her for what she would one day do to Daddy Marlow.

Daddy Marlow was, regardless of the seed in question, the father figure to all the boys and girls of the Divinity. For any man to be so bold as to bestow an act that should so much as hint at paternal guidance towards any youngling in the Divinity would be seen as highly disrespectful. And, make no mistake, Daddy Marlow was not a man to be disrespected. Of course, this highly simplified version of parenthood (one father and many mothers) made Daddy Marlow’s Boys quite the exception. Daddy Marlow, in general, heeded the same rules that he enforced, which is to say, all of the younglings were his, regardless of whose seed they grew from. 

During their first decade, when it was clear from an early age that the triplet boys were the most genetically gifted of all the younglings in the Divinity, Daddy Marlow took them under his wing. After conducting highly secretive rituals somewhere deep in the surrounding forest (the processes for which Daddy Marlow made clear could not be shared with the general brethren of the Divinity, because, “Your minds and consciousnesses, collectively and individually, are not, and may never be, evolved to such a degree that you could comprehend the processes for which my work is done.”) he came to the divine conclusion that the three physically superior boys were entirely and indisputably his own. 

      Individually, Daddy Marlow’s Boys were known as One, Two and Three Marlow. Whatever their names were before the Naming Ritual, nobody remembered, on account of Daddy Marlow’s edict that everybody was to forget. As triplets, Daddy Marlow’s Boys were identical, except for the scars on the backs of their bald heads, which reflected their names. The scars weren’t anything more than vertical slashes—tallies, really—which Daddy Marlow personally inscribed with the hot end of a metal rod, heated over a bonfire in the middle of the night during the Naming Ritual. Timber wasn’t alive when the Naming Ritual took place, but elder members of the Divinity had told her that the Boys’ screams were like nothing they had ever heard.

Each boy, starting with One Marlow, was held belly down in the dirt by the other two, while Daddy Marlow meticulously inscribed the slashes. Three Marlow had it worse than his two brothers, because not only did his fear have time to build while he watched the ritual take place twice before his own, but he also, by virtue of his name, had to suffer through the searing of three slashes in the back of his young skull. When the ritual was over and the large audience caught their collective breath, Daddy Marlow stood with the triplets as they shuffled their feet over the small craters of dirt where their tears had fallen. “These three boys,” Daddy Marlow said, “my boys, tonight, before you all, earned their stripes and proved their worth. No one, other than my own blood, could withstand such a test.” He hugged all three boys at once, kissing the tops of their bald heads. “And they will, here and now, forever and always, be known to you and all as Daddy Marlow’s Boys.”

And so they were.
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      As teenagers, Daddy Marlow’s Boys resembled fully developed men, all of them standing well beyond six-feet tall, each with physiques as strong as they were defined; by their sixteenth year, they were already shaving the dark tufts of hair that grew from their forearms and backs. While they were many things to Daddy Marlow, they were mostly his enforcers. When grunt work had to be done, Daddy Marlow gave the order and his boys took care of it. If a member of the Divinity was to be the center of a Sustenance Sacrifice, it was Daddy Marlow’s Boys who fetched them; if said member was reluctant to participate in his or her impending death, Daddy Marlow’s Boys applied brute force in liberal doses as a means of influencing their cooperation. If a collection of Divinity members was called upon to tend to the crops or build a dwelling, it was Daddy Marlow’s Boys who acted as foremen. 

Daddy Marlow’s Boys were fiercely loyal to Daddy Marlow, in part because they took pride in being his perceived progeny, but also because, while other members existed within the rigid laws of the Divinity, Daddy Marlow’s Boys were free to do most anything they pleased. Sometimes their freedom manifested itself in random beatings of other members, but mostly they used their freedom to engage in sexual conquests with the many different women in the Divinity—willing or otherwise.
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      While you wouldn’t find a fence in or around the Divinity’s compound, Daddy Marlow had very strict rules about who came in and who went out. Nobody was allowed to leave the compound without the consent of Daddy Marlow. He scarcely received requests however and on the rare occasion somebody did ask for permission to leave, the answer was usually no, followed a few days later by a random beating from Daddy Marlow’s Boys. The beatings were always attributed to some rule that had been broken, but it was mostly understood why the punishment had actually occurred.

If some member of the Divinity were bold enough to leave the premises without permission, their best chance was to stay away; even still, Daddy Marlow’s Boys were like well trained hound dogs, more than capable of hunting down any stray members, bringing them back bloodied and bruised—and, in all likelihood, destined to a Sustenance Sacrifice. So rare was it that anybody tried to flee the Divinity, Daddy Marlow allowed for certain members, other than his boys, to guard the vague borders of the compound; both for keeping members in, as well as monitoring visitors from the Outside. 

      Along with their other freedoms, Daddy Marlow’s Boys were free to pass through the borders of the Divinity’s compound, always in their rusty orange pickup truck. The license plates on their truck changed often. Daddy Marlow’s Boys had a collection of license plates, at least two or three for every state, which they kept in the Garage Dwelling; this dwelling served as a hangout where Daddy Marlow’s Boys could relax, when not patrolling the Divinity. They would sit around and play cards by candlelight or make repairs to their truck, gathering grease beneath their nails and cuts on their knuckles. More times than not, it was the Garage Dwelling, reeking of oil and sweat, where Daddy Marlow’s Boys brought their sexual conquests, laying them down on the oil- and blood-stained concrete floor.
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Daddy Marlow’s Boys’ obese orange truck was displaying Texas plates the night that Timber Marlow snuck from her dwelling in the middle of the night. While not the smallest dwelling, Timber’s was one of the smaller ones on the combine; she shared the dwelling with Charlotte Marlow, her Dwelling Mother, and two other younglings—Syracuse and Oakland Marlow. Dwelling Mothers were in charge of looking after the younglings under their roof, making sure they attended Daily Lessons, received two Sustenance Portions a day and, most importantly, participated in the Cleansing Ritual every five to seven days. There was no such thing as a Dwelling Father; men in the Divinity shared dwellings with each other, but never with women or younglings. 

Timber’s dwelling had one bed, which was large enough for Charlotte and two younglings at a time. Being the oldest of the younglings, Timber spent her nights sleeping on the floor, so Syracuse and Oakland could dream their innocent dreams in the comforting proximity of Charlotte. Timber could scarcely sleep through the night and often spent her evenings lying in her sleeping bag, staring out the window, marveling at the moon and the stars.

It was on one very normal night, with Charlotte, Syracuse and Oakland asleep in their bed, and Timber staring out into the ebony sky, that Daddy Marlow’s Boys passed by her window, unwittingly capturing her attention and setting into motion the first of many imperceptible steps that would ultimately seal the fate of most everybody living in the Divinity at the time, as well as a few individuals living in the Outside—Ginger Falls and Billy D. Luscious, among them.

A twitch of adolescent curiosity was what got Timber out of her sleeping bag, shuffling on her knees to the window, resting her chin on its sill; her nose pressed to the lowest pane, her warm breath fogging the glass, she watched the strapping triplets walking across the moonlit dirt, shoulder to shoulder, in complete lockstep with one another. Timber was enamored with Daddy Marlow’s Boys, the way they strutted around the Divinity, commanding respect wherever they went, holding court over most every Divinity ritual and, of course, being the acknowledged progeny of Daddy Marlow himself. 

And so it should surprise no one reading this narrative that upon seeing Daddy Marlow’s mythical triplets pass by her window in the middle of the night, practically gliding, like three brilliant statues brought to life for the sole purpose of fascinating her imagination, Timber quietly left her dwelling and, while keeping a discreet distance, followed Daddy Marlow’s Boys all the way to their rusty orange pickup truck. 

Having left her sneakers behind, she walked barefoot through the dirt and the pebbles and the weeds, the cool midnight air chilling her bald head, her eyes transfixed on Daddy Marlow’s Boys. Their blue jeans were dark enough to be absorbed by the ebony sky, leaving their white T-shirts and pale skin to carry through the night like ghosts.

For every twig that broke beneath her heel, or dry leaf that crackled under her toes, Timber held her breath in anticipation of Daddy Marlow’s Boys turning their heads, spotting her on their trail and subjecting her to whatever the requisite punishment would be. Though they never did turn their heads to find Timber following them, she continued to duck behind bushes and trashcans, gutted cars and dwellings, all in an effort to remain invisible. Timber stood around the corner of one dwelling, careful not to pass in front of the window in case there were any curious eyes looking out. Peaking around the corner, she watched Daddy Marlow’s Boys get into their obese pickup truck and drive down the single dirt road that led out of the Divinity. 

The still night shook against the rumble of the engine and soon the rusty orange truck was kicking up dust as it disappeared in the distance. The bright red of its rear lights, glowing through the darkness, were all but gone when a hand came to rest on Timber’s shoulder.
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“What’re you doing out here?”

Timber didn’t answer. She simply stared straight ahead, hoping to disappear into the night. The hand resting on her shoulder began to pull, attempting to turn her around; she tensed her body against the unwelcome fingers, her heart dropping to her belly, engulfing her in the most tangible fear of her young life. Her mind raced, trying to imagine which of all the possible punishments within the Divinity might be hers, for she was certain that whoever was standing behind her would report her to Daddy Marlow. When finally she gave in to the hand’s pull and turned her body around, she came face to face with Jupiter Marlow.

Relieved and angry, Timber punched Jupiter in the chest, sending him to the dirt. 

“Goddamn you, Jupiter!” Timber said, in a hushed yell. “Why’re you sneaking up on me like that?” 

“Gee whiz, Timber, I said your name at least three times before I grabbed you.” 

      “What’re you doing out here, anyway?”

“I was looking to take a piss,” he said. “Then I wanted to hang from the Learning Tree. What are you doing out here?”

“Just out, is all.”
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Jupiter and Timber Marlow were separated by about two years in age and had first met, as most younglings did, under the Learning Tree. Their first and most lasting bond was the bottomless well of bravery they each possessed. This became apparent on the day that Jupiter came to Daily Lessons and revealed a tarantula in his palm. While all of the younglings under the Learning Tree screamed and panicked, only Timber remained, curious about the eight-legged creature. Even when the Lesson Giver stood up in disgust, leaving to get help, Timber sat with Jupiter, playing with the tarantula until Daddy Marlow’s Boys showed up. 

It was Three Marlow, the meanest of the triplets, who snatched the tarantula from Jupiter’s hand, gripping it with such force that Timber was sure he had killed the furry arachnid on impact; Three Marlow clinched his fist hard around the tarantula, causing a thick green ooze to leak down his wrist. Three Marlow briefly opened his hand, displaying the mangled, furry blob that was once a living creature, silently making his point to the two younglings. 

As he chucked the dead tarantula aside, One and Two Marlow grabbed Timber and Jupiter by the arms, dragging them to the Main Dwelling, with the Lesson Giver right behind them. Perched on his sofa, holding a metallic mug of hot pine needle tea, Daddy Marlow listened to the Lesson Giver as she told him what the two younglings had done.

“Younglings,” he said, “your youth is a handicap, like a bird with a broken wing. Over and over, you will fall to the earth with every attempt of flight—not because you’re unwilling, but unable. One day your youth will be behind you and you will be able to fly, carrying your load, making the Divinity proud. However, this does not mean you shall go unpunished for your deeds. You, boy,” Daddy Marlow said, pointing to Jupiter, “what are you called?” 

“Jupiter Marlow.”

“And you, girl?”

“Timber Marlow.”

“Jupiter and Timber,” Daddy Marlow said, “you are my younglings and therefore you are blessed with my love. Jupiter, you shall be subjected to eight lashings of the Marlow whip, one for every leg of your foul deed. And you, Timber, shall be set in isolation in one of the Prison Dwellings, where you will go without drink or sustenance for the next three days. Boys,” he said, turning his attention to his triplet sons, “my word is spoken. Make it so.”

Jupiter bore the scars from his eight lashings for the rest of his life, each of them looking like a scabby serpent slithering across his back. As for Timber, after the first day of her isolation, she suffered from such thirst and hunger that she could hardly sleep, spending most of her time standing on her tip-toes, just barely able to reach her eyes over the window sill, anything to keep her mind occupied. The Prison Dwelling stank of piss and shit, which, when the time came, Timber added to, squatting in the cleanest corner she could find.  

When Timber’s three days were complete, Charlotte Marlow stood at the door of the Prison Dwelling, waiting to greet her. She wanted to get her a Sustenance Portion right away, but Timber, before she did anything else, wanted to go back to the scene of the crime. There she found the dead tarantula, dusty from the passing days, still lying where Three Marlow had thrown it, covered with ants. Using a sharp rock, Timber broke the earth, digging a hole as deep as a man’s fist and, as gently as she might her own child, set the tarantula into it, covering it with its final dirt.

Timber and Jupiter bonded over their joint punishments and spent most every minute of every day together afterwards. For the rest of her life, Timber would never love a boy as much as she did Jupiter. They were like brother and sister, the best of friends, secret lovers that knew nothing of the intimacy of the flesh and cared not to learn. Their companionship filled them with a satisfaction that defied words, not that they ever tried to name it. They were just happy to be in it—whatever it was. And so, it could hardly be thought a coincidence that the second most influential event of their lives would, like the great tarantula incident, be one that they shared together.
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Timber and Jupiter, both of them barefoot and neither too scared to walk under the moon, made their way to the Learning Tree. On the way there they decided they would have a hanging contest, which consisted of each climbing up the trunk, grabbing the large horizontal branch and shimmying along it, until they were both dangling at its center; whoever could hang the longest would win.

What made their game interesting wasn’t the physical endurance necessary to hang from that peculiar branch, but rather the mental challenge. As soon as they hung themselves from the branch, they would be face to face with the bedroom window of Daddy Marlow. No doubt, to get caught hanging from the tree was bad enough, but the punishment that would come from being caught by Daddy Marlow in the middle of the night, when they should have been deep into the Hours of Recuperation, would have been monumental. With neither one of them wanting to concede to being any less brave than the other, Timber and Jupiter hung from that large branch, their fingers gripping the bark, their weight putting a burning strain on their shoulders. 

A stirring came from Daddy Marlow’s bedroom and Jupiter Marlow immediately dropped from the branch and ran into the surrounding forest which, at night, was an effective hiding place. Despite the stirring, Timber continued to hang from the branch, staring straight into Daddy Marlow’s window; like a ghost, he passed before her eyes, his skin white, his chest and belly thick with hair. Timber ignored the pang of fear that blossomed in her belly and continued hanging on the branch. Even though Daddy Marlow was no longer in front of the window, Timber detected another stirring in the bedroom. Squinting her eyes, she was just able to make out the shape of a girl sitting on the edge of the bed. If it were not so dark out, Timber might’ve been convinced that the girl was staring right back at her. But she knew it was too dark for anybody to see her—a fact that had escaped Jupiter.

Timber finally decided to drop from the branch when the backdoor of the Main Dwelling opened up and Daddy Marlow strolled out. Joining Jupiter in the dark safety of the forest, she squatted down as quietly as she could, keeping her breathing to an absolute minimum. Daddy Marlow was naked, but for a bed sheet wrapped around his waist. He held his metallic mug in one hand, bringing it to his lips while he rubbed his hairy belly. It was then that Timber saw Idea Marlow come out from the darkness with a knife meant for killing Daddy Marlow.

For the rest of her life, Timber would wonder why she didn’t let Idea do what he meant to do. She could tell by the look in Daddy Marlow’s eyes that he was lost in some other world and never heard Idea come up behind him. When she saw Idea raise the knife over his head, she knew what he meant to do with it and, acting solely on instinct, ran out from the trees, yelling for Daddy Marlow to look out. Both Daddy Marlow and Idea were surprised to see Timber, staring at her like she was on fire. 

As she ran towards them, Daddy Marlow appeared to think she was charging for him, but Timber ran right past him and buried her shoulder in Idea’s belly, knocking the knife from his hand, as they each went to the dirt. Idea pushed Timber off of him and got to his feet, but by then Daddy Marlow had figured out what Idea meant to do, so he grabbed him by the front of his neck and pushed his head into the wall of the Main Dwelling, knocking him unconscious.

 While Daddy Marlow gathered himself, Timber looked in through the window and, standing on the other side, completely naked, was Pepsi Marlow. Pepsi and Timber locked eyes for just a moment, before she looked down to see Idea lying in the dirt, his body resting awkwardly against the Main Dwelling. Daddy Marlow rapped his knuckles against the window, shooing Pepsi away. 

“Youngling,” he said to Timber, “you should know better than to be wandering about at night. Bad things are always waiting to happen. I might be awfully disappointed in you, if you hadn’t just saved my life.” 

He rested his hands on his hips and it was only then that Timber realized Daddy Marlow had lost his sheet during the struggle, leaving him completely naked; a statuesque figure, all muscles and hair, his long locks hanging across his shoulders. 

“You, youngling, are a paragon of strength and bravery,” he said, “and I’ll see to it that you’re properly rewarded.” 

Daddy Marlow pulled Timber into his chest, embracing her in a hug, his naked penis pressing into her chest. Her head was facing the window and she saw Pepsi sitting on the floor, her back against the bed, crying into her knees. Timber knew exactly what Pepsi was crying about and, in the days that followed, she couldn’t help but wish she had let Idea do exactly what he had intended to do.
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Idea Marlow was well into his twenty-fifth year the night he tried to kill Daddy Marlow. Like most any young man, Idea was incomplete. A hole the size of a woman existed inside of him and it meant to be filled. Of course, that hole generally gets filled with all of the wrong things—namely, sex. Being only human, and nothing more, Idea wasn’t immune to that part of the human condition that dictated his body be shared with another. However, within the Divinity, relationships were frowned upon; in fact, they were all but forbidden. For this reason, Idea grew up without seeing what a relationship looked like between two adults who loved and cared for each other, which meant he had no better chance of filling that hole inside of him than he did of growing a pair of wings and flying to the moon. 

Having no other compass to guide him, Idea Marlow filled his hole by fucking. He fucked as many women as would lay down with him—and a few more than that. His fucking conquests ranged from thirty-three-year-old Gertrude Marlow and twelve-year-old Chimney Marlow, and many more in between. Once he even fucked his buddy Tripper Marlow, just to see if fucking a man was anywhere near as fun as fucking a woman. While the answer, so far as Idea was concerned, was a resounding no, Tripper would regularly invite Idea out into the woods in the hopes that he might decide to mount him one more time. But, for all of his fucking, never once did Idea ever feel like he had managed to fill his own hole—that is, of course, until he met Pepsi Marlow.
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      Pepsi wouldn’t tell Timber why she couldn’t stop smiling, at least not while Jupiter was there. But Timber kept asking all the same. The two girls, and their male buddy, were walking through the combine, heading nowhere in particular upon completing Daily Lessons. Despite herself, Pepsi kept giggling under her breath. 

“What’s going on with you?” Timber asked.

      “Nothing,” Pepsi replied, smirking. “I swear it.”

      “You swear on your spot in Better Days?” Jupiter asked.

      “Oh, hush up,” Pepsi said. 

      Jupiter huffed, but this didn’t bother Pepsi any, nor did it convince her to divulge the source of her good spirits. So the three of them kept walking, past the Sustenance Dwelling, where Luna was inside, hard at work, carving up the day’s Daily Portions; past the Nursery Dwelling, where Carpet Marlow was watching over all the Divinity’s newest members; past Hickory Marlow, who was sitting through the Cleansing Ritual; and past Daddy Marlow’s Boys who, in their stoic silence, were almost scarier than those all-too-familiar moments when they stood by Daddy Marlow’s side, covered in blood, overseeing a Sustenance Sacrifice. 

As they walked, Pepsi cupped her hands around Timber’s ear and whispered that she would tell her why she was so giggly, but not Jupiter. 

      “Jupiter,” Timber said, “I have to talk to Pepsi alone.”

      “What about?”

      “It doesn’t concern you,” Pepsi said. 

      “Just something between us,” Timber said.

      “Will you tell me what you talked about?”

      “She certainly will not!” Pepsi said. 

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Jupiter said.

      “That wouldn’t be fair, Jupiter,” Timber said.

      “I don’t care about what she has to say anyway,” he said.

      “Good,” Pepsi said, “because I ain’t telling you.”

      “Go on, Jupiter,” Timber said. “I’ll catch up with you.”

      No sooner had Jupiter walked away, did Pepsi grab Timber by the arm and begin running toward the trees, into the forest, giggling as they pushed leaves from their faces and ducked branches, leaping over tall roots and plucking pine needles with their fingertips. They didn’t stop until the Divinity was just barely visible in the distance. They sat down beside a large fir tree, out of breath, but still giggling. With great effort, Pepsi managed to compose herself. 

      “I have feelings for a man,” Pepsi said. 

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said, clutching her hands to her heart. “My chest beats so fast when I’m around him. And my stomach, oh, my stomach wraps itself into knots when he touches me.”

      Pepsi laughed out loud, burying her face in her hands. 

      “Who is it?” Timber asked.

      “If I tell you, you can’t tell anybody.”

      “Of course.”

      “Okay,” Pepsi said, taking a deep breath. “Idea Marlow.”

      “Idea Marlow!”

      “Hush,” Pepsi said
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