

  [image: Cover]




T.L. Bodine

These Kids Are Not Alright





  
    First published by Glass Rat Media 2025

  

  Copyright © 2025 by T.L. Bodine


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 978-1-7374650-4-1
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Content Warnings
        
      

    
      	
        1. Plush
        
      

    
      	
        2. Feral Children
        
      

    
      	
        3. More Time
        
      

    
      	
        4. Cowbirds
        
      

    
      	
        5. The Toymaker
        
      

    
      	
        6. Beware the Wolves
        
      

    
      	
        7. The Twins
        
      

    
      	
        8. Camp Tailypo
        
      

    
      	
        9. Not Even Once
        
      

    
      	
        10. Thoughts and Prayers
        
      

    
      	
        11. Home for the Holidays
        
      

    
      	
        12. The Observer Effect
        
      

    
      	
        13. Sick
        
      

    
      	
        14. Blackwood
        
      

    
      	
        15. Transilience
        
      

    
      	
        Author’s Notes
        
      

    
      	
        Acknowledgments
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
    


  




  Content Warnings



This collection includes content that may be disturbing for some audiences, including: child death and endangerment, animal death, and (implied) sexual violence. Reader discretion is advised. 








In memory of Eirik. 

I think you would have liked this one. 
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In response to growing demand and technological innovations,  PLUSH*CO is proud to announce our newest product offering. 

Nearly a decade ago, PLUSH*CO revolutionized the stuffed toy market with our line of Fur-ever Friends™ posable animals. Each Fur-ever Friend™ is carefully crafted and beautifully realistic in every regard, from the fur texture to the details of the paw pads, nose, eyes, and teeth. Our proprietary stuffing mix replicates the lifelike heft and warmth of a living animal, making every cuddle feel real. The articulated wire armature allows for complete posing flexibility. Original parts are used wherever possible for maximum authenticity.

That attention to detail is the secret of our success. In our modern world, most people are simply too busy to manage the mess and hassle of pet ownership. But at the same time, the need to hold, cherish, love, and cuddle something is hard-coded into our DNA. We have answered the growing demand for realistic stuffed toys that bring the comfort and rewards of pet ownership without the hassle of food costs, vet bills, floor messes, and daily walks. 

At the same time, an enduring key to the success of PLUSH*CO has been our partnership with animal shelters across the country. This partnership has helped us in two ways. First, it solved the issue of obtaining quality fur, teeth, claws, and other details. The weight, texture, smell, and color possibilities in synthetic materials simply cannot compete with the  real thing, and buyers respond best to the uniqueness and authenticity of our specimens. Our team of FUNgineers combines expertise in taxidermy, animatronics, and toy design to ensure every Fur-ever Friend™ is designed with safety and longevity in mind. 

The second benefit has been to our animal control partners. 

Demand for low-maintenance, obedient, cuddly friends coupled with a growing lack of free time and energy among a busy workforce had created a massive over-supply of dogs, cats, and pocket pets. Animals were being abandoned and surrendered at levels far exceeding adoption rates, creating a problem with shelter over-crowding and  euthanasia. 

By generously supplying euthanized specimens, shelters were able to keep their residency numbers low. And, thanks to the runaway success of Fur-ever Friends™, we are able to pay a premium for these unique specimens, vastly boosting the funding of these historically under-served public services. 

Today, nearly a decade into our Fur-ever Friends™ experiment, we are happy to say that animal shelters across the country are empty! More than that, for the first time in our nation’s history, the streets are totally clear of stray cats, free-roaming dogs, pesky squirrels and raccoons, and other nuisances. In fact, take a look around: when was the last time you’ve seen a live animal? 

But times change, and it is imperative that we keep up with shifting demand and the reality of a dwindling supply. The stuffed toy market for cuddly pets is becoming saturated. At the same time, there is increasing consumer demand for a product that serves the human caregiving instinct at a deeper, more primal level. Career and economic realities have made parenthood increasingly out of reach for many hard-working Americans, while putting tremendous pressure on others who lack the time, money, health, or energy to care for their existing children. We here at PLUSH*CO have just the solution. 

Coming this fall: Forever Baby™. 

You’ve never seen a baby doll this realistic before.* 




*Subject to availability. All models are hand-grown. Please allow up to 9 months for production. 
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Three children was far too many. Landlords wouldn’t allow three children. And though their parents tried their best to hide them, Hans and Greta were eventually found out during a surprise inspection—and with the eviction notice pinned to the door, what else were their parents meant to do?

“We can keep two,” their mother said, still hopeful.

“But which?” Their father dragged a hand over his eyes. “It would be cruel to separate them. At least this way they’ll have each other. And we could try again, down the line. What are the chances of having twins a second time?”

“We could keep them both…” their mother started.

“Absolutely not. Jack was here first, it would be unfair to him to throw him out.”

“But he’s nearly sixteen…”

“Nobody wants a child his age. He’d surely die on his own. But the twins are so young and cute. They’ll find a home right away–I promise.”

He took his wife in his arms and kissed her forehead, giving her shoulders a reassuring squeeze.




~*~




“What do you mean, you’re not taking surrenders right now?” Color bloomed in their father’s face, his voice lifting. The twins cowered behind him.

“Just what I said, sir. I’m sorry. But we’re at capacity.”

Beyond the reception area, out in the housing space, there were distant sounds of yelling, laughter and crying and some noise that sounded like both at the same time. It made the hair on Greta’s arms stand upright and her skin tingle. But her brother wrapped an arm around her, trying to stand tall.

“Well, I can’t take them back to my house!” Father yelled, loud enough that an employee stopped walking past in order to turn and gawk. “Not unless you want our whole family turned out in the street.”

“I’m sorry,” the receptionist repeated. “But as a no-kill facility, we have hard limits on our capacity. We can’t take any more children until some are adopted or a foster opens up. That’s just how it has to be.”

“What about the city pound?”

The receptionist frowned. “They can’t turn you away,” she admitted. “But I have to warn you…their funding is even worse than ours. I promise you they’re at capacity, too. Giving them your children is pretty much signing a death sentence for a different kid. Have you tried asking a relative, or posting an ad online?”

“Have I tried….? Jesus. What do you think I am? Did you think this was my first choice? Like I’m some idiot who didn’t…look. I need this dealt with tonight, before my landlord comes back and inspects the house again.” 

He turned and gripped each twin by the shoulder, steering them back out the door.




~*~




It was near dark by the time their father pulled off the road. The city was far behind them; now they looked out over a wooded area. The trees were thick and close, and it was dark between their trunks.

Greta slumped down in her seat, making a quiet, frightened noise.

“Get out,” their father said, putting a threat in his voice.

His hand curled into a fist, as if preparing to strike them.

“Go on. Get out of here.”

Jack, in the front seat, kept his gaze averted, staring out the window, his jaw wobbling a little like he was trying not to cry.

Hans looked between his father and brother, then let out a breath. He pushed open his door and tugged at Greta’s wrist. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “I’ll take care of you. Let’s just go.”

Greta eyed her twin skeptically but followed him anyway. She murmured a farewell to Jack, who had always been kind to her, but she wouldn’t meet her father’s eyes. They closed the car door behind them and stepped down onto the grassy shoulder, hand-in-hand.

At first, the car didn’t move, and they could make out their father’s face through the glass, the way his gaze followed them in the rear-view mirror. A slight downturn of his lips, a twitch in his cheek—but the expression quickly passed, and his gaze flicked away.

A moment later, the car’s tires crunched over gravel, and it was replaced just by the glow of taillights in a cloud of dusty exhaust.

“We’d better go,” Hans said, squeezing his sister’s hand.

“Do you know where we’re going?” Greta asked.

He shook his head. “No. But maybe if we walk into the trees, we’ll find something. It can be like an adventure.”

Greta was not feeling very adventurous. She was feeling sad and hungry. But she didn’t have any better ideas, so she walked into the woods with Hans, and they wandered through trees in the ever-darkening forest.

After a while, when it was full dark and the woods were coming alive with night sounds, Greta spotted an orange glow ahead. She elbowed her brother.

“Look!”

“What is that?”

“I don’t know. But it’s something different than cold and dark.”

The twins crossed the forested lot, winding between the trees, until they came up on a fence. Over the top, they could see the roof of a house, with light in the windows. There was a gap in the fence, big enough for a child to squeeze through, and Hans stepped forward first to investigate.

“Greta, come look!”

Laid out on the back porch was a table piled high with food: a tray of sandwiches and liter bottles of soda, a plate of cookies.

But more amazing: they were not alone. Crowded around the table were many other children, some of them much older than the twins, and some much younger. The older ones were dressed in filthy rags and had ragged, broken-off nails. Some had scars on their arms and faces, wounds like bites and scratches. The youngest kids were naked, crouching like wild things over food they’d pulled from the table. They scattered fearfully when Hans and Greta approached.

One of the bigger boys was missing an eye, and when he turned to look at them, they could see the way his eyelid crumpled in over the empty socket, weeping clear fluid at the edge.

“Do you live here?” Hans asked, hesitantly stepping forward.

“I live wherever I want,” the one-eyed boy said. He looked older than Jack, practically a grown-up, and he towered over most of the others who crowded around him on either side.

“What is this place?”

The one-eyed boy shrugged. “It’s free food. Don’t ask questions.”

Greta thought that was a very sensible plan. She took two sandwiches for herself and slipped handfuls of cookies into her pockets. She tried to take one of the bottles of soda, but an older girl—a teenager, clutching a little naked baby to her chest—bared her teeth and made a low warning noise, so Greta backed away with what she had.




~*~




Hans and Greta spent several weeks in the woods, where they learned the rules that governed the other children.

Bordering the small patch of woods they had been abandoned in was a subdivision. The house with the gap in its fence belonged to a family of softhearted people who usually left food out for the children. Sometimes they forgot, or were too busy to bother, and so the children went hungry or else hunted the small creatures that lived in the woods—mice and birds and lizards.

When they weren’t eating, the children retreated into the safety of the treeline, sleeping by themselves or breaking off into little groups. The children who were no longer really children would start their own families; that was why there were no clothes for the littlest ones.

“Do you ever go inside?” Hans once asked.

“Sometimes, when one of us gets hurt,” the one-eyed boy, whose name was Tom, explained, “the family takes them to a doctor. But they don’t keep any of the children. Most of us are too wild to be kept, anyway.”

“What about the babies?” Greta asked.

Tom shrugged. “They’re the most wild of all. They’ve never known anything different.”

“What about you, Tom? Did you used to have a house and parents like us?”

“I don’t remember anymore,” Tom said, in a way that made Greta realize he didn’t want to answer any more questions, so she stopped asking them.

For the first few nights, the twins entertained the idea that their parents might miss them—that they might come out and look for them, or change their minds about abandoning them. But when no one came for them after a week, they abandoned that thought and learned to live like the other stray children, their hair growing shaggy, their bodies dirty. They learned to scrap and claw and bite when others got too close or threatened them; they learned to defend their best sleeping places and their food.

One day, Tom did not join them at the table. They found his body later, by the road, half-curled in on itself, parts of him missing or smeared on the pavement. At night, the forest filled with high, keening noises: girls crying, babies wailing.

“I think Tom was the boss,” Greta said. “Like the dad. I think he took care of them.”

“Then someone else will have to. I think I have an idea.”




~*~




The Bruins were a proper family: A mother and a father and a son just a little bit younger than Hans and Greta. They lived in a proper house, with two bedrooms and a guest room that they kept for company. They were clean, well-mannered people with respectable jobs, and the little boy went to a good school. The only problem was their affection for strays.

“Feeding them just attracts more of them,” the man across the street tried to explain once, when he and Mr. Bruins both happened to be outside watering their lawns at the same time. “And then they stay and get into fights and some of them breed, which just makes everything worse.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Mr. Bruins admitted. “It’s just my wife has such a kind heart, and she can’t stand to think of them starving. We’d take them all in ourselves if we could, you know. They’re just…”

And there he trailed off with a sort of sheepish half-shrug, and he went back inside when the lawn was finished, and his neighbor went back inside and thought about how much he hated his neighbor for feeding the feral children, and how the hoards of them were driving down the property value for the whole block.

Because the Bruins were a proper family, they were all gone away at work or school during the day, leaving the house quite empty.

When the sun was out, and the other children were mostly hidden away to sleep in the shade during the hottest hours, Hans and Greta slipped through the hole in the fence and came up to the back door. The porch door was locked, but they found an open window in the kitchen. Greta was able to climb inside by standing on her brother’s shoulders, and then she crouched on the counter by the sink and bent down to take his hands, hauling him up.

She slithered down onto the floor, exhausted with the effort, and he sprawled on the counter top, panting, before they both could collect themselves. Greta stood up and Hans climbed down and both of them washed their hands and faces in the kitchen sink and drank long and deep from the tap.

Then they began to explore the house.

They found a lot of food, even more than they ever saw in their own home. Mr. Bruins liked protein bars and whey powders, which the twins found too bitter, and Mrs. Bruins liked big salads with lots of vegetables, which the twins didn’t think were very filling. But Junior Bruins liked peanut butter sandwiches and individually wrapped cheese slices, which they thought were perfect. They made sandwiches for now and for later, and stuffed the cheese in their pockets out of habit.

They explored the rest of the house, taking their time to look at everything. There was a big, firm couch made of the kind of leather that sticks when you sit on it, and the television was the kind with Netflix right there on the remote. Each Bruins family member had their own account, and the twins checked out each one. At home, they’d only ever gotten to watch whatever their parents put on the television for them.

Mr. Bruins liked nature documentaries and shows about fixing cars, which were pretty boring.

Mrs. Bruins liked romantic movies and shows with Korean actors, but the twins didn’t like having to read the subtitles.

But they liked the cartoons that Junior Bruins preferred well enough, and they watched a few different ones together, eating more of the sandwiches they’d made.

The television made them sleepy, so they left the living room and went down the hall. The guest bedroom was too cold and empty; there was even dust on the windowsill and the bed wasn’t made up properly. The master bedroom was too dark and smelly. The grown-ups were slobs with their laundry, leaving it out all over the floor, and there was a dank, sweaty smell hanging over the bed. Greta and Hans wrinkled their noses and left.

Junior Bruins had a nice room, though.

He even had bunk beds, so his friends could sleep over.

Hans took the top bed, and Greta took the bottom, and they stretched out luxuriously beneath the blankets and fell asleep, warm and comfortable and snug.




~*~




That afternoon, Junior Bruins saw two strange children sleeping in his bed and he screamed.

His parents, already on high alert after finding the television on, remnants of protein powder and empty peanut butter jars scattered on the kitchen counter, sprinted into the room to see what was the matter. Mr. Bruins pushed his wife and son behind him, trying to shield them with his body as he faced down the intruders.

Hans and Greta stirred awake, disoriented.

Greta pulled the blankets up around her chin, protectively, but Hans saw all too easily where this was headed. From the top bunk, it was easy to see the look in the man’s eye, his telegraphed meaning. And now that he’d gotten proper rest in a proper bed, Hans had no intention at all of ever returning to the damp and dirty woods.

“Get Junior out of here!” Mr. Bruins yelled. “And call child services! Or animal control! The police! Anyone!”

Feeding feral children was one matter. Having one in your house, spitting and angry, was something quite different.

Mr. Bruins looked around the room for some kind of weapon, something he could use to defend himself. His gaze landed on a baseball bat. He reached for it, but not in time.

Hans, his body coiled like a spring, leaped from the top bunk and slammed into the man, his fingernails clawing at his face, his feet wrapping around his middle, squeezing for purchase. Mr. Bruins, caught off guard by the weight, staggered backward, pinwheeling his arms for balance. Mrs. Bruins, still in the doorway, screamed.

Greta jumped forward, understanding now what had to be done. She slammed into the man’s knees, and they bent backwards with the force of the impact, the joints reversing with an audible crunch.

Mr. Bruins cried out in pain and surprise, crumpling on ruined legs. Hans bit his ear for good measure, snapping his sharp little teeth through the soft flap of skin and cartilage. He spat out the earlobe as he rode Mr. Bruins to the floor, pinning his body over the man’s chest, and looked up at Mrs. Bruins and her son in the hall. His eyes caught the light; when he bared his teeth, they glistened crimson.

Mrs. Bruins tried to run, then, but Greta was very fast, and she didn’t get very far.




~*~




For a long time, the Bruins had fed the strays, and nobody in the neighborhood liked it, but they put up with it because they wanted to be neighborly. But this was just too much. Attracted from years of indulgence and free food, the strays had proliferated in the neighborhood—and now they were running wild all over, scratching up lawns and clawing at doorways, snatching up food left on patio grills and stealing groceries from parked cars. They were a relentless nuisance, and they seemed to be pouring into the neighborhood from the Bruins house.

The city deployed its vans to round up the strays as they found them. They got the paperwork they needed to enter the house. One investigator pushed open the door, and his partner gasped and started to cough, her eyes watering immediately with the stench—the scent of feces and blood and rot, and another smell, earthy like soft dirt.

“Go call for backup,” the female officer said. “This is a mess.”

Her partner was more than happy to retreat.

Covering her mouth, the investigator stepped inside and then froze, seeing movement in the corner of her eye. She turned slowly to look and locked eyes with a little girl, hair tangled around her face, eyes wide and rimmed in white.

She gripped something gray-white in her teeth. Flesh covered one end: a wrist and a hand missing some of its fingers.

The investigator was too stunned in her horror at the girl to notice the other twin who had slipped around behind. 

How lucky, Hans thought. They had a lot of work to do, all this luring and catching.

There were many children in this neighborhood that needed to be fed.
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The dead are restless in our village. 

It has been this way since the time of the wasting sickness. People will fall ill with fever. By the second day, their bodies begin to contort and spasm, their muscles tightening, their joints bending and popping in the wrong ways. By the third day, they go stiff, their lips pulled back in a grimace, only their eyes moving. 

By the fourth day, they will die. 

They must be buried before sunrise. That is the custom. They must be buried before the movement returns to their bodies, before they rise with awful hunger. 




~*~




We dug the grave beneath the tree on the hill overlooking our farm. There are no graveyards anymore. We fear to let the dead speak to one another in their language of low moans. We worry at what will happen if they rise together, in numbers great enough to overwhelm us. 

We learned that lesson hard, the first time. We lost many families that day. 
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