Charlie and the Goblin King

“Butts!”
It wasn’t the word itself that was the problem. It was the way Charlie said it.  It was the way he said nothing else.  Alice and Patrick had read enough books on child development  to know he might focus on saying one word over and over and that – yes – it might be a rude one, but they hadn’t expected it to be like this.  He said it so frequently and with so much enthusiasm that it was hard to remember he wasn’t doing it to be malicious.
“Butts!”
Even the lead-in was a performance.  If you caught his tiny, hungry eye or even just happened to glance in his general direction, he would puff himself up, swelling his little chest out with delight at the discovery of an audience.  That word would pop out, sudden and unalterable, and Charlie would dissolve into a fit of giggles at his own incredible wit.  It was charming, hilarious, and utterly, utterly adorable – the first fifty times.
	Eventually, it had become an embarrassment and – eventually – an issue.
	Patrick didn’t like issues.  Alice worried about them, enough that she would lie awake listening to the baby monitor, holding onto his wrist so tightly that he seriously considered flagging up gangrene as a possible consequence.  After a week of Charlie’s monomania, she caved in to her fears and phoned up Helen, the Health Visitor.
	Patrick was sure that deep in her heart – the frost-black, shrivelled kernel that she called a heart – Helen meant well.  It wasn’t really her fault that she permanently broadcast a psychic signal that screamed I AM JUDGING YOU UNFIT AND WILL TAKE AWAY YOUR BABY to every parent within twenty feet of her.  Even though he knew she had their best interests in mind, he still watched her work from the safety of the threshold between living room and kitchen.  If she got too scary, he could always flee under the pretence of making more tea.
	“Butts! Ahahahahahaha!”
	Charlie squealed with delight at all the attention, doubly energetic in the presence of an unfamiliar face.  Alice sat on the sofa next to Helen, trying to look as receptive and motherly as possible.  Alice would never admit it, but she was as afraid of the Health Visitor as Patrick was, although she hadn’t come up with any theories about a psychic judgement field to explain it.
	“He’s absolutely fine,” Helen said.
	Patrick’s explosive sigh of relief was loud enough that both women looked up and glared at him.
	“That’s great,” he said. “Another cup of tea?”  He was gone before Helen could answer.
	Cozy in his bouncy chair, Charlie frowned as he sensed the focus of attention had shifted away from him.  “Butts!” he said.
	“So it’s just a phase?” Alice asked.
	“Yes.  Most children go through it when they start to talk.”
	“But-”
	“Butts!”
	“-yes darling, why does it have to be that word?”
	“Your guess is as good as mine. It’s one of those easily accessible sounds, the ‘Bu-Bu-Bu’ noise-”
	“Butts!”
	“-that he obviously finds quite satisfying to repeat.  Most children, of course, start with ‘Mu-Mu-Mu’ because it leads to ‘Mum’ and ‘Mummy’ but that isn’t necessarily always the case.”
	“How long will it take for him to get through it?”
	“That depends on you and Patrick, dear.”
	“Sorry?”
	Helen sighed. “Well, I hate to put it so bluntly, but-”
	“Butts!”
	“-it’s your fault that he’s like this.  He’s fixated on that word because he knows it will get a reaction.  He’s tried it, tested it, he knows it works – so why move on?”  Helen waited for Alice to say something, but the other woman was struck dumb by the cheek of it.  “I know it sounds silly, but let me ask you – when he wakes up at night does he cry straightaway, or does he babble a bit first?”
	“Well...he talks mostly.  He only cries if one of us doesn’t go through to him.”
	“And is it always for a change or a feed?”
	“No, sometimes he just wakes up and wants carried round for a bit before he’ll go back down.”
	“There you have it.  He’s got you both right where he wants you.”  Helen reached over and tickled one of Charlie’s feet, precipitating a machine-gun burst of laughter.  “Haven’t you, young man?”
	“Butts! Ha!”
	“What do you think we should do, then?”
	“I think you should let him cry a bit more, to be honest.  If you’re sure he’s fed and changed, there’s no reason to rush through to him right away.  Let him cry for a bit and he’ll quiet back down again.  You just need to be a bit firmer in dealing with him.”
	“But he’s just a baby.”
	“Ha!  Just you wait until you’re on your second or third.  You’ll sleep right through the wailing by that point.  The only thing that should worry you is when he goes really, really quiet.”
	Alice’s eyes widened.  “What does that mean?”
	Helen smiled.  “It means he’s up to something.”  She got up, and reached over the back of the sofa for her jacket.  “It’s lovely to see you both, as always.  And you, Charlie.”
	“Butts!”
	“Quite.”

Alice lay awake, her grip tightening on Patrick’s forearm, listening to the baby monitor.  Charlie had gone down as usual, with the normal amount of fuss and back-and-forth they always experienced at bedtime, and Alice had filled Patrick in on Helen’s advice over a glass of wine before they turned in for the night.
	“Do you think he’s okay?” Alice whispered.
	“Yes, although I think this plan has a hidden flaw.”
	“What’s that?”
	“We’re getting even less sleep than normal.”
	A sharp poke from her elbow into his ribs told Patrick she was not impressed by his input.
	Then, from the baby monitor, a gurgle of sound.
	“Butts!”  Just loud enough to light up the third light, before green tipped over into red.  Then, silence.
	“Butts! Buttsbuttsbutts! Ahahaha!”
	Charlie kept it up for a good minute before deciding that enough was enough and that he was going to have to go nuclear to get some attention.  As the rising wail of his voice echoed through the house, all five lights on top of the baby monitor lit up into a solid bank and stayed put.
	Alice was halfway out of the bed when Patrick stopped her.
	“Remember what Helen said.  Just...leave him.  For a minute.  If he doesn’t quiet down, then you can go through.”
	She made a face but relented, climbing back under the covers with him, looking at the bedside clock.  Charlie kept yelling, a high, ululating cry that seemed to indicate he was in the process of being turned inside out.
	The clock ticked forward one minute, and Alice was out of bed and vertical on her way to Charlie’s bedroom.  The only problem was he had stopped crying.  She picked up the baby monitor, gave it a cursory shake and peered at the still-lit power light.  It was still on.  Charlie was quiet.
	“See?” Patrick said.  “Looks like the old cow was right about something.”
	“I’m just going to go check on him.”
	“Fine, but if you wake him back up it’s your own fault.”
	Alice crept through to Charlie’s room as quietly as she could, easing open the door and tip-toeing through the even spread of toys that covered the floor.
	Charlie had turned onto his back in his crib, and was busily, but silently, kicking his blanket off.  His chubby little hands clenched into fists and waggled around, and Alice relaxed as she realised he was okay.  She knew she should just leave him to settle back down, but she couldn’t resist the urge to fix his blanket.
	Leaning over the crib, she looked down at him.  Charlie looked back up at her with wide, calm eyes, and the look he gave her made her instinctively recoil from him.  He looked completely normal, and yet there was something was different about him.  Something alien.
	Alice turned on the nightlight, and screamed.
	Charlie’s skin was green.

Even though she’d screamed right in his face, Charlie was quiet.  All the way through being bundled into a fresh nappy, a cluster of blankets and into the child seat in the back of the car, he was awake, and quiet.  Every time Alice or Patrick looked at him as if to reassure themselves that yes, he was still green and no, they had not gone mad, he just looked back at them, almost bewildered by the fuss they were making.
	While Patrick drove, Alice riffled through the pages of a compendium of child illnesses, trying to find some sort of pre-diagnosis in case anything else happened to him before they reached the hospital.  There wasn’t anything in there, aside from a mention of cyanosis, but he didn’t seem to be struggling to breathe or in any discomfort.  She reached back and touched his hand, to see if it was too cold or too hot – he reached out and took hold of her finger, and gave her a broad smile.
	“Are you okay, Charlie?”
	He blinked, seemingly oblivious to the question, and was distracted by the lights of a car going past in the opposite direction.  He let go of her finger and she turned back round.
	“It’s so strange,” she said.  “He seems fine.”
	“Yeah, well, let’s just get him checked out.”
	“You’re right.  I’m sorry I screamed.”
	“No problem.  I almost peed myself when I saw him.”
	Alice grinned, in spite of herself.

At the hospital, the triage nurse took one look at Charlie’s emerald-green face (Alice could swear it got deeper every time she looked at him), escorted them straight through the waiting room, and into a curtained-off area.  A doctor duly arrived, looking bemused, then terrified when he actually saw the patient.  An on-call paediatrician was summoned, and once she had declared the limit of her experience, the hospital administrator got on the phone to wake up a dermatologist.  One hastily-negotiated out-of-hours fee later, he arrived and promptly waived the obligation on the sole condition that he got to write up the case notes as an academic paper.  
Charlie was swabbed, poked all over to look for sore spots, his chest listened to, and a nurse put on standby to collect his doings should he manage to go to the toilet (even with everyone looking at him).  He was silent all the way through it, blinking owlishly at every new face as if they were being brought to him for inspection.
“He’s being very good about it all,” one of the nurses commented.
“Yeah,” Patrick said.  “He must be dog tired.  Normally with this much attention we’d be trying to keep him from bouncing between floor and ceiling.”
“Aww, poor dear.”
The doctor, the one who had first seen Charlie, came back from the conference he’d been having with his colleagues.  “Mr and Mrs Clark?”
“Yes?”
“As far as we can tell, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with your son.”
“But he’s green,” Alice said.
“Yes, well, putting the green aside for a moment, he’s about as healthy as you could expect.  The only thing we can think of is that he’s been exposed to something that’s caused a reaction with his skin.”
“Like what?”
“Well, the most usual cause of this sort of thing is a reaction to copper.  Do you or your husband work with or handle large amounts of copper or copper-related chemicals?”
They both shook their heads.
“No,” Alice said.  “I work from home and Patrick teaches German.”
The doctor shrugged.  “Without more information about what he’s come into contact with, I can’t say for sure where it’s come from.  What I would recommend is that you change any and all washing powder, soap, baby lotion, or whatever else you might use as part of his routine.  Whatever it is, it’s obviously got all over him so I’d say that’s the most likely source.”
“Do you know how long it will last?”
“Once the source is removed, it should fade over days, maybe weeks, as the skin replaces itself.  I can’t imagine there’ll be any lasting damage.  If he starts developing any rashes or bruises, though, bring him straight back here.”
“Okay.  Thank you, Doctor.”
“Absolutely no problem.”  He leaned over Charlie and gave him a little wave.  “Bye now Charlie!”
Charlie grinned up at the man, and stuck out his tongue.

Once they were home, Alice put Charlie back to bed and went downstairs to find her husband making tea.  At some point they had crossed over from it being a late night to an early, early morning, and although it was still pitch black out she had to agree with Patrick’s unspoken assessment that their chances of getting some sleep had gone from unlikely to outright impossible.
	“So...what do we do now?” Patrick asked her.
	“As the doctor says.  There’s not much else we can do.”
	“He’s turned green, Alice.  Green.”
	“So?  He’s still our little boy.  By six he’ll be up and bobbing about like he always does and it won’t be fair to him if we’re treading on eggshells just because of some...copper reaction thingy.”
	“Do you think it’ll wear off?”
	“Even if it doesn’t, he’s still our little boy.”
	On the kitchen table, the baby monitor flared into life. 
	“HAHA! Butts!”  There was a heavy-sounding thump, mirrored by a reverberation that shuddered through the kitchen ceiling. Patrick and Alice were both heading for the stairs before the echo of it had time to settle.
	There was a man in Charlie’s room.  He was tall – almost seven feet – but something about him gave the impression that he was far, far taller.  His slender limbs were clad in sable, great layers of fur that piled over and over on each other.  His hair was silver-grey, a leonine mane that cascaded about his shoulders.  His eyes were piercing, the eyes of a hunter, and as fantastic and unbelievable as he was to Alice and Patrick, there remained a tiny part of their soul that remembered his kind, and it was screaming in terror.  In his arms, he carried a bundled of swaddling cloth that kicked and struggled silently against his grip.
	He regarded Alice and Patrick with contempt.  “Speak, mortals.”
	Alice opened and closed her mouth a few times, and finally found her voice.
	“Is that...your real hair?”
	One dagger-like eyebrow lifted in surprise.  “No.”
	“Looks nice, though.”
	The incredible stranger sighed.  “Perhaps you are wondering who I am, and what I’m doing here?”
	Patrick swayed slightly, struggling to remain upright.
	“We were, kind of,” Alice said.  “You know...wondering.”
	“I am the Goblin King, or at least that is what your kind might call me.”  He waited a moment, but seeing no questions were forthcoming, ploughed on with his tale.  “Sometimes, I like to amuse myself by taking a child, and in its place I leave a changeling.  It’s amazing what people will offer in return for their baby.”
	“What do you want from us?”
	“Nothing.”  The Goblin King waved down into the cot, where Charlie was standing upright, bouncing around and gripping the bars with savage joy.  “I return-”
	“BUTTS!”  
The Goblin King winced.  “I return your son to you unharmed.”
Alice looked from Charlie, to the bundle in the Goblin King’s arms, and finally to the Goblin King himself.  She felt the hypnotic power of his gaze wash over her, and tried to steady herself against it. “I don’t...I don’t understand.”
“No, it is a bit unusual,” he said.  “Normally I’d be bargaining with you for his soul, but frankly we’re all glad to see the back of him.”
“Butts!”
The Goblin King shuddered.  “Oh be quiet, you gobby little shit.”
He vanished, and was gone so quickly that it was, to Alice and Patrick, as if he had never been there at all.  Charlie, pink and healthy, gurgled with happiness.
“Butts!” 
