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The Boy Who Would Not Sleep

When Nickolas was a young boy following his father into the woods in order to carry his water while his father cut trees, his father would tell all kinds of stories of dragons and knights and fighting, and Nickolas enjoyed those stories very much. However, there was one story that his father would not tell him. 

Nickolas would beg for a new story, and his father would say that he only had one story that he hadn’t told him yet. “But Nickolas, I am saving this story for you, and when it is time I will tell you.”

Nickolas grew older and older, and his father showed him how to use the ax to strip off branches, to cut away bark. 

But he would not let him cut down a tree, not by himself. “There will be time,” his father said. “After you hear the story.”

“Soon?” Nickolas asked.

At first, his father had laughed and said, “Not so soon,” and told him the old stories again.

But then it changed to “soon,” and then “very soon now,” until finally his father said, “Now it is time to hear the last story, Nickolas, during the noon meal.”

They worked all morning, until finally it was time to eat. Every mouthful felt like it was going to choke Nickolas, for he could barely swallow. 

“Once upon a time,” his father said, because that was the way he started his stories, “our family was cursed by a dragon.”

“A dragon!” Nickolas said. “I don’t believe it.”

“You better watch out for what you believe and what you don’t believe, young man,” said his father, who smiled until the tips of his teeth showed. “It will only get you in trouble. If I tell you our family was cursed by a dragon, then that’s what happened.”

“Yes, Father,” Nickolas said.

“Our family was cursed by a dragon for being…more than a little rambunctious. Wild. You see, when our family was young, we had no patience, no love of family, nothing but a desire to cut trees, to cut and cut and cut. Our family was so mad about cutting trees that we cut down the whole forest.”

Nickolas was surrounded by trees, trees so tall and thick that it seemed like the sun set hours early and rose hours late, it was so shaded and dim. Yet he knew better than to argue with his father that day.

“This was many, many hundreds of years ago,” his father added. “And the trees have all grown back.”

“Obviously,” said Nickolas, which earned him a pinch on the ear from his father. “Ow!”

“Don’t be smart,” his father said, and Nickolas had to bite his tongue to keep from saying anything. “And when we had cut down all the trees, we started thinking about what else we could cut. As I said, our family was mad about cutting. We cut down houses, we cut down cattle, we cut down people even. Yes, we were a family of murderers for a time, a bad long time. Finally, after we had been chased away from all the people that were left by fire and swords and arrows, we tried to cut down the mountains.”

They both turned toward the mountains, which they could not see through the trees, but which they could both feel, like a compass feels the North Pole.

“The dragon who lives in the mountains didn’t like this. Not at all. For when the axes bit into the mountain, it felt as though we were cutting into his skin. And so the dragon came out of his slumber in the mountains—”

“What about the miners, Father?” Nicholas wished that he hadn’t said it, that the words hadn’t come out of his mouth. But it was too late.

His father squinted toward the mountain, and it seemed as though his face had fallen into the deepest shadow. He did not speak for a long time. “They have their own price to pay to the dragon,” he said. “Be glad you don’t have to pay it. But don’t ask me what it is now.”

“All right,” Nickolas said.

“Where was I? The dragon came out of the mountains and flew down upon us, breathing his curse upon us. It burned like fire, it was like fire in our bones, it was a thousand knives, a torture that you cannot imagine. And when his curse was done, it was so deep within us that we will never be free of it.”

“But what is it?” Nickolas asked. This, too, he regretted having said, for to interrupt his father in the middle of the story meant that there would be a punishment for it sooner or later. “What is the curse?”

His father smiled. “Someday, you will fall asleep, and you will not wake up for a very, very long time.”

His father said that all the men in their family, when they were young, would fall into a deep, deep sleep that would last for months. The first symptom would be eating, eating so much that they would become somewhat fat. And then would come the yawning, and his arms and legs would feel heavy and dull and clumsy. And then would come the sleep.

The men that the dragon had cursed had fallen down, right there on the mountain, and slept from fall until spring, like bears. When they had awoken, the madness for cutting things was tamed, although they remained partial to using their axes, and to cutting things, and usually became butchers or tree-cutters or even shoemakers, who cut out pieces of leather to make shoes.

The price that the dragon set, however, was that, while they were sleeping, they served the dragon.

When his father stopped speaking, it felt as though hours had passed, even though it was only a few minutes.

Nickolas looked upward, to the sky between the trees, then toward the mountain.

“Is there really a dragon?” he asked.

His father shook his head. “No one alive has seen it.”

“But will I really fall into a deep sleep?”

His father nodded. “Yes. I did, when I was about your age.”

“What was it like?” 

His father shook his head. “It won’t do you any good to know. It will only make you worry. My father tried to tell me, when I was young, but—no. It’s better that I say nothing.”

“I won’t go to sleep, then,” Nickolas said.

His father shrugged, put his hands on his trouser knees, and stood up. “You won’t be able to help it.”

***

Over the next few weeks, Nickolas could see why his father thought it was time to tell the story. He ate more every day, until he was eating enough for two men, then three men. His mother begged food from other families in their village, but none of them complained. Some of the mothers laughed as he walked by, holding his stomach in aching hunger, and gave him baskets of bread, quarts of milk, dried meat, fruit—he would eat anything, to stop the hunger for a moment. 

And he could feel the tiredness behind his eyes, growing every day. His arms and his legs felt heavy and dull and clumsy, as though one leg were longer than the other, or as though his hands were too big for his arms. His mother would look at him in the morning, take up her sewing basket and sigh, and say that he must have outgrown his trousers overnight.

It got worse and worse, until the only thing keeping Nickolas awake was his hunger.

And then, about the same time as the leaves in the village—the ones on the fruit trees—started falling and turning into dry piles, his hungered slowed, then stopped.

He was in the middle of carrying a basket of leaves out from under the fruit trees and to the bonfire when suddenly he couldn’t walk another step, out of tiredness.

By then, he was so afraid of what would happen to him when he went to sleep, that he was almost ready to cry out of fear, and only the fact that his mother was watching him kept him from doing it.

“Ho, Father!” she shouted. Even though Nickolas’s father was her husband, she always called him that. “It’s time for Nickolas’s great sleep!”

“Make him at least finish carrying his basket!” one of the other mothers joked.

“Just dump him in the basket and carry him that way!” another shouted.

It wasn’t funny at all, and yet they were laughing. 

He would not sleep, he decided then and there.

Nickolas bared his teeth and growled.

The noise that came from his throat wasn’t the kind of sound that a boy’s voice should make at all: it was a beast’s growl, and not even the growl of a dog or a wolf, but of something worse.

He could barely move, but he forced one leg forward, and then the other. The basket of leaves dropped from his hands and bounced out in a cloud before him.

“Shh,” his mother said. “Hush, Nickolas. It’s time to sleep.”

“I—don’t—want—to—sleep!” he shouted. The sound came out as a roar, and with the final word, something strange happened: a stream of fire shot out of his mouth, setting the leaves—and the basket—on fire.

He took a step back, and closed his mouth tight. But—smoke came out of his nose, regardless. He held his breath for as long as he could, but eventually he had to breathe out so he could breathe in again, and when he did, another jolt of flame burned out of him.

“Father!” his mother shouted. “Father! Come quickly!”

Nickolas held up his hands in front of him: they felt even more stretched and strange than before, and when he looked at them, he saw that they were covered with sores that oozed. His face felt the same; he touched his face and felt…hideous scabs, with horrible things moving under his skin, like bugs. He screamed, and more fire shot out of his mouth. The sores on his hands leaked and dripped and bubbled…until finally a large piece of skin slid off.

And fell on the ground. 

And
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