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This one’s all for Willem.



This wall was built in 1556,272 years after the magician stole 130 children away.

–INSCRIPTION FOUND ON THE OLD TOWN WALL IN HAMELIN, GERMANY
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In the old days at home the Neverland had always begun to look a little dark and threatening by bedtime. Then unexplored patches arose in it and spread; black shadows moved about in them; the roar of the beasts of prey was quite different now, and above all, you lost the certainty that you could win.

–J. M. BARRIE, PETER PAN AND WENDY
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It’s been four days since the other children left me behind. Father Warner asked me if I would write down exactly what happened. Being a learned boy, I should put my tale to parchment. Memory becomes slippery with age, he said, and someday someone might want to know. They might need to know, lest it ever happen again.

The men of the village returned this evening in despair. They followed the trail as far as the mountain, but there it stopped. That many feet leave obvious tracks, and yet the footprints disappeared when they reached the base of the mountain. It has been decided that tomorrow the men will use nets to scour the river Weser for bodies, but they will not find any. The children are gone, but they are not dead.

Grandmother says all we can do now is pray, and that I must stay inside tonight, and tomorrow, too. People are overcome with grief, and if they see that I am still here, they will not understand why only one hundred thirty children were taken—why not one hundred thirty-one? Every other child over the age of three was lost, so why not me? Why spare a lame boy but not their own sons and daughters? What good am I, anyway, with my crutch and my twisted, useless leg—and why are their healthy, strong boys gone, their beautiful daughters vanished?

People in this state can be dangerous, Grandmother says, even friends and neighbors. She tells a story of when her own mother was just a little girl and the winter was hard and food was scarce, how the townsfolk drove a poor woman and her child out into the snow because they suspected the child’s mother of witchcraft. It is still whispered by some that the woman cursed the village that night and that the rats appeared the very next day. Father Warner says such stories are foolish, but he agrees with Grandmother that even foolish people can do terrible things when they are scared or angry.

Therefore, I sit in my room and do as the priest asks of me, and write by candlelight while the church bells ring in the square. Grandmother always says they ring for the poor souls wandering in Purgatory, but tonight I think they ring for the living.

I think the rest of the children would have left me, but Lukas was always uncommonly kind. It was he who knocked on my window on the night after the Piper drove the rats from our village. There wasn’t a child alive in Hamelin who hadn’t been bitten in the crib, and the creatures haunted our dreams. When the other boys my age were going out to take their revenge by throwing stones at the rats in the alleyways, Lukas would sometimes invite me along. But I did not like the names the other children called me, and I did not like the sounds the rats made when the stones hit. I would tell him my leg hurt too much, or that I had to work in Father’s shop. “Tomorrow,” I promised. Always tomorrow. Lukas never argued. “Tomorrow, then,” he would say, and that was that.

I suppose that was why, when I woke up to find him tapping on my window shutter, I was not afraid, even though I could not imagine what he would be doing there at that time of night, with the moon so high in the sky. “Listen, Timm,” he whispered through the shutter cracks. “Can you hear it?”

At first I thought he might be walking in his sleep and that this was all part of a dream, but then I heard it, too. Far away still, but clear as a prayer bell. I think by that time the Piper must have reached the north gate, where he had gathered most of the children. It was only the very small ones and the stragglers that were still missing.

It is hard to describe what that music sounded like, and I cannot reproduce the melody, though many have since asked me to try. The best I can do is to say that it made me sad. Unbearably so. It was a mournful piping without words, yet it spoke to me and told me how sorry it was for our place here, for our brief lives yet to come.

Lukas helped me through my window. He held my crutches as I climbed, and he caught me when I fell. Once outside, I saw that other shapes were moving in the dark. The few remaining children, desperate not to be left behind, ran toward the song. Lukas could have left me, but he did not. I hobbled along as best I could, and he kept pace with me as we answered the Piper’s call.

I could not see the Piper clearly as we marched out of Hamelin. He was far away, at the head of the line, and all I saw was a glimpse of his hood and his motley coat in the moonlight, with its red, yellow and green patches sewn into it. But the music was stronger now. As we left the city walls and set out across the fields toward the mountain woods, the song in my head disappeared, and in its place a landscape filled my heart.

Sunlight. Green trees and sweet flowers. Fireflies in the shade. Honey dripping from the trees and warm summer air. Games and toadstools and magic. Real magic. A land older than time, where we would stay young forever. This was where we were going, and the farther we traveled from our homes, the less sad I felt. My despair began to lift, and I knew that I would soon be leaving all my cares and pains behind me.

I have not told Father Warner this, but it felt like the way he describes heaven.

Alas, in the end, I could not keep pace. My crutches lodged in the mud, and I tripped on a root hidden in the dark. Eventually, even the smallest children passed me by until the only one left was Lukas. The line was disappearing ahead of us, into a cave under the mountain. But they weren’t walking into darkness; they were walking into sunlight. One by one they entered, and then the light began to fade. It dwindled until it looked like just a pinhole at the end of that long tunnel. The doorway to the promised land was closing, and my sadness returned. Heavy and heartbreaking.

I do not blame Lukas for running on ahead. If I could have dropped my crutches and run, I would have. I would have left him behind. I would have run even if my leg had snapped beneath me. Then I would have crawled. But by this point, even crawling was an agony. Lukas looked back at me once, I think, though I cannot be sure. Before long, he too disappeared into the mountain.

I lay there for a time, listening to the music getting softer and softer, until it finally faded to silence. Then, like a baby, I cried myself to sleep.

The townsfolk found me at sunrise, shivering in the mud. I told them what had happened, and at first they did not believe me. But the tracks were impossible to ignore, and so a search party made up of the men of our village set out to look for the missing children.

Four days of useless searching.

Father Warner tells me that I am blessed. That God in His wisdom made my leg this way so that I would be spared, so that I could stay behind and warn others of the Piper in the pied coat, and of the dangers of bargaining with such a man, if man he was.

There will be funerals, I suppose, although the children are not dead. I know this in my heart. We will mourn Lukas and all the rest, but I will not cry for them.

Like the rest of our village, I pray every night. But I do not pray for the children of Hamelin. I pray for me. I pray that the Piper will come back for me, and that I will be allowed to join the rest of the children in the place of sunlight. I dream about it every night.

I fear I will go mad with dreaming.


(From the journal of Timm Weaver, 1284)
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Once there was a girl called Max who had pink hair. According to the label on the dye bottle, the hair color was actually Rosa, which the nice lady at the pharmacy assured her translated to “Wild Magenta,” but in the end it turned out to be ordinary pink. The whole process was far messier than Max had expected, and though she’d read that she’d need a second person to really do the job right, she’d decided to tackle it by herself. There wasn’t anyone around to help her, anyway.

She’d imagined trying out pink hair would be like trying out a new Max. The Max that came in the Wild Magenta bottle would be impulsive and free-spirited and exactly the kind of girl who dyed her hair pink one morning on a whim. But as she stared morosely at the bathroom sink and at all the places the dye had stained the porcelain, she didn’t feel any different at all. She was just…pinker.

As she examined her new look in the bathroom mirror (she’d accidentally dyed the tip of her left ear, too), her brother, Carter, was banging on the bathroom door, telling her he had to go.

“What could you possibly be doing in there that would take this long?” her brother complained from the other side of the door, and “If I have to break the door, we’ll both be sorry, especially me, because the door looks really, really sturdy.”

Max turned the lock and yanked the door open in one quick motion. She was so fast that Carter was left banging on nothing at all for a second or two before he realized that the door wasn’t closed anymore.

Carter had just turned ten, and Max was nearly thirteen, so Max had a good four inches on her younger brother, even when she slouched (which was something she did a lot). She stared down at her brother as she waited for the inevitable snarky quip. There was no way Carter would pass up an opportunity to make fun of her new pink hair. Maybe he’d say she looked like one of those troll dolls you get out of those fifty-cent machines (Max worried that she kind of did). But Carter kept quiet as he shimmied by her, a pained look of concentration on his face as he squeezed his knees together.

As they passed each other, Max bumped into Carter and he stumbled on his bad leg, barely catching himself on the marble washbasin.

“Oh! Carter, I’m sorry!” said Max, but her brother waved her away.

“I’m fine,” he said. “But can I have some privacy, for Pete’s sake?”

Max stepped out into the hallway as her brother slammed the door shut. The squeaking floorboards beneath her feet made Max think of chewing on tinfoil. The floorboards back at their apartment in the States didn’t creak like that. Their neighbor who smelled like mothballs let her alarm go off for hours in the morning, and you couldn’t sleep at night with the windows open because of the sounds of people spilling out of the bar across the street, but at least the floorboards stayed quiet.

Carter called to her from behind the bathroom door. “You’ve turned your ear pink, you know,” he said.

Little monster.

When Max went down to the kitchen, she found half a carafe of cold coffee on the table and the lingering, apple-y smell of pipe tobacco—the signs of their father’s recent presence. Max peered into the sink and saw ashes and flakes of tobacco gathered around the drain. Their father never emptied his pipe into the trash can for fear of catching it on fire, so he always tapped it out in the sink. Back home, when their mother wasn’t scolding him for smoking, she was scolding him for forgetting to wash the ashes down the drain. For a few months, Max and Carter had even staged an intervention, hiding their father’s pipe whenever they could, but he always managed to produce a spare one, as if by magic.

Earlier that morning, just after dawn, the sound of the squeaking floorboards had awakened Max, and she’d made it to the bedroom window in time to see their father’s gangly frame as he opened the front gate out onto the street. His glasses were perched askew atop his head as usual, and he was walking lopsidedly with his overstuffed briefcase beneath his arm. In the bed next to Max’s, Carter hadn’t even stirred.

Now with the kitchen all her own, Max helped herself to what was left of the coffee and picked up one of the German-language newspapers off the table. She liked to play a little game as she flipped through the pages, to see how many English words she could find. She’d just spotted iPhone and Hollywood when the front doorbell buzzed. It was their housekeeper, Mrs. Amsel, waiting on the stoop with a bag of groceries. She was short and squat and had skin so ruddy and wrinkled it looked like leather. And the woman possessed a terrible habit of speaking her mind.

“Mein Gott!” said Mrs. Amsel in her heavily accented English. “This was on purpose?” She poked one finger up at Max’s hair.

“It’s just hair,” said Max, suddenly and stupidly self-conscious. Why was she embarrassed? Didn’t people dye their hair pink because they wanted other people to look at them? Wasn’t that the whole point?

“Ah, such things you children do these days,” said Mrs. Amsel, shaking her head.

“I didn’t think it was a big deal,” said Max, just like a carefree girl would. Care. Free.

“Mm-hmm,” said Mrs. Amsel. “Well, at least the color makes your cheeks look rosy and plump. Very nice.”

As the tiny housekeeper brushed past Max and into the house, Max surreptitiously felt her cheeks. “Plump” was certainly not what she was going for.

Their father had hired Mrs. Amsel to tidy up the house they were renting and to cook meals. The woman also kept an eye on Max and her brother, more for their father’s peace of mind than anything else, Max suspected.

Mrs. Amsel wiped her forehead with a kerchief. She always wore one over her hair and kept a second one for mopping her sweaty brow. “We’re in for a hot day today!” Then she set the brown paper bag on the kitchen table and began arranging plates of cold cuts and thick, whitish sausages. Next she took out a baguette and a hunk of yellow cheese.

“Ah, meine liebe, could you bring me a nice sharp knife?”

Max went through the various drawers until she found a long knife with a serrated edge sharp enough for sawing through the thick bread crust. She still didn’t know her way around this new kitchen.

“Danke,” said Mrs. Amsel, and she began to saw off generous slices of bread. Max had never been able to guess Mrs. Amsel’s age. She bustled around with the energy of a young woman, but her hair showed white beneath the scarf, and the loose skin at her elbows wiggled as she sawed the baguette.

“I brought you and your brother a traditional German breakfast. Mr. Weber’s children won’t starve under my care. And that nice man at the corner grocer gives me a good price on bratwurst.”

Everyone Mrs. Amsel talked about was a nice person. The nice man who delivered the mail, the nice woman who made change at the bank. This nice person and that nice person. If Mrs. Amsel was to be believed, then this was the nicest town in all of Europe. But then Max remembered the nice lady at the pharmacy who’d sold her the hair dye….Great, now Max was doing it, too.

When Mrs. Amsel was done setting out the spread, it looked more like a lunch buffet than a breakfast. Cold cuts, sausages, bread and cheese. Max had explained to her several times that she was a vegetarian, but the housekeeper either hadn’t understood or was choosing to ignore her. “I’ll just have coffee to start, thanks,” said Max.

But Mrs. Amsel snatched the coffee mug from Max’s hands and slid it to the opposite side of the table, far out of Max’s reach. “Coffee stunts your growth,” said Mrs. Amsel. “You want to end up small like me? There’s juice in the icebox.”

As Max dragged herself over to the refrigerator, she wondered how much coffee the diminutive woman had to have drunk to stay that size. She didn’t feel like searching the kitchen for a glass, so Max took a long drink of chilled orange juice straight from the bottle. Mrs. Amsel arched her eyebrow at this lack of manners, but she didn’t comment on it.

“Did you call your mother last night?”

“We talked online.”

“You should call your mother.”

Max wanted to tell Mrs. Amsel, for the sixteenth time, that talking to her mother online was better than calling because they could actually see each other, but Mrs. Amsel was willfully ignorant about computers and, it seemed, the twenty-first century in general. No matter what Max said, in Mrs. Amsel’s mind, a phone call would always be more personal. Calling your parents when you were away was just the right thing to do.

“Did you tell her about your hair?” asked Mrs. Amsel.

“No,” said Max. “I only did it this morning. It was an impulse.”

“Mm-hmm,” said Mrs. Amsel as she slid a plate piled high with sausages and lunch meat in front of Max’s nose.

“And your father?” asked Mrs. Amsel. “What did he say?”

Max tried not to stare at the meat mountain in front of her as she nibbled on a piece of plain bread. She had yet to find a toaster in this house. “Dad came home late and left early. We didn’t talk.”

Mrs. Amsel didn’t answer at first, but poured herself a cup of coffee instead. “Well,” she said after she’d spooned enough sugar into her coffee to turn it into syrup. “Mr. Weber is an important man. And very busy. That’s why I’m here, meine liebe.”

“If he’s so busy, why’d he drag us halfway across the world with him?” said Max. “I would’ve been happier with my mom back in New York, not stuck in this stupid place.”

Max immediately regretted not that she’d said it, but how she’d said it. This stupid place was Mrs. Amsel’s home, after all. Max took another bite of bread, not wanting to look the housekeeper in the eye. Max’s father was ruining her life with this stupid trip of his, but that wasn’t Mrs. Amsel’s fault.

But if the little woman had taken offense, she didn’t show it. “Where is your brother?” she asked as she pushed herself up from the table. “I promised your father I would show you Old Town today, if the walking is not too much for Carter. The boy’s breakfast is getting cold.”

Max didn’t bother pointing out that the traditional German breakfast was mostly cold to begin with.

Mrs. Amsel set off in search of Carter, and the floorboards complained as the little housekeeper hauled herself up the rickety steps. Then Max heard her knock on the bathroom door and her brother’s voice loudly respond, “But I just got in here!”

With a quick glance toward the stairs, Max reached for her coffee and stole a sip. It was room temperature, and Max didn’t normally take it black, but she didn’t feel like searching for the milk, and she was pretty sure Mrs. Amsel had used up all the sugar.

Outside the kitchen window, people were walking briskly along the street, laden with their briefcases and bags as they headed to work, just like back in New York. Cars sped by, and life went on as normally. As Mrs. Amsel had warned, it was turning out to be a hot day already, and Max was wondering if she could figure out how to work the old house’s air conditioner when she spotted something across the street. There was movement in the shade of the grocer’s awning, and at first she thought it must be a cat, but when it moved out into the sunlight, she recognized it for what it really was—a rat. More than one rat, actually, and they were scurrying about the grocer’s fruit stands. What’s more, there was a man standing there as well, and though his torso and head were hidden in the shade, Max could tell that he was very tall, and she could clearly see his muddy shoes and the bottom of his long, threadbare coat. Perhaps he was a street person. There were plenty of those back in New York City, but Max had yet to see one here in this tidy little town. Maybe he was the grocer, and he was content to just let rats play in his food. Max made a mental note to tell Mrs. Amsel not to shop there anymore.

Max was leaning out of the open window to get a better look at the man when her view was suddenly obscured by a group of teenage boys strolling past—laughing and shoving each other as they shared some joke. One of them glanced up at Max, but before they could make eye contact, Max quickly retreated from the window. By the time she looked again, the boys had moved on, and the odd man in the black coat, and the rats, were gone as well.

Max tugged at a pink lock of hair that had fallen in front of her face and examined it between her fingers. It was a soft pink, like baby pajamas. Nothing wild about it at all, really. Just baby-pajamas hair.

“Hamelin stinks,” she muttered.
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The worst thing about Carter’s sister was that she hadn’t always been such a giant pain in the rear end. There was a time, not so long ago, when they’d been friends, not just brother and sister. Back then, coming to this new house their father had rented would have been an adventure. The two of them would have played explorers, searching for hidden rooms and passages. A house this old just had to have secrets.

Now, however, Max spent most of her time alone, and when she was with the family, she was constantly staring at her phone or glaring at nothing at all. Carter had been left to explore on his own, and the house had thus far proved to be depressingly ordinary, though Carter held out hope for the cellar. Still, he would have had a better chance at finding something really interesting if Max had helped. They should have been playing detective and staying up well past his bedtime to tell ghost stories by flashlight. But Carter feared it was too late now for his sister, because the Crouch had gotten hold of her.

Their father taught folklore back in New York City, and what’s more, he’d even written books on the subject. That meant Carter and his sister had grown up in a family full of stories. The stories weren’t theirs exactly, because their father had collected them from all over the world, but they felt like they belonged to Carter. He had nearly memorized the Grimm brothers’ tales by the time he was seven. He’d moved on to the folk stories of Anansi the spider after that, and to Coyote of the Native Americans after that. When Carter finally had exhausted other people’s stories, he’d begun making up his own.

Thus was born Carter’s legend of the Crouch. An invisible creature, the Crouch preyed upon boys and girls of a certain age—Carter decided seventh graders were a good fit—and would clamber up on top of its victim’s shoulders and perch there unseen. It was undetectable to the rest of the world, but the poor adolescent could feel its weight pressing down on her shoulders, forcing her to walk around in a constant slump. The taller the victim grew, the heavier the Crouch became, until it was too much effort to even stand up straight. The Crouch made it so hard to look at the world around you that it was easier to stay slumped over all the time and stare at the floor, or your phone.

But the very worst thing about the Crouch was that it loved to pour malicious lies into its victim’s ears. Life was too embarrassing to have any fun, the Crouch whispered. Mothers were embarrassing. Fathers were embarrassing. Little brothers were really embarrassing.

This whole trip to Germany had revealed that Carter’s sister was deep in the clutches of a particularly nasty Crouch. This morning’s pink hair had probably been the Crouch’s idea, too.

Today, led by Mrs. Amsel, Carter and Max were on a tour of Old Town, a walled-off section of Hamelin that had been mostly preserved since medieval times. Here the streets were lined with cobblestones, and the shops looked like ones from a storybook village. Mrs. Amsel told them that some of the sandstone houses dated back four hundred years or more. It was amazing to think that those delicate-looking cottages were older than the United States itself. The town as a whole had been around much longer than that, but most of the buildings had been rebuilt at one time or another over the years. Carter found it impossible to walk down those streets and not feel like he was walking back through time. He liked to pretend he’d been transported to the past, where he was the captain of the town guard, patrolling the streets for brigands and spies.

He’d tried to get Max to play along, but she just rolled her eyes at him and said she didn’t even know what a brigand was. He would have been happy to tell her that a brigand was just another word for a bandit, but she was too busy listening to the Crouch to listen to Carter.

It was also hard to be the captain of the guard when Mrs. Amsel wouldn’t stop fussing over him. Carter couldn’t walk twenty feet without the little woman stopping to ask if he needed a rest. It got to be so irritating that when Carter had felt like pausing, when the plastic and metal brace that extended from his left foot to just below his knee had started to rub painfully against his shin, he said nothing. It would have been a simple thing to fix, just tighten the straps, but by the time it’d started to become a real problem, he’d told Mrs. Amsel that he was fine so many times that he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of his admitting he needed to stop.

He knew it was silly, but Carter would happily endure a rub burn rather than prove the woman right.

It wasn’t her fault, really, and Mrs. Amsel was kind in her own way. She certainly stuffed the two of them with enough homemade cakes and local sweets to last them for months. But after nine years of walking with a brace, plus one failed surgery, Carter knew best when he needed extra help and when he did not. It was too bad that Mrs. Amsel, like most of the world, didn’t always believe him.

Whenever Mrs. Amsel asked Carter if he wanted to rest, Max rolled her eyes at the little housekeeper behind the woman’s back, but pointedly enough so that Carter could see. It was a small thing, but it meant a lot to him. It meant that the Crouch hadn’t won yet.
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The Old Town square turned out to be an open-air plaza filled with café tables and fountains topped with statues. Mrs. Amsel was leading them along a special path of bricks among the cobblestones, each one inlaid with the image of a rat. They served as markers for tourists looking for Hamelin’s main attraction—the Pied Piper. Several of the fountains were carved in his likeness, and at least one shop had Pied Piper Monopoly sets for sale in the window. Carter would have to convince his father to buy him one of those before they went home to New York.

The stone rats led them to an ancient house on a corner, with an arched wooden doorway framed by two gaslight lanterns. The building was topped with a pointed slate roof, but something in the angles of it looked all wrong to Carter, as if the lines zigzagged unnecessarily. It wasn’t the kind of thing he liked staring at, and from the various nooks and crannies, puckered stone faces leered at passersby. But there was a welcome bench outside the house, and Carter finally took the opportunity to rest his leg and adjust the straps on his brace.

“This is the Rattenfängerhaus,” said Mrs. Amsel.

“What’s a Ratten-whatever?” Max asked.

“The ratcatcher’s house,” said Mrs. Amsel. “The house named for the Pied Piper. This one is very interesting for your father, I think.”

“Then I don’t really care,” said Max.

Carter wished his sister wouldn’t talk like that. Their father was working on an important book about the town legend, and while it was true that this was the first research trip their mother hadn’t accompanied them on, Max was taking their mother’s absence personally, as if their father had done something wrong. Carter wasn’t happy that their father was too busy to spend time with them, but he wasn’t punishing other people for it. Max had gotten it into her stubborn head that she needed to be uninterested in everything her father might be interested in, including the Pied Piper. Which was going to be hard because, as far as Carter could tell, Hamelin was one big Pied Piper tourist trap.

“There are a lot of gargoyles on that house,” said Carter, craning his neck to get a good look at the grimacing statues.

“To scare away the spirits of the dark forest,” said Mrs. Amsel. “The forest held many dangers. From mischievous kobolds that would butter your shoes when you were sleeping to wood witches who liked nothing better than to bake children into pies! People back then were afraid of the dark magic of the world, not just wolves and brigands.”

At the mention of the word brigands, Carter gave his sister a smug nod. “That means bandits,” he whispered. Max ignored him.

“Back home there are faces in the architecture everywhere, all over New York City,” Carter told Mrs. Amsel. “Faces covered in leaves, called green men. Dad points them out to us all the time.”

“And do people believe in these green men still?” asked Mrs. Amsel.

“No,” said Carter. “Most people don’t even realize they’re there.”

“People can look at so much and yet they see nothing,” laughed Mrs. Amsel. “It is the same with us. Too few remember the past. Especially the young.”

“Oh, come on,” said Max. “And what—this is supposed to be the Pied Piper’s real house?”

“Oh, no,” said Mrs. Amsel. “This house was built in the sixteen hundreds, long after the piper’s time.”

“Yeah, and the Pied Piper is just a fairy tale!” said Max. “Where’s Little Red Riding Hood’s penthouse? Around here somewhere?”

Mrs. Amsel placed her hands on her hips. “Am vielen Lachen erkennt man den Narren,” she said, shaking her head. “You want to know why we call it the Piper’s House, mein lieber? Come, I will show you.”

Carter hauled himself back to his feet before Mrs. Amsel could ask if he was ready to walk, but his leg was much better now that he’d fitted the strap correctly. The housekeeper led the two of them away from the front of the house to a narrow side street. Unlike the rest of the town square, where there were raucous crowds and street performers everywhere, this little avenue was quiet and mostly empty except for a few tourists taking pictures. They were gathered around a plaque set into the side of the Piper’s House. One of them, a man with a bulky camera and hip pouch, was trying to be discreet as he stared at Carter’s leg. It was left to Carter to pretend not to notice.

“This street is called Bungelosenstrasse,” said Mrs. Amsel, softly. “No one dances here, or plays music. We keep our voices low, out of respect.”

“Why?” asked Max.

“Because this street is where he took them,” said Mrs. Amsel. “Look there.”

Mrs. Amsel pointed to the plaque, which was written in German. “In English, roughly, it says:


In the year 1284 after the birth of Christ

From Hamelin were led away

One hundred thirty children, born at this place

Led away by a piper into a mountain.”


Carter was glad when she reached the end. Of course, he loved stories, but something about hearing those words spoken aloud, especially on this strangely quiet street, gave him goose bumps.

It had less of an effect on his sister. “Why’s this town so crazy about one fairy tale?” Max asked. “This is just for the tourists, right?”

“Ah,” said Mrs. Amsel. “But this is not a fairy tale.”

“You’re not telling me you believe it?” asked Max. “That a magic piper stole all Hamelin’s children away?”

Mrs. Amsel squinted at her. “That doesn’t make it a fairy tale,” she said. “Fairy tales have happy endings.”

“Mrs. Amsel,” said Carter. “You know a lot about this stuff.”

“All Hameliners know the story of the Pied Piper,” she said.

“Yeah, but you know a lot. Are you a folklorist like our dad?”

“Hmph,” said Mrs. Amsel. “Your father is an important man. I am just a housekeeper. Now come, we don’t want to be late.”

Mrs. Amsel turned and led them away from Bungelosenstrasse, and as they walked, Carter caught his sister’s eye and mouthed, What’s the matter with you?

Max mouthed back, She’s senile, and made a crazy gesture with her finger.

Hopeless.

They followed their housekeeper until they reached a small stage that had been erected in the center of the plaza. Paper lanterns were strung from the trees, and behind the stage, a giant curtain painted to look like a mountain range hung as a backdrop. Crowds of tourists, and even a few locals, were gathered in front of it, waiting patiently. Street vendors passed in and out of the crowd, selling sweets and souvenirs.

“What are we waiting for?” asked Max. “Rats the musical?”

“Today is June twenty-sixth,” said Mrs. Amsel.

“Oh!” said Carter. “That’s the anniversary of the story! Dad told me.”

Mrs. Amsel nodded. “We put on a play every year for the tourists, but the children enjoy it, too.”

While they waited for the show to begin, Mrs. Amsel waved over a vendor and bought each of them a pack of black licorice rats. Max made a face as Carter managed to fit three into his mouth at once. He let the tails dangle over his chin.

“Ugh, disgusting,” she said. “Here, you can have mine.”

“Mission accomplished,” mumbled Carter past a mouthful of gummy rats.

As church bells began to ring, the crowd quieted and the rat vendors ceased their calls. Everyone’s attention turned to the little stage as an elderly couple dressed in colorful frocks and garish stage makeup entered through the curtain. The round little man put his arms around his plump wife.

“He is not the sort of person who should be wearing tights,” whispered Max.

The man was talking to the audience, delivering his lines in German.

“Lean close, children,” Mrs. Amsel said softly. “I will translate the story for you.”

Carter did as he was told, but his sister stayed where she was, arms crossed defiantly across her chest.

“Once upon a time,” said Mrs. Amsel. “The village of Hamelin was overrun with rats.” Right then the curtains parted, and the rats—who were actually just children dressed in felt rat costumes—scurried onstage.

“Oh, would you look at them?” cried Mrs. Amsel. “Such dears!” The children were trying their best to look menacing, but they couldn’t see very well in their floppy rat masks—the snouts dangled in front of their eyes—and they kept bumping into each other. The audience was breaking out in giggles.

“Oh, but here comes the important part,” said Mrs. Amsel, suddenly serious when a man dressed in a clownish red, yellow and green cloak took the stage. “One night,” continued Mrs. Amsel, “it seemed the villagers’ prayers for deliverance were answered, and a piper in a pied coat arrived and offered to rid the village of the rats once and for all. The town elders were desperate, even though the Piper had asked for a fee that not even a king could pay. Nevertheless, they agreed to his terms, and they watched, amazed, as the Piper began to play and the rats answered his call. Throughout the village he danced, and the rats followed. He led them to the river Weser, and there they drowned.”

As Mrs. Amsel narrated, the Piper onstage played and the rats danced around him until one by one they disappeared behind a new backdrop curtain that had been painted to look like a river winding through the countryside.

“The Piper returned to the elders and demanded his payment, but the villagers could not afford such a sum. They offered to pay him what they could spare, but it was only a fraction of what he’d demanded. The Piper swore vengeance.

“Now the village elders, in their pride, were not afraid of the Piper. The rats were dead, drowned in the river, so what could one angry Piper do to them? They laughed at his threats and decided to pay him nothing at all.

“They were fools.” Mrs. Amsel pointed to the Piper onstage and whispered, “Watch.”

The Piper began to play again, only this time the song was slower, more melancholy than before. The curtain rose once more, revealing the children, changed out of their rat costumes and sleeping soundly in their beds. Carter expected the audience to respond, to ooh and aah at the adorable sleeping children, but no one said a word. They were rapt, their attention on the play. Carter’s was on Mrs. Amsel. She was whispering so softly now that he had to lean in very close to hear. He was surprised to find his sister leaning in, too.

“The Piper stole back to Hamelin in the late hours of night,” whispered Mrs. Amsel. “And he played a new song. This time, as he danced throughout the village, it was the children who answered his call. Across the square and along the Bungelosenstrasse, they danced, through the gate and beyond, into the mountains, where they disappeared.”

As Mrs. Amsel narrated, the Piper actor and the children did actually dance off the stage and through the square until they reached the Bungelosenstrasse, the quiet street. Then he stopped playing, and they marched solemnly away.

“All the children who could walk followed him, all but one,” said Mrs. Amsel, and at this Carter noticed that one boy had been left behind—a small boy who walked with crutches. He’d tried to keep up, but the procession was too fast for him and he was left in the square alone.

Carter could feel Mrs. Amsel’s eyes on him as he watched the boy struggle to catch up. She sounded hesitant to continue. “The boy who was left behind…he told the villagers what had occurred, and it is thanks to him that Hamelin knows what became of its children, even if they are lost forever.”

Mrs. Amsel cleared her throat. “Or so the story goes.”

Carter felt his cheeks burning as he shifted uneasily. He winced as his brace banged against a wrought iron streetlamp. At the sound, several heads turned his way.

His sister was next to him. He could feel her watching him. “What?” he said. “I’m fine.”

That was a lie. He knew the story of the Pied Piper well enough to know that there was always a boy who got left behind, someone who could tell the tale. But in the versions he’d read, it had been a blind boy who’d gotten lost trying to follow the others, or a deaf boy who couldn’t hear the music at all. This version was new to him. This boy was new to him. When the boy had first appeared onstage, Carter had thought, or he’d hoped, that the boy might turn out to be a hero and break the Piper’s spell or something like that. But that wasn’t how the story ended. It ended with the boy left behind. Carter felt stupid himself for wishing anything different.

“I’m fine,” he told his sister again.

“Okay,” Max said, sounding uncertain.

“Really, I said I’m fine!”

“And I said okay!”

Then the song was over. The stage curtain drew closed and the audience around them started to applaud. Max was still watching Carter, and it wasn’t until he started clapping that she joined in, too.
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Max’s mind had wandered throughout much of the first half of the play as she wondered what her friends were doing back home and whether their mother was lonely in their empty apartment. But the play’s ending had taken a disturbing turn, one that had been hard to ignore. That was the thing she hated about the stories her dad collected—they might seem charming and magical, but there was usually something dark hiding just beneath the surface. Sure Hansel and Gretel defeated the witch in the end, but they’d gotten lost in the forest in the first place because their parents had abandoned them there. Little Red was saved by the huntsman but not until after the wolf had devoured her grandmother. And the townsfolk of Hamelin refused to pay the Piper, so their children had to pay the price.

As the audience dispersed, Max glanced over at the street vendors hawking their wares. It was a horrible thing to be selling souvenirs of such a terrible story. Then there was that part at the end with the boy who was left behind. Max watched Carter closely after that. Her little brother was tough, tougher than most people gave him credit for, but sometimes when you weren’t expecting something was when it hit you the hardest, and neither of them had been expecting that. Max had spent many years sticking up for her younger brother. She’d faced down more than one ignorant jerk who had decided to target Carter because he was different. As he got older, Carter had learned how to stick up for himself. “Words only hurt if you let them,” he’d say. But sometimes things people say are sharp enough to cut no matter how thick you think your skin is.

Her brother was a tough kid, but he was still only a kid.

Carter insisted he was fine, however, so Max decided to let it go. He already had one little old lady hovering over him; he didn’t need another.

The Piper and the children had returned to the stage to take their bows, and now they were mingling with the crowd. The actor who’d played the Piper played his flute for the tourists’ kids and posed for pictures. Who wouldn’t want a picture of their child with the child catcher?

“Where’s the kid on the crutches?” asked Carter.

“I dunno,” said Max, looking around. “He must be here somewhere.”

“I’m going to look for him,” said Carter.

“Don’t wander off,” said Mrs. Amsel. She was red-faced and sweaty and sat down heavily on a bench. “This heat! I’ll rest a minute, but you children stay together and don’t leave the plaza.”

Max followed her brother as he searched for the boy, but they hadn’t gotten far when they were waylaid by a street performer juggling fire sticks over his head.

“Guten tag, mein liebe,” said the young man as Max walked around him, trying to give him and his fire sticks a wide berth.

“I’m sorry, I don’t speak German,” Max said.

“Ah, American?” said the juggler, smiling. He was dressed in a jester’s motley outfit, the tassels topped with little bells like fairy chimes. “Do you like magic?”

Max thought about the magic in her father’s stories, and in the play they’d just seen. Magic rarely led to good in those tales, but of course that wasn’t the kind of magic this young man was referring to.

“Do you know any card tricks?” Max asked. The juggler laughed, even as he twirled a fire stick over his head and caught it again. Several nearby people clapped for him.

“Magic is magic, if you believe in it,” he said. “Watch!” Then the fire began to change color. As he spun the torches expertly into the air, the flames changed from orange to blue, to green and, lastly, to purple.

There was more excited applause, and Max supposed it was only polite to join in. It was certainly a nice trick. The juggler must’ve treated his fire sticks with some kind of chemical that changed color when it burned, though Max had to admit that she couldn’t remember ever seeing a purple flame before.

She’d just turned around to ask her brother if he had any theories about the color-changing fire (Carter was full of theories about everything) when she realized
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