
“There is Something Wrong with Norwell” 

There is something wrong with Norwell. Always has been. It is a town on the coast of 

Massachusetts, surrounded by empty fields, abandoned factories, and dirty water. It’s not these 

things that should scare you. It’s the people. As you walk up and down the streets, the sidewalks 

are abandoned and the storefronts empty. But you are being watched.  You may see a door knob 

turn, turn, and stop. Or you may see fingers, only fingers, pulling back dun curtains for a better 

look at you. Outsiders are not welcome here.  

There is something wrong with Norwell. 

This story begins with one family. They were the Wrathskells, and Frank Wrathskell was 

the patriarch of the family and had lived in Norwell all his life. He was a stern old man, the 

grandfather who everybody was afraid of and who nobody disrespected. He was six foot five, 

long and lean like a towering tree. His body had weathered storms and time and yet was not 

wizened or bent. He was a man of few words, but when he neared the end of his life, his mind 

turned to who would lead after he was gone. He knew the town would fall apart without a leader, 

someone to tell others what to do.  

There is something wrong with Norwell. 

 When the Wrathskells had moved to America from Germany, they had brought their 

traditions, their rituals, and their superstitions with them. It was vital that they kept their heritage 

in order to keep their honor. But sometimes rituals devolve, and superstitions turn to 

derangements.  

There is something wrong with Norwell.  

 Frank Wrathskell, in the last week of his life on this earth, paced through his house. The 

wood floorboards creaked under his steady feet, hiding dirt and dust beneath in the crawlspaces. 

The wallpaper screamed a melancholy green and orange, the seventies vibe constant throughout. 

In the bedroom there was wood paneling, and the floors were a sickly green and white-checkered 

linoleum. But Frank didn’t notice these things. He stared at the family photos on the wall, 

searching for some sign. The dogs were barking in the yard, but he didn’t listen. Finally his eyes 

fell on his granddaughter, Kate. Her hair was angel blond, and her skin was the porcelain only 

found on the most perfect dolls. Even her eyes appeared to be glassy perfect, blue and shining 

with some mysterious light that only children possess. And that was when he knew what had to 

be done.   

… 

 There is something wrong with Norwell. There is an old subway station that is boarded 

up and left to its own meddlings, of mice and rats and railway tracks. Norwell smells of fear and 

age and mildew, like laundry left half-dry in the creepy basement. It festers and sits until some 



unlucky soul has to go and claim it. But in the underground of Norwell, the people dwell in 

silence until their leader comes to announce the chosen one.  

 There is something very wrong with Norwell.  

… 

They were called red bulls. Huge, black, ferocious dogs that could easily kill a man if not 

for relative obedience to their owner. It was the night of the choosing.  

 The leader of the clan was old; he was dying. The time had come to train a new leader. 

The chosen girl had a perfectly round face, splashed in freckles with the smallest nose and the 

most smiling eyes. Her ash blond hair fell just below her chin in an adorable bob. Everything 

about her was perfect. She was five.  

 The entire clan stood in white illumination, their forms and figures bleached by the lights 

of the subway train. They were in the underground. The clan had set their own tracks long ago, 

and filched an entire train for themselves. The lights were blindingly white. Blinding enough to 

keep the little girl’s eyes squinty the whole time, which scrunched up her nose. She swayed back 

and forth, rocking on her feet, as if she were about to fall over from sleepiness. Somewhere far 

off a bell tolled once…twice…three times.  

 The little girl seemed happy. She was with the people she knew and loved, the people 

who had raised her. But the red bulls terrified her. There were two of them at the boarded-up end 

of the tunnel, leashed by their owner, Elena, a huge, burly woman who gave evil its name. The 

dogs snarled and dove at each other, rolling and mauling and slavering. To separate them, Elena 

wrapped the leashes around her wrists and flung her arms up and down and to the sides, like 

some mad concert conductor. The dogs flew to each side in elegant arcs before slamming into 

the stone floor. 

 They did not whimper; they did not howl. The dogs vaulted up with sinister grace and 

pounced for each other’s throat again. If they knew pain, the girl would have pitied them. The 

slightest whimper or yelp and her heart would have been theirs. But she hated them. She hated 

them with every fiber of her two and a half foot frame. And as much as a child could hate, she 

did.  

 The leader of the clan stood at the end of the last subway car, before them all. One 

wrinkled hand gripped the rail for balance; the other was raised, demanding silence. The slight 

chatter diminished to the silence inside a coffin.  

 He began to speak. “You all know why we have come here. Eighty seven years ago I was 

chosen to lead our family. I was the kind of individual who even then knew that he wanted to be 

important, that he would be important.” His voice was small, almost childish, and creased with 

the care of many decades. He inhaled, wheezing before he started again. “I did what was 



demanded of me, sacrificing what I loved most for discipline. Tonight a new leader shall come to 

the clan.” He held out his arms to the little girl. “Emilia, come here, my darling,” he said to her. 

She ran forward, her pink cotton nightie fluttering behind her and her bare feet smacking against 

the cold floor as she went. She climbed her way up to him and jumped into his arms, the arms of 

her grandfather, but above all the arms of the clan leader.  

 He smiled and said, “Emilia, I have a gift for you.” Emilia beamed back at him, dimples 

in her cheeks and slight crooks in her teeth.  

 “What is it, Pa-Paw?” She waited eagerly.  

 Her grandfather pivoted with her in his arms. And in the car she could see hundreds of 

mice, of all sizes and colors. She squealed in delight. Emilia loved mice. She loved mice and 

rats, black and white and brown ones. She loved them all. 

 “Sweetheart, I want you to pick only one, all right? Find the one you love the most.” 

 The sunshiny joy radiating from her face dimmed a little as he held her in his arms, but 

she nodded quickly. He set her down and the doors opened. She leapt inside, careful not to 

squash any of the mice. A few tried to escape but her grandfather shoved them back in with his 

foot. The doors closed and the clan waited. The dogs barked.  

 Emilia did not like the smell of the car. It smelled faintly of cleaning supplies. It 

reminded her of when she had spilled her art supplies on the floor, with red (her favorite color) 

paint running everywhere. She remembered how her Pa-Paw had cleaned up red paint. He had 

soaked it up with towels and sprayed and scrubbed it. He spilled red paint a lot, and in lots of 

different places. So she had raided the cleaning closet and gathered up her rags and her bleach 

and her sprays. She was panicked someone would see. She cleaned and cleaned and was feeling 

very sick when her grandfather found her, scooping her up and away. He had muttered 

something about chlorine and ammonia and later she got in more trouble for trying to hide the 

mess than making it in the first place.  

 But the insistent squeaking of the mice returned her to the present. They crawled over her 

feet and legs. It tickled and she laughed. Emilia bent and picked up a large, white rat. It was 

astonishingly soft, and it was the only pure white one. It squirmed in her hands, trying to escape. 

She delicately picked her way back to where Pa-Paw waited. The doors remained open, yet the 

mice scurried farther back. The dogs barked louder.  

 “This one, Pa-Paw, this one!” she said, grinning, her eyes glued to her pet. 

 “Good, my dear. Now, you want to make me happy, don’t you?” He knelt down in front 

of her to more easily get her attention. 

 Emilia nodded.  



 “And you would do what I asked to make me happy?” 

 She nodded again absentmindedly, completely distracted with her newly beloved pet. 

Then she noticed the malevolent barking of the dogs, the way it was closer. She tore her eyes 

away from her white rat with great effort and looked for the source of the sound. Elena stood 

there, the dogs in front of her, pulling on their leashes with great force. They were straining so 

hard toward Emilia’s rat that their front legs were completely off the ground. Emilia cupped it in 

her hands and hugged it to her chest, trying to shield it. It quivered and squirmed with fear.  

 “Then you must give your rat to the bulls, Emilia,” her grandfather’s voice whispered in 

her ear. 

 Emilia did not understand. Barking filled the underground, echoing far into the tunnel. 

The little girl looked at her grandfather, clutching the rat tighter. Her eyes were wide and her 

lower lip trembled. She shook her head and took a small step back. Closer to the bulls. Their 

thunderous barks overwhelmed her small ears.  

 Her grandfather crept towards her with his hands outstretched. 

 “Come, dear, you must.”  

 She shook her head again, taking another step back. Closer to the bulls. Their massive 

front paws rested on the footstep up to the car. The air screamed. Emilia didn’t know what to 

protect her rat from, her grandfather or the bulls. Her grandfather came forward and she 

instinctively put the rat behind her back. The dogs went mad. Emilia whimpered. The rat 

trembled and she again held it in her arms. She could feel the bulls’ hot, damp breath on the back 

of her neck now. They were so close.  

 Suddenly she dashed past her grandfather and tossed the rat back into the car. It scurried 

away and was lost in the multitude. They were all pressed at the back of the car, frothing against 

the walls like water upon rock, deathly afraid of the dogs.  

 “There! Now you can’t find my rat! It’s safe!” the little girl spat with a child’s fury, and 

with the sheer impossible certainty that she was right. Because her child’s mind simply could not 

fathom evil.   

 “Very well, then. The bulls will kill all of them.” 

 The look of horror on Emilia’s face should have broken any human’s heart. Her 

grandfather’s face was stony. Her eyes widened as she began to understand. She rushed back into 

the car to find her one white rat, to save it at all costs. 

 “Let them loose,” he said. The dogs had heard these words before, and they understood 

their meaning. Their barking crescendoed. Elena let the bulls go, their leashes whipping behind 

them like demons’ tails as they bounded into the car. The doors closed.  



The leader of the clan stepped down from the train car. “She has failed the test. We must 

find a new candidate.” His eyes fell upon a curly-haired boy sleeping in his mother’s arms, one 

fist in his mouth and the other wrapped around the ears of a stuffed rabbit. He had always wanted 

a real one. The boy’s mother smiled with pride, knowing her son would be given the chance, the 

choice, to rule. The leader of the clan walked away and they followed him into darkness. The 

screams of a thousand mice and one little girl followed them, reached for them, withdrew, and 

echoed into silence. Somewhere in the distance a bell tolled one…two…three…four times.  

The cleaning would begin tomorrow. The choosing would come tomorrow night.  

… 

There is something wrong with Norwell. 

 


