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Chapter 1: Bramble 

 
Tyler Wordsmith lived in an old house called Bramble. 
Of course, Bramble did not start out being old. It started out 

like Tyler: young and lively, filled with dreams and laughter, not 
gray or creaky or keeping secrets—at least, not right away. 

But some houses become old before their time, especially if 
they’re not kept up or loved enough. 

Tyler loved Bramble. He loved to explore it and have adven-
tures in it when the weather was bad or when it was too dark to 
play outside. Bramble’s stairways (Tyler imagined) became 
dangerous cliffs and the hallways became mysterious valleys. 
The most mysterious part of Bramble was the library—chiefly 
because Tyler was not supposed to play in it by himself. 

“This restriction from playing in the library,” thought Tyler, 
“must be due to secret chambers and hidden trap doors.” In 
truth, however, it was because of expensive items his father had 
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in the library that he did not wish broken by a young adven-
turous boy. 

Tyler’s father, Roger, did not mind Tyler being in the library 
when it was just 
to read quietly. 
Tyler enjoyed 
reading while 
sunk into his fa-
ther’s overstuffed 
reading chair. 
Tyler loved the 
presence of all the 
books surround-
ing him on the 
shelves, the smell 
of old furniture, 
and the warm 
glow from the 
library’s wooden 

floors. 
 Indeed, Tyler did love Bramble. 
Tyler’s parents, Roger and Marjorie Wordsmith, once loved 

Bramble too. Perhaps they still did. But being grown-ups—with 
grown-up worries and concerns—they no longer showed much 
affection toward Bramble. So, Bramble, in turn, grew old and 
gray and a little spooky and began keeping secrets from them. 
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Bramble was situated in a row of similar houses—houses 
with names like Pinewood and Cedar Point and Boxwood Man-
or. They formed an elegant street of homes on the outskirts of a 

community called Careful Creek. It was a very pleasant place 
for Tyler in which to live and to play with his friends. But trou-
ble arrived to disturb the peace of Tyler and his friends and 
neighbors. 

In the distance was the city. No one from Careful Creek 
traveled there unless they absolutely had to. The city was con-
sidered dangerous, noisy, and altogether unwholesome. 

Tyler heard his father call the city “blighted” or sometimes 
just “blight” and so Tyler took after his father by calling the city 
Blight. The other children did the same and eventually the 
name stuck. 

Adults on their way to work or children going to school 
would pause to look toward Blight and hope that it would keep 
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its distance. But Blight seemed closer and closer each day, its 
dingy haze preceding it like a smoky cloud, smothering out col-
or and light and obscuring the trees and houses in its path. 

Nevertheless, even with Blight ever in the distance, life went 
on peacefully. Tyler and the others ignored Blight the best they 
could, enjoying their community and their grand, old homes. 
And, as much as Tyler enjoyed reading stories in his father’s 
library or exploring imaginary territories in Bramble, his real 
joy was playing in Careful Creek. 

“Be careful playing in 
that creek,” Marjorie 
Wordsmith would tell him 
whenever Tyler went out 
to play and Tyler, suppos-
ing all the other children 
were told the very same by 
their own parents, was 
sure that that was how the 
creek got its name, “Care-
ful Creek.” 

The creek was hardly 
more than a brook and 
quite safe (if you did not 
count climbing the tall 

trees) as it twisted its way through the woods behind the hous-
es.  

Gurgling and tinkling, the creek wound its way over smooth 
stones and formed tiny waterfalls and swirling pools—homes 
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to turtles, crayfish, and small perch, all of  which Tyler would 
try to catch with bits of bread or bacon tied to a string. 

When tired of taunting crayfish 
or throwing rocks, Tyler and his 
best friend, Raymond, would climb 
a special tree—special because of 
simple wooden planks nailed into a 
sturdy branch where the boys could 
sit, hidden by leaves. There, Tyler 
and Raymond spied upon the 
neighborhood and pretended they 
were pirates while they ate home-
made peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches. 

But, in recent days, Ray-
mond always seemed too busy 
to play and Tyler found himself 
sitting alone in the tree as he 
watched a family of crows 
perched upon a roof. The days 
were becoming cooler so he 
wore his favorite “hoodie” (or 
hooded sweater). 

Past the crows, above the 
treetops, Blight blotted out the 
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setting sun, dimming its light. Suddenly, the crows took wing, 
flying in the opposite direction from Blight and Tyler wondered 
if it were a bad sign. Maybe a warning. 

“Tyler! Time for dinner!” It was his mother’s voice calling. 
“Coming!” he called back. It would take him a couple cau-

tious minutes to climb down without falling. Tyler was more 
afraid of being forbidden to climb the tree again than he was of 
was getting hurt. 

When Tyler ar-
rived at Bramble, he 
found Raymond 
waiting on the door-
step. Tyler’s father 
stood at the top of the 
stairs near the door-
way. Two houses 
down the street, 
parked in front of 
Raymond’s house, 
Pinewood, a moving 
van was being filled 
with furniture and 
boxes. 

“We’re moving,” said Raymond. 
“What? When?” 
“Now,” said Raymond, looking down and sighing. “I found 

out a few days ago, but I didn’t want to tell you.” 
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“Why?” asked Tyler. “Did your dad get a new job in a differ-
ent town?” 

Raymond pointed angrily down the street, toward the murky 
outline of Blight. “That’s why,” said Raymond. “All because of 
Blight. My dad told my mom that Blight was coming here—

spreading to Careful Creek—and we had better get out while 
we can. While we can still sell Pinewood.”  

“Why didn’t you say—” began Tyler, but his friend interrupt-
ed him, still unwilling to meet Tyler’s troubled eyes. 
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“I had to be quiet,” said Raymond. “My dad didn’t want oth-
ers in Careful Creek to know we were selling. He said it would 
drive the price down.” 

Tyler shrugged and started up the steps toward Bramble. 
From the doorway, his father  looked down at him, saddened 
and uncharacteristically at a loss for words. 

“I heard my dad tell my mom that Bramble was even older 
than Pinewood,” said Raymond. “And that your family better 
think about selling it too—before it’s too late.” 

But Tyler did not look back. “Move away. I don’t care.” 
“I’m sorry...” began Raymond, but his voice trailed off. 
Tyler stopped and looked at the moving van and the shadow 

of Blight beyond it. Blight coming? Was Blight alive? A living 
creature—more than just a city—a vast monster in city form 
creeping toward Careful Creek?  

Beyond the wisdom of most children Tyler’s age, Tyler had 
the sudden terrible realization that his happy childhood soon 
might be forever changed, if not totally destroyed. And his best 
friend—his ex-best friend—had let Tyler down and gave him no 
warning. Some friend! And there was that awful Blight hanging 
over the distant city, like a cloud of evil. 

It was then that Tyler said something he had never said be-
fore. Something he should not have ever said. He raised his fist 
toward Blight and shouted, “I HATE YOU!” 

Lightning flashed in the dark sky over Blight and a sudden 
fierce gust of wind blew past Raymond and Tyler and Tyler’s 
father and through Bramble’s open door. Tyler’s mother, Marjo-
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rie, shrieked inside the kitchen and pots and pans could be 
heard banging and clanging onto the floor. Roger Wordsmith 
clutched the doorway to avoid falling. 

“Tyler!” shouted Roger. “Apologize at once!” For Roger 
thought his son had yelled at Raymond, instead of Blight. 

But there was no use in apologizing. A frightened Raymond 
ran down the street and into Pinewood. An hour later, the mov-
ing van pulled away, followed by Raymond’s family car and they 
were gone. 

Careful Creek seemed darker. Maybe Blight was getting 
closer. And Bramble seemed different, too, even more creaky 
than usual. 

After helping straighten up the kitchen (there were pots and 
pans and some broken dishes all over the kitchen floor), Roger 
and Tyler joined Marjorie at the dinner table where they ate in 
silence. Because there was an odd chill in the air, Tyler still wore 
his sweater. 

Finally, Marjorie broke the awkward mood by asking, 
“Whatever caused that terrible gust of wind to come through 
the kitchen like that?” 

“A freak air current,” said Roger glancing at his son across 
the table. “Although it is strange how it came on the tail of Ty-
ler’s outburst.” 

Tyler did not know how an outburst could have a tail, but he 
felt his father was being unfair. He knew who he was really an-
gry at. It wasn’t Raymond, really. 

“An outburst?” said Marjorie. 
“I did not tell Raymond I hated him,” said Tyler. 
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“Hated?” said Marjorie. “Hate is a terrible word.” 
“You must choose your words carefully, Tyler,” said his fa-

ther. “I’ve taught you that.”  
Besides being the town librarian and himself a published au-

thor, Roger Wordsmith was also a cartographer—a map 
maker—which required precise labeling of towns and cities and 
whole countries. While Roger was not exactly precise at all he 
did (for example, in the upkeep of Bramble or even in monitor-
ing Tyler’s progress in school, as we shall later see), he paid 
close attention to the use of words. 
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“Yes, father,” said Tyler. 
“So, you must always mean what you say, but never be mean 

in how you say it,” scolded Roger, shaking his finger at Tyler for 
emphasis. 

“Now, dear,” said Marjorie, who could never abide a scolding 
of Tyler, even when it was deserved. “I’m sure he meant no 
harm.” 

Bramble’s rafters creaked as if in disagreement and an odd 
scuttling noise came from somewhere in the house. 

“You suppose we have mice?” said Marjorie, peering anx-
iously beneath the table. 

“I don’t think so,” said Roger, also peering under the table. 
“Father…” began Tyler, once more trying to head off a father-

ly lecture (which could go on for hours). But the lecture was 
underway—and some of it would actually come to help Tyler 
when he most needed it. 

“Harsh words can never be recalled,” said Roger. “They can 
only be softened by kinder words.” 

“Yes, father,” said Tyler, half listening while, with his fork, he 
pushed the peas on his plate into a little circle. 

“Don’t play with your food,” said Marjorie. 
“You know” said Roger thoughtfully, “your words can come 

back to haunt you.” 
“Haunt me?” said Tyler, his interest aroused. “Like spooks?” 
Bramble creaked and the strange scuttling seemed closer. 

Marjorie glanced about nervously. “This old house is getting 
temperamental.” 
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But Roger was focused on his lecture. “Well, Tyler,” contin-
ued Roger. “not quite like spooks. What I meant was...” 

“I don’t see how plain old words can go anywhere,” said Ty-
ler, “especially to haunt people.” 

Just then, Tyler thought he saw something peering at him 
from the corridor shadows, something that couldn’t be. It actu-
ally looked like a word—with eyes! A moment later, it was gone. 

“Oh, there you are wrong,” said Roger, focused on his lec-
ture. “Many were the times—when I was your age—that some 
ill-chosen word followed me about like a hungry dog after a 
bone.” 

“Well, I think he got the message,” said Marjorie, rising from 
her chair. “Roger, why don’t we excuse Tyler to the library 
where you can continue this talk later. Let’s clear the dishes.” 

“Umm,” said Tyler, suddenly unwilling to go to the library 
alone—with that strange shadow lurking about. “I’ll be happy to 
help with the dishes.” 

“Go on, Tyler,” said Roger. “Your mother and I need to talk.” 
Tyler poked his head into the corridor but saw no shadows 

or animated word-things. “Must be my imagination,” he 
thought. As he left his parents to clear away the dishes, he was 
pretty sure he knew what they would be discussing: the news 
about Raymond moving away and how, maybe, they should sell 
Bramble. 

His fingers affectionately brushed against Bramble’s walls as 
he walked toward the library. “Don’t worry,” said Tyler, “we 
won’t sell you or leave you behind like a forgotten pet or an old 



TH E D O OR IN T O WH I M SY  

●   13   ●  

pair of shoes.” But he did not sound very convincing, even to 
himself. 
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Chapter 2: Through 
The Little Door 

Tyler plopped down onto his father’s comfy reading chair 
and looked about the library. A writing desk showed signs of 
Roger’s current project: fresh parchment with squiggly writing 
on it, a ruler, a quill pen jutting from an inkwell, and beside the 
desk, a metal bin holding other scrolls and maps. Tyler stood 
and approached the desk. The writing looked squiggly to him 
because it was cursive writing and many children no longer 
learned cursive in school. It was old-fashioned. 

Tyler shrugged and turned away—just as a book fell from 
the shelf and landed on his head. 
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“Ow!” yelled Tyler, rubbing his head and looking to see who 
—or what—had dropped the book on him. What he saw made 
Tyler completely forget his sore head. 

The face of a tiny man looked down at Tyler from the book-
shelf. “I thought I might knock some sense into you,” said the 
little man. “Before it’s too late.” 
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Tyler backed away—and stepped on the book. He picked it 
up and saw that it was entitled “Sense and Sensibility,” by Jane 
Austen. 

“Who are you? What are you doing in my father’s library?” 
said Tyler. 
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“Shhh!” hissed the little man, climbing down the bookcase 
and landing lightly on the floor. The little man was quite agile, 
despite carrying a sack stuffed full of Roger’s maps and scrolls. 

“There is someone else in here spying on us! Someone or 

something quite nasty.” The little man grabbed the remaining 
scrolls out of the bin beside the desk and crammed them into 

his sack. 
“Hey! Stop that!” yelled Tyler. “Who are you?” 
“Whisper,” said the little man as he hefted the bag over his 

shoulder and walked toward the wall. 
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“Why should I whisper?” asked Tyler, struggling to believe he 
was talking to the strange little person.  

“Not you. Me! I!” said the little man who was running his 
nimble fingers along the baseboard. “My name is Whisper and I 
am on an important royal errand, so goodbye!” 

 
 A tiny door—much too tiny even for Whisper—appeared in 

the baseboard… 
…and 
  then 
          it 
           opened!  
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A golden light, as if from an early morning sun, shone 
through.  

“Ugh!,” said Whisper, shielding his eyes. “Almost too late.” 
He grabbed his bag and bent toward the door when—. 

Whoosh! Down from the bookshelves—scattering volumes, 
parchments, and all the contents of  Whisper’s bag into the 
air—a dark shape rushed past Whisper,  turned to cast a last 
baleful stare at Tyler, then plunged through the little door in the 
wall. 

Tyler would never forget the frightful face of HATE as it 
stared at him. 
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“No!” yelled Whisper, snatching at parchments as they fell 
through the air. He grabbed a couple scrolls and started to 
squeeze himself through the little door. 

 

 
“Come back with those!” shouted Tyler. He reached through 

the tiny door and just managed to grab  Whisper’s left foot. 
Whisper frantically kicked and twisted until Tyler’s entire 

arm was pulled through the doorway. 
“You little thief. You’re pulling my arm off!” shouted Tyler 

through the doorway—and what Tyler saw nearly made him let 
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go.  Rays of the morning sunrise bathed the golden towers of a 
distant castle jutting above a forest tree line. 

Sunrise? Castle? When it was evening in Careful Creek? 
“You’re stretching my leg!” hollered  Whisper who gave a last 

mighty tug of his leg and POP—both boy and little man tum-
bled through the doorway and out the other side. Behind Tyler, 
the little door slammed shut. 

Tyler turned to find a small key jutting from an ancient 
moss-covered rock wall. But there was no door. And no Bram-
ble. Tyler grabbed the key an instant before Whisper lunged for 
it. 

“Here, now!” exclaimed Whisper. “That’s my key.” 
“Not anymore it’s not!” Tyler shouted back. “Where did my 

house go?” He rubbed his fingers along the wall but felt only 
stones and crumbling mortar. 
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Whisper glanced about, shielding his eyes from the soft rays 
of sunrise and hopping from foot to foot like a lizard on a hot 
rock. “You won’t find the doorway except by moonlight,” he 
said. He reached out his hand. “You might as well give me the 
key.” 

“I think not,” said Tyler, and he tucked the key into his pock-
et. I’m not sure you should be allowed to run in and out of 
Bramble willy-nilly.” (Willy-nilly was a word his father often 
used and seemed right for this occasion.) 

Whisper, looking perplexed, stopped hopping and fidgeting 
for a moment. “Willy-nilly? That’s my cousin. I’ve not seen him 
for years. He lives with my uncle, Will-o’-the-wisp, in the 
marshlands.” Then Whisper remembered his discomfort and 
resumed hopping up and down, shielding his face from the ris-
ing sun. For a fact, the little man’s clothes seemed to be 
smoldering and smoking. 

A few more minutes, thought Tyler, and the little sneak thief 
might burst into flames. Tyler backed away against the wall. 

“Bah!” shouted Whisper. “You terrible little brat.” He scamp-
ered away, clutching the few scrolls he had stolen, and 
disappeared into a nearby stand of trees. 

It was only then that Tyler noticed the world around him. 
Rolling hills, distant farm houses, and patches of crops and 
fruit orchards pushed up against a dark forest, everything in 
soft Fall colors. Oddly enough, the farthest-away parts of the 
country still seemed quite clear, as if he were seeing this 
strange world on the page of a picture book. 
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One part of the forest nearest him had an area of trees that 
seemed damaged. They looked like something had plowed its 
way right through them, knocking down and uprooting smaller 
trees in its path.  

Tyler turned to look again at the ruins of the wall where once 
a building must have stood. He strained his eyes for anything 
looking like a little door, but there was no sign of it. 

“Ho, there!” A small red wagon pulled by a pony approached. 
The driver, a thin man with a long nose and pointy chin, was 
dressed in a red soldier’s uniform and hat. A sword and scab-

bard hung on his belt. He pulled back on the reins and drew the 
wagon to a halt. Beside the driver sat a small dog wearing a 
similar uniform tunic and even a soldier’s hat (which was much 
smaller than the man’s, of course). 

The soldier’s keen eyes scanned the treetops. “Have you seen 
any ghosts?” he asked. 

“Ghosts?” said Tyler, startled. 
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The soldier nodded. “They’re nearby. If you listen closely, you 
can hear them wailing when the wind picks up.” 

“No,” said Tyler. “The only thing I’ve seen is a sneak thief 
named Whisper who ran in there a moment ago.” (And a 
haunted word that somehow came alive, thought Tyler.) He lis-
tened intently, trying to hear ghostly sounds, but all he could 
hear was the kind of whistling, rustling sound that the wind 
always made when it passed through the treetops behind 
Bramble, back in his own world. 

“Whenever there’s a storm, especially with an East wind, the 
ghosts blow over from October and get caught up in the 
branches,” continued the soldier. “They upset the farmers here-
abouts with moaning and wailing and complaining.” He 
grabbed the scabbard worn at his side and partially withdrew 
his sword before sheathing it again with a sharp snap—making 
Tyler jump and the little dog bark. 

“Gosh!” was all Tyler could say. 
The soldier took up the reins, but, seeing how attentive the 

boy was, he went on. “It’s my job—appointed by the King—to 
fetch the ghosts down before they raise a ruckus.” He lowered 
his voice and added in an ominous tone. “And a ruckus is a lot 
worse than a bunch of wayward spooks, believe me.” 

Tyler did not know what a ruckus was—and he did not care 
to find out. (He did seem to remember his parents were always 
asking him to be more quiet and not raise a ruckus…whatever 
that was.) 

The soldier gently pulled his dog toward him and patted the 
wagon seat. “Hop aboard, if you like.” 
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Tyler’s taste for adventure struggled against his more sensi-
ble side (which told him to stay put and find the hidden door). 

“Quick now,” the driver said, “I have to be about the King’s 
business.” 

Tyler’s love of adventure won out and he clambered up onto 
the wagon seat. 

The soldier flicked the reins. “Walk on, Scout,” he said to the 
pony and the little wagon rolled toward the forest. “My name is 
Private Matter,” said the soldier, extending his hand for Tyler to 
shake, “of his Majesty’s very special forces, collector of spooks, 
wraiths, and vapors.” 

“Tyler Wordsmith, sir.” 
“Tyler Wordsmith,” repeated Private Matter, “meet my pet 

and companion, Peeve.” 
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The little dog lifted up a paw and Tyler shook it.  
“Are you the first official ghost collector?” asked Tyler. “I’ve 

never heard of anyone with that job.” 
The soldier ducked under a low hanging branch as the wag-

on entered the dark forest. “No, that was quite another 
Matter—my great Uncle Matter, to be exact. He is retired now 
and enjoying his pension while he explores beekeeping as a 
hobby.” Private Matter now became silent and wary, for the 
trees crowded about them and the trail rapidly grew faint and 
narrow. 

Gnarled branches plucked at their clothing and scraped the 
passing wagon. 

Tyler knocked a particularly persistent branch aside—it ac-
tually seem to be rummaging through Tyler’s pockets. “They 
seem almost alive!” 
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Another branch swiped Private Matter’s hat off his head and 
swung it up into the treetops. 

 “Hey! Bring that back,” ordered the Private, but it was no 
use. The hat was gone. “Ho! Scout!” he called, snapping the 
reins. “Rapid pace.” 

The pony whinnied and recklessly plunged along the almost 
invisible path, branches clunking and slapping against the 
wagon and snapping off whenever they got caught in the wheel 
spokes. 

“Whatever is wrong with these trees?” shouted the soldier. 
“Something has caused them to be downright hateful!” 

Sudden dazzling sunlight blinded them as the wagon broke 
into a clearing. Scout skidded to a halt gratefully, the poor po-
ny’s sides heaving with exertion. He shook twigs from his 
mane—then helped himself to a nice patch of clover which he 
munched and chewed contentedly. 

“My word!” said Private Matter, feeling his head to make 
sure it hadn’t come off, too. “The King will charge me for the 
loss of my hat.” He leaned forward and said to Tyler in a confi-
dential tone, “The King is quite a spendthrift, don’t you know.” 

Tyler pulled twigs and leaves from his pockets. 
“Umph!” said the soldier as his hat suddenly bounced out of 

the treetops and landed neatly on his head. 
“Oooo,” came a mournful cry from directly above them. 
Tyler looked up to see what he thought was a tattered bed 

sheet, tangled and flapping about in the upper tree branches. 
But the sheet stared back at him through two dark holes that 
looked like eyes. 
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“Oooo,” it repeated. 
“A ghost!” said Tyler, tugging on Private Matter’s sleeve. 

“One moment,” said the soldier, reaching back into the wag-
on. “Grab that basket while I fetch my ghost catcher.” 

Private Matter brought forward a telescoping pole with a 
clamp on the end made of two grasping metal claws. The pole 
extended up through the branches. 

Horrified by the approaching claws, the poor ghost wailed 
and moaned even louder and frantically twisted itself into sev-
eral knots in its effort to escape. 

Private Matter proved to be quite adept at ghost catching. 
He grabbed the knotted spook and retracted the pole segments 
until the tangled knotted ghost was brought down to the wag-
on. 

“Into the basket, my wailing wraith,” said the soldier who 
held the agitated spirit in front of Tyler. 
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