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Dawn of the Spectre


1 - First Manifestation (1998)
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Jillian Smart skimmed her newscast bullet notes one final time. The news director signaled they would be live in 60 seconds. Her co-anchor, Jeff Calder, was flirting with the copy girl, which pissed Jillian off. Jeff was an attractive Canadian with dark brown hair, brown eyes, trim build and just an inch shy of six foot tall. He was married and the father of two adorable children, but you would never know that by the way he acted around attractive women. Jillian refused to get his attention. If he was late getting back in his chair before the cameras started rolling, then too bad. She wasn’t his mother.

The cameraman started giving his five second countdown silently with his fingers. Suddenly, Jeff dashed across the set, launched himself into his chair, and rolled with enough force to bump into Jillian. He picked up his copy of the news topics and faced the camera with his trademark smile.

The canned Channel 2 News intro just finished, and they were live. Jeff’s juvenile entry reminded Jillian of the old Saturday Night Live news skit featuring Chevy Chase and Jane Curtin, but she maintained her composure and lit up the set with her own dazzling smile. At 34 years of age, she was a knockout: former Beaumont Beauty Queen standing five-foot ten with an athletic build, long dark red wavy hair and the crew suspected she may have had a few cosmetic enhancements. Her anchor position helped solidify the station’s number one rating.

Divorced from a Houston Astros relief pitcher, she lived alone in the Uptown area of Houston. Life can be capricious and even downright cruel. After trying to have a child for two years, doctors told her she was barren. That’s when her husband divorced her. He’d been honest when they were dating. He told her he dreamed of having a large family, like he had growing up. If she could not have children, then he had to let her go and find another wife. She suggested they adopt, but he was adamant. He wanted to father his own children. So much for true love.

Jeff turned the news segment over to his co-anchor, bringing Jillian out of her ever more frequent regretful reveries. She focused on the teleprompter and began to report with a voice steeped in practiced concern.

Suddenly, several people on the set and behind the cameras cried out. A woman screamed. Jeff and Jillian swiveled their necks trying to see what caused their startled reaction but couldn’t locate the danger, if there was any. Was something on fire? Crew members pointed straight towards them. Puzzled, they turned around and were shocked to see a dark menacing-looking figure. They both gasped and shrank back from the sight. The man’s hood half covered his bloodless pale blue face. The cloak appeared ragged and distressed. If he had a sickle in his gloved hand, they would know the Grim Reaper had come to claim them. Instead, he held an ivory colored envelope.

The frightening trespasser casually tossed the envelope onto their news desk console. With everyone’s terrified eyes upon him, he disappeared a few seconds later without a word on live television with Jeff and Jillian frozen with fear. Pandemonium ensued as they went to a commercial.
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2- Age 5 (1985)
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From his bed, Kyle floated out of his body and into the living room. It was too early for bed and he didn’t feel sleepy. His dad, Dylan Murphy just wanted him and his brother, Jack, out of his hair so he could drink whiskey and watch whatever he wanted on TV without being bothered by noisy brats, as he often called his boys.

Kyle passed through the front door and flew over to the airport so he could watch the big planes taking off and landing. It was a scary thing the first time he did it, being way up there with them, but by now he knew they couldn’t hurt him. After all, he was just having one of his “Ghost Dreams.” He thought it was fun watching the huge aircrafts scream past him. He liked the airport at night when he could see all the blue runway lights below and the twinkling stars and moon above. He thought about floating directly in the path of an incoming airliner and let it pass through him, but they were so big and scary he hadn’t worked up the nerve to try that yet. It started to rain a little, but that didn’t matter. He wouldn’t get wet. Even so, he was now starting to get sleepy.

But before going back to bed he wanted to go to Galveston to see the water and the beach at night. He asked his dad the other day which way was Galveston. His dad was barbequing some chicken and drinking beer on the apartment’s tiny balcony at the time, wearing shorts and a too small tee shirt stretched over his ever-expanding waistline.

“Southeast,” he grunted without bothering to ask why the little pest wanted to know.

Kyle waited a couple beats and asked, “Which way is southeast?” After all, he was only five and only came up to his dad’s beer belly. He had black curly hair and sparkling green eyes.

His dad looked at him like he was stupid and pointed his beer bottle across the apartment complex parking lot and said, “That-a-way.”

Kyle remembered which way his dad pointed now in his Ghost Dream, so he streaked across the dark sky through a curtain of rain drops in that direction. As fast as he was flying, the city and traffic lights below were just a blur. Seconds later he was over the Gulf, having overshot the beach. He backtracked and found there really wasn’t much to see at night. It was too dark. Especially on a rainy night. No one was on the beach. There was a couple of giant boats way out on the water that were not moving. He did not know what kind of boats they were. There were some lighted shops near the beach, but most were closed. He would have to come back sometime when he was having a daytime Ghost Dream.

This was too boring, and he was sleepy. One good thing about being able to fly around invisibly was that he could never get lost. All he had to do is follow the silver cord that connected him to his little boy body that was still home tucked in bed. Quick as a wink he followed his thin silver cord that led him safely home and went to sleep remembering his nighttime adventure and thinking once again that he wanted to go back to Galveston during the day.

On Sunday, Kyle’s mom, Ida Murphy regularly attended church, usually with both her boys in tow. Her husband, Dylan couldn’t be bothered. He stayed home drinking beer and watched sports on TV. “I worked my ass off all week,” he would tell her. “I need some rest. Don’t they say in that there church, that Sunday is a day of rest?”

Once again Dylan was a disappointment. She regretted marrying her husband. Except for her two boys, she reminded herself. She was a looker when she first got married with her long, dark red curly locks down the middle of her back. She had milky skin, freckles, bright green eyes, and a slim figure. Now her hair was cut short for convenience, her hands looked like she scrubbed floors all day and she was beginning to see the first signs of wrinkles around her green eyes. Worry wrinkles. Her husband, Dylan, she’d come to admit some time ago, was a lazy, alcoholic with no ambition. She tried to visualize a brighter future but couldn’t imagine one without Dylan miraculously changing. She chided herself for such negative thoughts. She really needed to attend church and get a spiritual lift.

Kyle begged off going with his mom and brother, Jack this morning. He said he didn’t feel good and wanted to go back to bed. His mom felt his forehead for a fever and found none, but she let him stay home this time since he never gave her any trouble. She would check on him after church.

As soon as they left, Kyle got back in bed to try his plan. He wanted to have a daytime Ghost Dream. He closed his eyes and imagined himself rising out of his body. In what seemed to him like a minute he was floating above his bed. He took one look at his physical body lying below him and spirited off southeast across the parking lot to Galveston.

Everyone he knew that had been there told him Galveston was great. They had beaches, the ocean, fishing, boating and lots of good things to eat. He desperately wanted to see this wonderland since his parents had never taken him and his brother, even though they only lived an hour or so away.

Kyle didn’t know much about seasons yet, except that it was usually warm or hot outside. It was now mid-August, and he expected the beaches would be crowded with tourists in their swimsuits. He floated out across the Gulf a little way and was shocked to see the water was brown and not blue like in the pictures he had seen. He flew a little further and saw that the water did eventually become a brilliant dark blue, the rippling waves sparking with sunlight. That’s much better, he thought.

Eager to see more of what was happening back on the beach, he dashed back in an instant and his invisible jaw dropped when he saw dozens of giant sand sculptures. There were dragons, sea turtles, fancy castles, monsters, and a giant octopus, to name a few. Crowds walked around the sand sculptures oohing and aahing, eating ice cream and drinking sodas. He wished he could really be there with his mom so he could swim and have some ice cream.

He watched the people splashing and swimming in the brown surf and remembered he did not know how to swim. His mom took him to the apartment’s pool a couple times before they closed it for maintenance, but she did not know how to swim either. They had to stay in the shallow end, and he wore water wings so he could float. He knew the ocean was deep. He didn’t know how deep, but the thought suddenly scared him, even though he knew he was dreaming. If he was really in the ocean he could drown or get eaten by a shark!

With that thought he went back to ogle the sand sculptures for a while before following his silver chord back home before church let out and his mother came home. Although he didn’t understand it yet, in Ghost Dreams he could practically travel at the speed of thought.

***
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IT WAS AT THE REMARKABLY young age of three when Kyle began traveling outside his body. He told his parents about some of his adventures, and at first, they thought it was cute and they humored him. But when the stories continued, his mother said it wasn’t healthy. A good imagination is one thing, but when he started talking about going inside one of the neighbors’ houses and making up stories, his mother had to put her foot down. His father shrugged. He thought it was funny.

With no help from her alcoholic husband, Kyle’s mother sat him down and explained that he didn’t really visit the places he talked about. He was just dreaming. Everyone has dreams, she explained, but they are not real.

“But I saw everything, and I heard what everyone was saying.”

“You had a very realistic dream that made it seem like you were there,” she explained. “But it was still just a dream. Now, I don’t want you to be telling stories to your friends about floating around the neighborhood and going into peoples’ houses when you are supposed to be asleep. Can you promise me that?” she asked kindly.

Kyle was embarrassed, and his brother laughed at him, but he nodded his head. That may have been the turning point that sealed Kyle’s personality as an introvert. Embarrassed and confused, he thought about what his mother told him. She said everyone dreams and sometimes you have vivid dreams. He asked her what that meant. She told him vivid dreams seemed like everything you saw and did was real. So, he figured that must mean his Ghost Dreams were just vivid dreams.

He kept his promise to his mom not to tell people about his “adventures,” but that did not stop him from continuing those adventures. In his Ghost Dreams he could fly!
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3 – Age 6 (1986)
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Kyle and his mom, Ida, waited at the bus stop with the rest of the kids his age and their mothers. Today he was starting first grade. His brother, Jack told him kindergarten didn’t count, that school really began with the first grade. Jack was now in the third grade, having been held back a year because of his poor grades. He was a good-looking boy, tall for his age with wavy brown hair and brown eyes. His teacher said Jack didn’t apply himself. Ida tried to tutor him at home, but he acted like he just didn’t care about anything. Ida could see at an early age that Jack took after his father and Kyle took after her. What no one knew was that Jack was dyslexic. He was ashamed that he couldn’t read well and tried to hide it by acting indifferent. 

It was a warm day, but not blistering hot like it was a couple days ago. They’d had some rain that dropped the temperature a few degrees, but it was also humid. Kyle heard the big yellow bus belching diesel exhaust on its approach before he saw it. He turned around and watched it stop in the road just outside their apartment complex. His mother gave his hand a little squeeze and told him to have fun at school. Fun? he wondered. Jack told him he hated school – it was a waste of time. She handed him his brown paper bag lunch containing a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a small apple and a bag of CHEEZ-ITs and guided him to the bus’s open door. She gave him a kiss on the cheek and watched him climb aboard. The lady bus driver told him to find a seat and soon they were off to the next stop. Little did he know nothing would ever be the same thereafter.

***
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DYLAN MURPHY, KYLE’S dad, showed up for work drunk. Again. He thought no one could tell because he knew how to hold his liquor. Dylan was wrong. Everyone could tell he was drunk. His boss at Space City Motors called him into his shabby little office. Before Space City Motors moved in, the building housed a burger joint. They had no show room – just an office, storeroom, restrooms, lunchroom, and a sorry collection of used cars on the lot. The three salesmen that worked on commission worked out of the old vinyl-covered burger booths tucked into the corners of the building that offered some semblance of privacy.

Dylan’s boss asked him to close the door behind him. That wasn’t good. 

There was a big fight at the Murphy’s house later that evening when Dylan finally came home and broke the news that he’d been fired. Again. There was a lot of screaming and yelling and something crashed in the kitchen. They were shouting loud enough that Kyle caught the gist of it and didn’t want to hang around for the ugly details, so he Ghost-Dreamed himself to a better place – the Zoo.

He liked going to the Zoo because he could get up close to the animals—even the dangerous predators with no danger of being harmed. He thought the gorillas and tigers were especially awesome. The Zoo grounds themselves were a showplace in his dreams, having been reworked and improved over many years with tons of flowers, colorful bushes and budding trees. He also liked the seals and penguins. 

The Zoo had a miniature train you could ride around the park, but Kyle could float above it all. The Zoo was closed now, but it was always open for him. It wasn’t totally dark outside yet and they had security lighting so he could see well enough. He would take his time visiting his favorite animals and then zip back home where it would be time for bed and hopefully, his parents wouldn’t be fighting any more.

The next day Kyle’s mother tearfully broke the news to him and his brother that their dad got fired and left home. He did not say where he was going, and she did not know if he ever planned to come back. Dylan’s brother, Jack, was ten now and his face was blank, trying hard not to show fear or anger. He had heard the entire argument last night, so he was not surprised that his father was gone. It wasn’t the first time they had a bad fight and he felt strangely relieved.

Six months later Kyle and Jack’s parents were divorced. Their father only came back once when he was sure the boys were at school so the coward could collect his clothing and few belongings without having a scene with the little brats.

Ida Murphy was now the sole bread winner with a job as a waitress at the local pizza joint. At 32 years of age, she looked older. She was thin, her curly dark red hair was already starting to fade, and she had shadows under her eyes from stress and exhaustion.

Kyle was never what you’d call close to his father but felt ashamed that he no longer had one, and of course the other kids teased him mercilessly. His mother and brother both felt they were better off without him. The divorce decree specified Mr. Murphy would pay Mrs. Murphy a few hundred dollars each month for child support. She never saw a dime in the years to come and figured there was no point in pursuing legal action against a worthless, unemployed alcoholic.

Not having a father negatively affected both boys. Jack was starting to hang out with budding juvenile delinquents and he in turn was beginning to be a bad influence on his younger brother. He started acting up with his mother and she did her best to discipline him. She warned him away from the bad boys and encouraged him to try to do better in school so he could make something of himself. He ignored all her advice, got pushed through school even though he failed most of his classes, which taught him he did not have to work. School and work were for losers. He tried to pass his wisdom down to Kyle, but the little wuss was too stupid to understand. He was a momma’s boy.

Losing his father shook Kyle and caused him to withdraw further into his own little world that included his mother, brother and Ghost Dreams. With no childhood friends, he was increasingly becoming a loner.
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4 – Magic, Age 10 (1990)
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By the time Kyle was ten he started becoming interested in magic after seeing a TV special featuring a Las Vegas Magician. One of the tricks the magician did was disappear from a booth on stage and reappear moments later across stage. Kyle knew in his Ghost Dreams he could travel to the box across the stage, but he would be invisible when he got to there. Plus, his real body would still be in the first box. How did the magician do it, he wondered? He was fascinated by this and all the other illusions on the one-hour special.

He started teaching himself card tricks, sleight of hand, coin magic and other basics for magicians he found in library books and at a local Magic Shop where he spent most of his allowance. Maybe, he reasoned, other kids would start to like him if he could show them some tricks.

He worked hard to perfect his technique and became surprisingly good at all the basic, low-budget illusions. His mom was his main test audience. Brother Jack usually couldn’t be bothered. He was too busy playing video games to give up any precious time for his backward little brother. But Kyle always wanted to show his big brother, Jack each new trick he learned.

***
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ALWAYS A GOOD STUDENT, Kyle paid attention during his classes and diligently finished all his homework. Even so, his teachers all had the same complaint about him – his lack of class participation. Some of them even lowered his quarterly grades because of it, which he thought was totally unfair. Still, he carried a 3.5 grade point average, or a B+.

Most of his free time after doing chores around the house, homework and practicing magic tricks was Ghost Dream traveling. It was his escape. He delighted to see so many new places and loved the sense of flying. He’d learned there didn’t seem to be any limit on how far he could travel. However, for some reason he did not understand this also made the study of geography crucial. If he wanted to travel to Disneyland, for example, he needed to first gain a high enough altitude so he could recognize the Earth’s continents and oceans. Then he would zip towards the desired land mass and follow rivers or highways to the desired location in less time than it would take to ride his bike to the local convenience store. He wondered why he couldn’t he just think of a place and instantly go there? He tried doing that, but it didn’t work. He had to navigate visually by landmarks.

In his Ghost Dreams he was able to visit places they studied in school and use those observations to help him write the most insightful and descriptive essays. His teachers were impressed with his writing to the point they suspected plagiarism. But although they searched other papers for stolen quotes, they always came up empty. It puzzled them how this young social recluse who seemed to speak no more than a dozen words all semester could have the ability to paint such vivid pictures with his written words.

His fifth grade English teacher, Ms. Harper, impressed by his writing, tried to encourage him to become an author. “You’ve got a flair for description young man,” she told him. “Start keeping a journal,” she advised. “Write something in it every day. It doesn’t matter what you write. It could be about something you did, something you learned, somewhere you went or something you hope to do in the future. If you make journaling a habit, it will become invaluable once you are grown and out of school. You’ll be able to look back and see what you were doing at different ages. You will also see how your descriptive dialogue changes over the years. Words and sayings come and go all the time, you know. Your grandparents probably used sayings like ‘jeepers creepers’ and ‘see you later alligator.’ But they’ve gone out of fashion and expressions you use and hear today will be out of fashion ten or twenty years from now.”

Kyle couldn’t have been more bored by her speech, but he politely listened and nodded his head. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll give that a try,” he said. But of course, he didn’t. His essays were descriptive and accurate because it was as if he had been there and seen things with his own eyes as a ghost traveler. He didn’t want to write. He wanted to ghost travel. If that was dreaming his life away, he didn’t care. That was the only place he felt freedom and joy.
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5 – Age 13 (1993)
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Around the time Kyle was experiencing puberty he made a startling discovery. He happened to be browsing the shelves at Half Price Books, looking for books about magic or fantasy when he noticed a title concerning astral travel. Curious, he picked it up and read the back cover and table of contents, all the while getting quite excited to the point that his hands began to tremble. Are they talking about Ghost Dreams? Can other people do it?

He bought the book and was astounded to learn that a select few people claimed they could travel outside their bodies and called it astral traveling. Most people claimed it was not real. Some people just had vivid dreams, like his mother said, and others said they were outright frauds. But what really convinced Kyle was the description – that the travelers were tethered to their earthly bodies by a thin silver cord. That’s exactly what he experienced every time he had a Ghost Dream. Except, now he finally knew that he wasn’t dreaming. He was astral traveling, and it was real. The revelation made his head spin.

He had to think of some way to test it, to prove to himself that he was not just dreaming. That night he quickly rose from his bed and gazed down at his sleeping body – at least it looked like he was sleeping. He shot through the apartment roof and headed for his junior high school not far away. He wanted to see something now that he could easily verify tomorrow. He knew they always posted the school lunch menu for the following day sometime after school was out. He floated into the empty hallways and located one of the bulletin boards near the main entrance. Lunch Menu: Chicken Tenders or Beef Pot Roast w/WG Crackers or Yogurt Lunch, Mashed Potatoes and Gravy, Wheat Dinner Roll Buttered, Corn Kernels, Strawberry Cup/Fresh Orange/Choice of Milk.

Not satisfied with one simple test, Kyle flew to the bus parking area, located his bus and checked the odometer. He memorized the mileage: 24,397 and then returned home.

The following day he made sure to be the last one getting on the bus at his stop outside the apartment complex. “Excuse, me,” he said to the lady driver. “Can you tell me how many miles this bus has been driven?”

The elderly driver thought it was an odd question, but looked at the odometer and told him, “This here bus has got twenty-four thousand four hundred and three miles on it.”

“Thank you very much.” Kyle was excited. That was just six more miles than it had last night, and it was a couple miles to the school and who knows how many stops she made before coming here?

The first thing he did when he got off the bus was run inside the building to check out the bulletin board. Lunch Menu: Chicken Tenders or Beef Pot Roast w/WG Crackers or Yogurt Lunch, Mashed Potatoes and Gravy, Wheat Dinner Roll Buttered, Corn Kernels, Strawberry Cup/Fresh Orange/Choice of Milk.

It’s real! he thought. How was he going to be able to pay attention in class today with endless possibilities of astral travel running through his head?

Frank and Steve were always getting into trouble at school. Today they were trying to poke a peephole through the boys’ locker room wall into the adjoining girls’ locker room. Coach Beck could smell trouble at 100 yards. He caught the two boys red-handed and marched them double-time to the principal’s office. 

Sitting on a bench, lacing up his sneakers, Kyle asked his only friend, Jimmy, why Frank and Steve wanted to poke a hole in the wall.

“Why do you think, ass-wipe?” Jimmy didn’t really think Kyle was an ass-wipe. They always insulted each other at every opportunity, just like they heard older boys do with their friends. “They were drilling a peephole so they could see the girls naked.”

Kyle’s jaw dropped. He never thought about that before, but now that Jimmy mentioned it, he was curious. He finished tying his shoes, entered a bathroom stall and threw the bolt. By now, Kyle had refined his Ghost Dreaming to the point that he could relax and leave his body in seconds at any time of day, except now he finally understood that he was actually astral traveling.

Moments later he floated invisibly into the girl’s locker room and saw several girls in various stages of undress and a couple wearing nothing but a towel. He wondered if his face back in the bathroom stall was blushing. He zeroed in on a girl he liked, but never talked to named Suzy. She had long brown hair, hazel eyes and freckles. Suzy was sitting on a bench buttoning her blouse and talking to one of her friends about boys.

“What do you think about Kevin?” her friend asked.

“I think he’s kind of good looking, but dumb as a rock,” Suzy replied. “All I ever hear him talk about is football. And he thinks he’s such a big deal.” She pretended to put her finger down her throat to gag.

“OK. So, do you think he’s the dumbest boy in the class?”

Suzy thought for a second or two and answered, “Oh, no. That would have to be Kyle. You know—that strange boy that always sits in the back and never talks. I think he must be retarded or something and I seriously doubt he has any friends.”

Her friend nodded her head in agreement. “You’re right. It’s like he’s always in his own little world.” They both laughed.

Kyle was crushed and instantly returned to his body in the bathroom stall where he sat and tried to hold back the tears, but a few leaked out anyway. He dried them with the cheap, coarse school budget toilet paper and headed for his next class. He regretted spying on the girls, but at the same time he learned he had no chance of getting a girlfriend, especially Suzy. The whole episode made him withdraw into himself more than ever. What a day. First, he learned he could astral travel and then he learned his classmates thought he was stupid and possibly retarded.

After school he needed an ego boost and decided to tell his only friend, Jimmy about his ability to astral travel invisibly through walls and fly anywhere he wanted. “I did that today to peek in the girl’s locker room.” He hoped for an excited reaction from his friend. Instead, Jimmy looked at him like he was from outer space.

“You know man, if you’re gonna tell a whopper you need to make it a little more believable.” He shook his head, made a loud, gross fart noise and walked away.

Kyle called after him to wait up, but Jimmy just waved him off without even turning around. Jimmy knew the other kids thought Kyle was weird. Now he knew what they were talking about. In the days to come Jimmy avoided Kyle and refused to eat lunch with him in the school cafeteria. He didn’t want to be associated with the school nut job and be shunned by association.

Kyle lost his only real friend. He was angry, confused and decided never again to tell anyone he could astral travel.
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6 – Age 15 (1995)
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Kyle’s brother, Jack, got a part-time job delivering pizzas where his mother, Ida, worked upon turning 16, three years ago. But he ate more pizzas than he delivered, swiping slices off the buffet line whenever he passed by. Several customers complained about his attitude or that their pizza was delivered late and cold. Now that he was 19 years old and a high school graduate (just barely) he was 30 pounds overweight and spent most of his time playing video games in his room or hanging out and getting into trouble. The police paid Ida a visit once and warned her that her son was hanging out with a bad crowd, some of whom already had arrest records. Jack told her the police were exaggerating. None of his friends had done anything worse than shoplifted a six-pack of beer because they were too young to buy it legally.

Without her ex-husband’s paycheck or child support, they were barely getting by. Ida managed to find a better job at a nearby Italian restaurant where she at least got much better tips. But she still needed help. Jack and his mom got in a big argument. She wanted him to find a full-time job to help pay the bills. He told her that was her job. She nearly slapped him. Instead, she restrained herself and told him he had one month to find another job and start contributing to the household budget or he would have to find another place to live.

“I’m not moving and I’m taking some time off,” he said. “Some of my friends are taking backpack trips across Europe or going on cruises as graduation presents. What did I get?” he said just to hurt her.

Ida’s face flushed. “You know I don’t have that kind of money. Why do you rub it in my face? If you don’t get a job and help with the budget, we’re going to lose this apartment.”

“So what? This place is a dump.”

“YOU might care,” Ida screamed, “if we’re forced out and have to move into a used mobile home.” She was livid. What happened to today’s youth? They had no respect for their parents or their elders, she thought.

Jack went back to his room and closed the door. Ida could hear him start playing another video game. She was so mad right now she felt like kicking in his door and smashing his gaming console. But she didn’t know if she could kick him out if he refused to get a job. He was still her son, after all. She kept trying to motivate him but nothing she said or did got through to him. He knew she was bluffing.
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7 - Age 16 (1996)
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Months after the blowup with Jack, Kyle turned 16 and his mother gently suggested he might find a part-time job after school. “We really need some extra money, sweetie.” She explained her salary and tips were not enough to pay their bills, and if they couldn’t pay their rent, they would lose their apartment. Kyle saw the embarrassment on her face from having to ask her child for help.

“OK,” he said simply.

He didn’t know how to go about finding a part-time job, except to go to some nearby businesses and ask. Most simply turned him away, but a few offered suggestions where they might hire a young man like himself.

He quickly learned the drill and started filling out job applications at several businesses over the next two weeks. A few days later he got a call from Kroger. They wanted to interview him for a part-time job bagging groceries. Kyle’s mother coached him on how to interview and made sure he wore his best jeans and button-down shirt.

Kyle’s introverted personality didn’t help his interview. He felt awkward answering all the manager’s questions. When it was over and manager asked him if he could start work on Saturday, he couldn’t have been more surprised. “Yes!” he said with the first bit of enthusiasm exhibited during the entire 15-minute interview. He got the job and felt a new sense of pride to be contributing to the household budget.

His brother was a little less enthusiastic, mocking Kyle’s efforts. “Good job, Ace. With your paycheck, after taxes, we can buy a few cans of Kroger beans and some weenies for a special dinner.” Jack was still unemployed and uninterested in finding employment. Mom’s deadline to find employment had long since passed. He continued to spend his time playing video games, eating more than his share of groceries and staying out late at night.

Jack’s caustic remarks hurt Kyle, but he didn’t say anything. He still loved and looked up to his big brother, but even at the tender age of 16 he recognized Jack had changed. He was becoming more and more like their deadbeat father. No sense in arguing, he decided. Just a waste of time and energy. Besides, he didn’t mean it. 

Other kids his age were getting their driver’s license and some parents even gave them their first car. Kyle’s mother encouraged him to get his learner’s permit, but he said he didn’t need a car right now. Kroger was only about a half mile away, so he could walk or ride his bike to work. Besides, it wasn’t like he needed a car for dating, although he didn’t tell his mother that. He rarely talked to anyone, especially girls. They terrified him.

His mother didn’t push the issue. She figured he would get a license in his own time.

Jack got his license four years ago when he turned 16, but he didn’t have a car. No money, no car. He used to borrow mom’s car, but she finally put her foot down when he refused to look for a job or even help around the apartment. She told him she couldn’t afford him to go joy riding and burning up gas. She also began hiding her keys and purse as she suspected Jack was sneaking money out of her wallet.
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8 - Aurora Borealis, April 8, 1997
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With his junior year of high school nearly over, and having a light day of homework, Kyle made an evening trip to the northern part of Norway to see the northern lights for the first time. His geography instructor mentioned that unusually strong geomagnetic storms were causing satellite damage and incidentally, especially glorious displays of the northern lights. He said our sun was experiencing unprecedented solar flare activity that spued high energy-charged particles into space. Some of those particles were attracted to the earth’s magnetic poles. Although still a mystery, it was believed that when the particles from the sun collide with gaseous particles in the earth’s atmosphere it creates a natural lightshow we call the northern lights.

Kyle navigated to the northeast area of Norway in the vicinity of Akkarfjord, a tiny fishing village he noticed on his world map at home. He saw only three small commercial buildings and a few scattered huts surrounded by snow. According to his research, the village’s population was less than 100.

Upon his arrival, the lightshow was in progress and in glorious Technicolor. Shimmering curtains of green, red and purple lights danced in an unnatural way. Wide bands of colors rippled on the horizon like a dessert mirage or heat waves rising off blistering asphalt that cause the very air to shimmer. It was enough to make you doubt your senses.

Even as he got his first look at the famous phenomenon, Kyle felt something was wrong. He felt heat – a deep, radiant heat. He shouldn’t feel heat nor cold while astral traveling, and especially in such a frigid climate. He felt strange. And then he noticed with shock his silver umbilical cord. It was glowing bright gold!

Fearful that something was terribly wrong, he returned home as quickly as possible. About two minutes later he was back in his physical body doing a self-examination to see if he suffered any injuries but thankfully, found none.
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9 - High School Graduation (1998)
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Kyle’s high school had a talent show every year and his mother hounded him relentlessly for the past three weeks trying to get him to enter with his magic act.

“I don’t have a magic act,” he told her.

“Then put one together. You’ve shown me dozens of tricks that were as good as any I’ve seen on television. All you have to do is put some of your best ones into an act and practice it in front of an audience, so you get used to performing.”

“Aw, Mom,” he tried to put her off with more excuses, like final exams coming up, having to work at Kroger, he didn’t have time... But Ida was persistent. She wanted to see her son show everyone at school that he wasn’t just a shy, awkward young man. He had a talent, and he was intelligent. In the end, she wore Kyle down and he filled out an application form. On the line asking for the act’s description he simply wrote, “Magician.”

Ida roped a couple of her friends into acting as Kyle’s audience so he could practice his short routine. As the day of the talent show approached, she rotated friends and coworkers to watch him perform and the word got out that Kyle was actually surprisingly good. People then began asking if they could come see a free show.  

When the big day of the talent show finally arrived, Kyle was a nervous wreck. He asked himself over and over why he agreed to do this? At the same time, he wondered if he could really pull this off. Not win. No way. After all, this was actually a popularity contest. No, he just wanted to complete his act without screwing up and looking like a fool. If he could do that, he would consider it a personal victory.

There were singers, a couple of dancers, several students playing different instruments and one guy, a class clown, tried to do a stand-up comedy act. He bombed, but Kyle didn’t think he even realized it. He probably thought he was great.

Kyle’s turn finally came, and he took a few deep breaths and tried to think positively like his mother always encouraged. Since he was doing closeup magic, they used the auditorium’s big screen and projector so the audience could see better. He had the act thoroughly memorized and had done the tricks a million times. He came out on stage dressed in a new magician’s suit and cape he bought from the magic store and started with the old standby, cups and sponge balls. He made them magically appear, disappear and seem to invisibly jump from one cup to another. He was in his element now and his magician’s cape covered more than his back and shoulders. It concealed his insecurities. He was no longer Kyle, the introvert; he was Kyle, The Magnificent. 

He followed up with a couple coin tricks, making them appear, disappear, multiply or jump from one location to another. Next, he did a version of the old standby rope trick. He showed the audience a short length of rope, cut it and he magically restored it. He did this several times, even cutting it four times at once and then restoring it.

“I need a volunteer from the audience for my final trick,” he announced. “Someone who is not in any of my classes and someone I do not know.” A few people raised their hands. Kyle pointed to an attractive blond in the third row. She came onstage and explained she was the mother of one of the other students who sang earlier.

“Excellent,” Kyle said. “Do you have a credit card I could borrow?” he asked. “I need to do some shopping later.” That drew some light chuckles from the audience.

The woman was self-conscious and giddy at the same time. “Yes,” she said. She pulled her wallet out of her purse and withdrew a bankcard.

Kyle plucked an orange balloon from his pocket and blew it up to the size of a cantaloupe. “May I have your credit card please?” She handed it to him.

Kyle then deftly inserted the plastic card inside the balloon without popping it. He handed the balloon to the woman who turned it over and over, shaking her card inside, trying to make sense of what just happened.

He thanked his volunteer and indicated she should return to her seat, balloon in hand. Kyle took a bow and received a deafening round of applause.

There were a couple more acts after Kyle, but he was the overwhelming crowd favorite by show of applause. Still, he was sure one of the popular kids would win regardless of talent. At the end of the show, after a brief meeting of the school staff judges, they announced this year’s talent show winner was Master Magician, Kyle Murphy. No one was more surprised than Kyle. He would have bet money one of the popular kids would win. For his winning effort, he was awarded a small trophy with a bronze plate that read “1st Place Talent Show.”

On a beautiful spring day in May, Kyle crossed that same auditorium stage and received his high school diploma. Just for fun, as the principal handed him his sheepskin, Kyle traded it for a flower bouquet he pulled out of the air. The audience applauded a bit louder than the usual smattering for each student crossing the stage.

Kyle’s mom and all the other graduate parents were busy taking endless photos while she silently chastising her other son, Jack for not being there for Kyle.

While waiting for the program to end, Kyle’s own thoughts returned to the commencement address. The speaker urged them all to go forth and achieve great things. Kyle now thought about his own future. It was uncertain. Until now, he’d really not done any planning. Mom had no college fund for him and although his grades were good enough to get into the local community or state college, they were not good enough for a scholarship.

If he wanted to go to college—and his mother insisted he did—he needed to work full-time at Kroger and save money during the summer. He believed his best college option would be to attend the University of Houston in the fall while living at home. He considered enlisting in the Army to get some benefits for college when he got out, but there was always a war going on and he didn’t have a strong desire to get himself killed. Plus, his mom still needed his help.

There was a small graduation celebration at the Murphy apartment with just a few relatives and neighbors invited for cake and coffee. Ida was irritated that Jack wasn’t there to congratulate his brother and visit with his relatives. She asked Kyle if he knew where his brother was hanging out and if he could get him to come over before everyone arrived, if only for a little while. Kyle said he thought he could find him and headed out the door. He left the apartment building and walked behind the complex’s enclosed dumpsters. Hidden by thick hedges, he astral traveled to the house a few blocks away where he’d seen Jack hanging out with his friends.
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