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For a special woman I love

and who unconditionally loved me

For my father and mother

For a special teacher, Robert Bly
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…I believe one has to stop holding back for fear of alienating some imaginary reader or real relative or friend, and come out with personal truth. If we are to understand the human condition, and if we are to accept ourselves in all the complexity, self-doubt, extravagance of feeling, guilt, joy, the slow freeing of the self to its full capacity for action and creation, both as human being and as artist, we have to know all we can about each other, and we have to be willing to go naked.

Mary Sarton








FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION

Many smiles have been smiled, feelings have been felt and wounds have been healed since I first wrote this book. Both book and I have changed. The book has changed from one that is only on “men’s issues” and “masculine psychology” to one that crosses gender, cultural and sexual boundaries. Hundreds of women have said that “my” story is their story, too. People from Mexico, Canada and England have written that Flying Boys and Girls live in their countries, and Gay men and women feel this book speaks to them, too.

I have changed, too. When I wrote this book, I did not know what co-dependency really meant. Like many Adult Children of Alcoholics, I kept running away from anything to do with ACoA and found lots of reasons why the 12-Step programs would not work for me. This is no longer the case. The 12-Step meetings have helped my recovery greatly.

Shortly after this book was first published, a founding member of Co-dependents Anonymous called me. Although my book did not use the word “co-dependency”, she recommended it to both her clients and fellow board members of Co-dependents Anonymous, Before her call, I had begun attending CODA meetings here in Austin. Thanks to CODA and the growing body of literature, I finally see that co-dependency and my adult child issues have been my problems all along. I realize now virtually all my relationships had been deeply dysfunctional, co-dependent and addictive. I was using people, relationships and work as drugs to keep me from feeling and remembering the painful traumas of childhood. My co-dependency and addictions allowed me to survive life but kept me from experiencing and living life fully and joyfully.

From one adult child of a dysfunctional family to another, I offer you a record of my journey into recovery. By reading my book, I hope you will find the missing pieces of your own life’s puzzle. They will add to the big picture and thus your own recovery process. Together, we can make the journey out of co-dependency and addictive relationships and create healthy relationships with ourselves, our inner child, each other and our Higher Power.

God Bless.

John






PREFACE

When I was 30, I was given an interview with the well-known American poet, Robert Bly. He has been instrumental in reviving in our culture an awareness of the “Goddess” within. He is now doing workshops and weekend retreats in which men come together to get in touch with their feelings of grief, anger, rage and, most important, their own rejected masculinity.

In 1981 I read one of the first articles about Robert Bly’s work with men in New Age Magazine. While I was moved and completely understood what he was saying, several years passed before I felt the truth told by the man who spoke to me as one who had lived my life. His father was an alcoholic—so was mine. His mother treated him like a magic person and gave him what C.G. Jung terms a “mother complex”—so did mine. He had escaped the world of men—so had I. He said that men who didn’t get in touch with their own deep masculinity found themselves unable to make commitments, hold down jobs and have good relationships. They constantly projected their souls onto the women they loved and left. These men did not have male friends because they only trusted females. He called them “Flying Boys”—I was a Flying Boy.

Unconsciously I had denied many things masculine and male in me. Though I looked and dressed like a lumberjack, I kept my hair long like my mother’s. I saw maleness as exhibited by my drunken angry father and wanted no part of such meanness. I had seen maleness via the cultural fathers who sent their sons to Vietnam to live out their and John Wayne’s dream of heroism and cultural domination. I wanted nothing to do with such maleness. I looked toward the “feminine” and tried to look like a “sensitive” man who would not use his intuition to plough through people’s souls and bodies. My spirituality was deeply feminine and finally soft. During my early 30s, thanks to Bly, Laural and others, I realized that I was one who was completely out of balance and quickly approaching a “sickness unto death”.






INTRODUCTION

If you fly away from commitments, responsibilities, intimacy, feelings, male friendships and your own body, chances are you are a Flying Boy. If you are a woman reading this, chances are you have loved or come in contact with a Flying Boy.

Flying Boys frequently use fantasy to escape reality. They hide in their mind/intellect/reason to avoid the pain they keep in their bodies. They appear to all but those closest to them as sensitive, gentle and completely in touch with their feelings. The truth, except in the most extreme circumstances, is that they seldom even know they have bodies and feelings.

Fate and circumstance always seem to be controlling their lives. They can’t quite make life work for themselves. When things do begin to work out or they finally succeed at something, they fly off in pursuit of another city, lover, job, degree, religion or drug.

Flying Boys are often addicted to sex, work, pain and failure as much as they are to intensity and darkness. They are constantly coming down from ecstatic highs and descending into deep, dramatic depressions. They seek the extremes and are bored with the in-between times.

Flying Boys often grew up in dysfunctional families. Their fathers were both emotionally and physically absent. Their mothers often tried to compensate for this loss. In the process, the Flying Boy learned to reject his masculinity and grew to overvalue the feminine. He experienced his feminine side vicariously through his mother and other mother like women in his life.

I wrote this book to heal my “Flying Boy” wound and to heal my relationship with my parents and with the women I have loved. This book can also help those women who discover they have loved Flying Boys.

This is a story about feelings—losing them—finding them—and finally expressing them. Also woven throughout is a sad love song about a woman’s unconditional love. All of the characters in this book are living people, and I have changed some names to protect their privacy. Laural is a composite character based on more than one woman I have loved and hurt.

You will find people you know in my story. You will learn how you may have hurt those people and been hurt by them. You will also discover a great deal of your own anger, hurt and sadness. You will see how we stuff our emotions and feelings deep inside ourselves and hold them there. We learned to believe that it was somehow superior and more spiritual to hold in our feelings, even at the cost of our health and well-being.

You will find a way out of your anger, sadness and depression and discover safe, sane ways to express yourself without fear.

This book talks about grieving, a very misunderstood process often confused with self-pity. Self-pity often leads to or perpetuates self-destruction in a variety of forms and is substantially different from grieving. Grieving is your right and is a grounding, cleansing and finally healing experience.

There is hope for Flying Boys/Wounded Men and for women who love them. Like myself, many men are healing themselves right now and thus allowing the Flying Boy’s positive side to fully emerge. This book will further the healing process by helping the Flying Boy land, love and then gently labor to create peace and joy within himself, his family, society and the world. It will also open doors to understanding, compassion and empathy for women who love wounded men.







1 COMING TOGETHER





Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere.

They’re in each other all along

Rumi



I know that the path is to be walked alone or with someone other than Laural. We met on that path. We made love, got to know each other, became friends in sadness and sanity and finally said good-bye.

Making love was easy. Getting to really know each other, becoming friends and finally saying good-bye was the hardest part.

In 1981 I moved to Austin from Alabama, where I had lived all my adult life. Two years before, I had reluctantly completed a graduate degree at the University of Alabama. I taught there for two years. I had seen the ’60s and ’70s come and go, leaving the South permanently scarred and changed, mostly for the better. I moved to Austin still brokenhearted from the last two failed relationships and depressed over a life poorly lived. Depression and myself were still my two greatest enemies. I had to hide both from all who wanted to know me. I hid under the masks of peacefulness, calmness and spirituality. Those who did get close saw right through my less than-convincing facade. No one saw more clearly than Laural.

After much debate and fantasizing about San Francisco, I had finally chosen Austin, Texas, as my new home. I was bored and blue in Alabama. My best friend of 15 years was living in Texas “in sin” (as mine and his parents would still say even in the ’80s) with a wealthy woman who studied self-help literature and theater while living on her grandfather’s oil money. She loaned me both money and a car to help get me here so I could counsel her on how to stay with this man who didn’t have the word “stay” in his vocabulary. When I got here I listened, though it wasn’t long before he left.

Before Gene left for New Mexico, he and I agreed to meet and have a beer at one of Austin’s bar and grills. Gene and I finally got to our table and began one of our lengthy discussions about relationships, politics, religion and relationships. The former and the latter topic was what we were always talking about then, and everything else was just filler in between talking about the one thing that everyone was having the most trouble understanding.

Gene is a small, stocky man who is as full of integrity as he is of ideas and information on a wide variety of subjects. His blue eyes pierce you as effectively as his words. We love to talk philosophically, couching everything in Alabamese.

In the middle of mouthing the words, I saw Laural for the first time. She walked by our table without a word.

“Gene—that’s the woman,” I said. “If I can’t be with her, I don’t want to be with anyone in Austin.” The words came out automatically as if someone else were speaking them.

“Man, you are crazy. You don’t even know who that woman is.” Gene was surprised and making fun of me for my bizarre statement.

I know exactly who that woman is. She is a lot like Susan, the next to the last woman I had successfully run off.

It was several months before I met the woman who changed my life. I kept going to the bar and grill where she worked and watched every move she made. I saw the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. But when she walked, she moved with such grace. She wasn’t very friendly to me, or to anyone else, for that matter. Something seemed to be troubling her very deeply. I had no idea that I was soon to join a long list of disappointments that had created the sadness in her eyes.



The short Austin spring had arrived. I was in the apartment that served as my stopover and shower center. It was close to the university, where I was half-heartedly working on another degree while teaching at the nearby community college.

While I was sitting on my couch, my inner voice practically yelled at me. The voice (which I know to be the strong intuition that was passed to me from my mother) said, “Get up right now and go for a run down the trail, and there you will meet the woman from the bar.” (There was a nice hike and bike trail just blocks from my house.) I balked at the voice, thinking that it couldn’t be right. It was after all a small trail in a large city with many small trails. But I had learned to listen to that voice, even when I doubted it.

I immediately got up, dressed and went on my run. I was still only half convinced until I ran into her not more than 15 minutes later. She stood smiling against the tall trees that lined the trail. My intuition had led me there and something greater than both of us led us to that spot in time.

Her eyes, which were greenish-brown, could hardly be looked into for the sadness that covered them like a thick fog. She presented a warm smile as an offering in the ceremony of our coming together.

We said hello, introducing ourselves. I mentioned that I had seen her in the cafe often. She said that she too had seen me. After a half-dozen more cliches, I chose to run on without her. On the way home I felt stunned and stupid for leaving her. I stopped, waiting and hoping that she’d come back the same way. I thought about how I had just failed to make anything more than superficial contact with the woman I knew I wanted to be with more than anybody I had ever known.

Not more than 10 minutes later she came running up to the spot where I was fantasizing about our future together. I spoke to her again and she willingly stopped. We talked and walked and I discovered that she only lived one block away from me.

“Would you like to come over for a beer?” she asked as we got to that crucial point in our conversation that was either leading to a “goodbye” or a real “hello”.

“Sure,” was all I could say. Eloquence was as distant as my composure.

We drank beer in her backyard in a swing that would later be the seat of much lovemaking and conversation. We watched the sun go down and talked about everything under it.

I learned that the way she made contact with people and things was through her art. She invited me in to view her latest work. Our painful relationship was born in that moment. In those pictures I saw the soul of the one who took them. I loved that soul for years while I learned to seek and reclaim my own,

The relationship began. From the first there was a unity that existed between us that would never be abolished by time, space, pain or anger. The days were filled with longing for each other, and the nights were spent satisfying the day’s desire. I felt the hole inside me that had been dark and empty for years. The mornings were spent in more lovemaking, coffee-drinking and conversing. I showed her the image of a self that didn’t really exist but wanted to. She showed me sides of herself that no one had seen or been trusted with. The movies we saw, the walks we took, the talks we had and the wide awake nights we spent all became little bridges we constructed to reach each other.

I thought I wanted more; yet now I realize how much I wanted less. I wanted her to give everything of herself to me while I only claimed to be willing to give her my all. She was more willing than I realized to give everything if I would only accept her as she was and wait as she built trust. I could not give everything because at that point I didn’t have everything to give, although I talked like I did. I thought I knew all about love, religion and everything in between. She knew about love and spirituality and embodied both.

The arguments came like summer thunderstorms—violent and refreshing. I loved intensity in everything even if I couldn’t let out my own anger. I was frustrated by the fact that Laural could.

The lovemaking was powerful because it was about the only time I could feel. At the worst of times that was all we had, and it’s what kept us together. She communicated so well with her body, as I talked with my mouth, saying nothing. I quickly learned I was out of touch with my own body.

We lived in a wonderful old house near the U.T. campus. I wandered around that house like a lost child looking for hiding places from her and myself. I was always restless, waiting for one of us to leave. I had been programmed since childhood to believe that I would be left. I expected it to the point that I needed to do whatever possible to make my self-fulfilling prophecy come true. That was a way of staying in control of my life that had been so full of chaos and pain. If I could predict coming events with preciseness, I had a slim chance for survival.

She always seemed to be wondering when I would calm down and be the man I presented myself to be—spiritual, easy-going and mature. In truth my stomach seethed with unreleased anger, anxiety and tension. I had no idea who God was though I taught Religious Studies, and had read hundreds of books on religion.

I constantly criticized everything she did and nagged like no one else could. I pointed out her every personality flaw as a way to keep from facing my own. And mature? I was grandfatherly with advice and forever making decisions for her in areas that I knew nothing about.


When she opened

to me like a flower

but I fell on her

like a stone

I fell on her like a stone.

“Belly Song”, Etheridge Knight



These things were our secrets. Everyone else saw me the way I wanted them to. She saw me the way I was and loved me anyway. She was part of my secret. I did not want to share her and her knowledge of me with anyone. I hid her much like I hid myself. She knew this and was deeply angered and hurt by it.

We traveled to Arkansas early in our togetherness, on a trip I will never forget because it signaled the beginning of the end. I saw a woman begin something I knew nothing about but would learn much about soon—grieving. She also showed me that it is absolutely necessary to grieve only with one you can trust or else alone.

We parked by a small creek. The water washed through the campsite loudly and became our 24-hour mantra. Laural and I were getting along well at this time, but her sadness was like a wall. It separated her from me and the rest of the world, and more importantly, from herself.

Evening gently approached as we made camp. The trees were green and large and no one was around us but them. We felt safe. “Laural, what’s the matter?”

“I can’t tell you.” But her whole body asked for one thing. I held her. We sat looking at the flowing water as the tears began to flow down her cheeks. At first, tears came violently as if from some infinite source. I held her tightly. She said nothing. She crawled into my lap like a child searching for a good mother. I rocked her gently, this beautiful sad woman. And the tears she shed proved the existence of a soul, because tears like those could only come from that place. She wanted to trust me that moment. She intuitively knew that I was not ready to nurture her soul. That afternoon in the mountains she began grieving. She started and stopped there only to teach me that grieving was necessary for all of us, although she herself could not finish what she had begun.

After our trip the days were filled with fighting and arguing, whereas the nights were still being lit by candles and passion. We proceeded to a time we both knew awaked us—a time to say good-bye.

There were many things that helped to create a huge chasm between us. One was my desire to get married and immediately begin a family. I wanted a child then with such an intensity that the thought of waiting wounded me more. Our lives and our relationship was too messy and destructive to support this highest form of creativity. With much love and debate Laural decided that she could not marry me at the moment for a good reason—me. I was not ready to make a commitment to a woman or a child. She knew it—I didn’t.

I needed a child because I had never really been one, having had to grow up in many ways by the time I was five. I wanted a child to carry my own lost childhood. When we finally decided not to marry and have a baby my feelings for Laural diminished. I started thinking it was time to move on and find another city, college and woman.

About a year later I decided it was time to fly away. The arguments had increased steadily in intensity and frequency. We tore at each other daily until I finally left the woman I loved almost more than God. And when I did I felt free and good for a while. I knew we had to be apart. It was not one week later that I met a woman who would in three months time help move me another step closer to reclaiming my own lost soul.



I felt it the day before it began. That morning in October was as ominous as it was clear and bright. I awoke knowing I was going to meet someone special that day. I had no idea who, but I changed shirts four times looking for the right one. Something was different because I hadn’t been concerned about my attire since my early 20s when I had sold clothes for a living.

As I rode my bike to World Provision Company, where I was working part-time as a consultant, I felt elated about my newly acquired freedom from Laural. At the same moment I was anxious about the person I knew I was going to encounter.

Kim walked into my office looking for a job as desperately as I had unconsciously been looking for her. Two hours later we had talked about everything but business and had made a lunch date. Little did we know that only weeks later we would be walking through parks talking about a life together in San Francisco,
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