CHAPTER TEN
If Horses Had Wings

“I must have died and gone to heaven!”  That’s exactly what I thought as I looked at the woman who was sitting across from me in a pink Victorian wing-backed chair.  She had the face of an angel, porcelain skin, twinkling blue eyes, and fluffy, pure white hair styled in a perfect French twist.

“Hello, I’m Angie.  You must be Lynn?” 

This came from a lilting voice as angelic as her appearance.

“Thank you for coming to see me,” she continued.  “My friend’s daughter told me about you.  She said you were writing a book that would help women, right?”

I smiled and nodded.  “Yes, I am.”

“What is the title of your book?” Angie asked.

“Ladies, If Your Horse is Dead—Dismount!”

Angie laughed.  “Do you think you would be interested in an old woman’s story?  One I know will help a lot of women?”

“Certainly,” I replied. “I’m all ears.”

Angie smiled and looked to her right as she said “Hi” to two women shuffling slowly past us.  One woman was using a walker, the other woman a cane. 

“Those are my friends.  They’re really lovely ladies, you know.  They live a few doors down from my room.  The one with the cane, that’s Suzie.  She always saves me a seat for our Sunday services.  Marlene is the one with the walker. She is eighty-eight and she still has a car, but her daughter keeps it for her because she can’t see well enough to drive.

”Angie seemed to enjoy small talk, but that stopped when she asked me, “Do you like to drive?”

I answered, “Yes, but not long distances.

”Angie leaned forward as if she was going to tell me a secret and whispered, “I love to drive.  Driving used to get me away from it all.  In particular my husband.  He was such an overbearing person who seemed to enjoy agitating me.  I wouldn’t let him rattle me; instead, I would head straight for the garage, get in my car, and take a long drive into the country.”

She settled back comfortably in her chair and reminisced.  “Driving was so relaxing to me.  You know, I didn’t drive till I was forty!  I actually taught myself.  I had two children late in life.  I was thirty-seven, married for thirteen years, when I was blessed with my first child.

“My husband traveled every week.  He was a salesman for a meat packing company, and later he sold corrugated boxes to manufacturers.  While he was away I was stuck in the house with two beautiful boys, whom I treasured and adored so much.  I wanted to share and expose them to the world.  That’s when I taught myself to drive.

“My children loved to take rides in the car, as much as I love to drive.  When my boys were very young, on rainy days it became a tradition to pile into the car, drive down the backcountry roads, and count the cows on the way into town to our local five and dime.  When we got to the store the boys would each get a bag of popcorn.  Till this day, I don’t think it was the popcorn that really excited them.  It was the ride in the car.

“On weekends, when their father was home, a ride in the car became more than getting popcorn—it was an escape.  When Mick—that’s my husband’s name—came home after being gone for a week, he would act as though he was the king of the house, and the children his royal servants.  ‘His Royal Highness’ insisted that he be waited on hand and foot.”

Angie made a sweet little harrumphing noise.  “For me it was actually easier to take care of two delightful children than one childish, bratty husband.  I used to think I could bear with it because he was only home on weekends.  Then he decided to become self-employed.  He stayed in the same business, selling corrugated boxes.  But he stopped traveling and worked out of the house.

“Mick just couldn’t stand to be on the road not knowing where I was or what I was doing.  He had to be in total control of everything.  When he started working at home, I became much more than a wife and a mother.  ‘His Royal Highness’ granted me a third job, as his ‘Royal Personal Secretary.’

“I was a good wife and always supported my husband in any way I could—even though he was a royal pain in the butt.  Often, nights, I would stay up working on his payables and receivables while he went out to his Kiwanis meetings.

“He had several very large accounts that he relied on, but after awhile he became complacent and didn’t service any accounts in person.  He would call his accounts and ask what they needed once a week.  Eventually he stopped calling on his small accounts altogether.  He said they weren’t worth the bother.  After all, he had the big accounts to rely on.”

Angie shook her head in exasperation.  “When it came to money matters, my husband was never much of a saver, but that didn’t matter.  Every year, he had to buy the biggest car on the lot, just to show off.  I had no choice at all in the selection of our cars.  My husband would pick up the car and show up in the driveway tooting his horn loud enough so the neighbors would look out of their windows.

“Mick was actually able to coast with those several large accounts for several years without his income changing—until the leadership changed in the companies he relied on.  Sure, he still called once a week and asked for their orders, but the new regimes hadn’t a clue who Mick was.

“I guess there is something to be said for nurturing relationships in person.  Eventually he ended up losing the accounts.  But, believe it or not, our financial situation didn’t stop Mick from spending money.  With no accounts and so much time now on his hands, he took up golf.

“Our savings account finally dwindled down to three hundred dollars.  That’s when, at the age of fifty-five, he decided to just retire.  We had barely enough money to scrape by each month.

“By that time my two sons were off at college.  How I love them!  My sons were my whole life.  Even though Mick was there, I always felt so alone, and worse than that, we were practically broke.

“I was fifty-five.  Some would say that was over the hill, but that’s when my life started.  I stood up for myself and decided I could support myself.  Actually, truth be known, I had no choice.  I knew I had to do something before Mick put us in the poor house.  That’s when I enrolled myself in Real Estate school—of course, without Mick’s blessings or support.

“It seemed as if overnight I became one of the top producers in the real estate office I worked in.  I ended up selling real estate for twenty years.  I was seventy-five when I stopped.  I didn’t retire.  It was just that Mick had open-heart surgery, and I became his full-time nurse.  He was actually happy, because this meant I had to stay home with him all the time and not leave the house to go to work.  He never supported me in selling real estate.  Well, he did come to all my open houses, but that was just to keep an eye on me.  He was a jealous man.

“Nursing Mick back to health took a toll on my own health.  He was really a handful.  He never followed the doctor’s orders.  Can you believe he actually ate a half a pound of bacon and six eggs for lunch, just one week after open-heart surgery?

“He never had many friends because he was so self-centered.  After twenty years of supporting Mick, I was tired and out of energy.  I knew I was starting to get a little forgetful.  I actually paid some of the same bills twice.  It wasn’t easy taking care of him, the household, and pretending to my children that everything was just fine.

“And I couldn’t believe that once again, I was worried about money.  I had saved over one hundred thousand dollars from my real estate sales.  But after taking care of Mick and all his medications, I had only eight hundred dollars left in a savings account.  We lived in a condo that was paid for, but there were still bills to pay.  We ate at McDonald’s, and hot dogs became a favorite dinner.

“My son, who lived in Florida, came to visit and insisted that we move close to him.  I didn’t know how I could pack everything and just move.  Thank God, I didn’t have to worry.  My son and his wife took care of the whole thing.

“I sold our condo and was once again relieved to have some savings.  Shortly after we moved to Florida, I fell and broke two bones.  After rehab, my doctor recommended assisted living.

“Mick wanted nothing to do with it, but this time I was the one who needed help.  It was amazing.  Before we moved to Florida, Mick was like a zombie; I did everything for him.  Now he was alert and doing well, and I took a turn for the worse.

“I was scared of living on my own, and worse, scared of living with Mick, who was back to being his overbearing self.  I told Mick he had no choice in the matter.  We were moving to assisted living.  I looked forward to someone else cooking for me.  Most of all, I wouldn’t have to worry about paying bills at the end of each month.

“Once more my son and his wife helped us pack and move here.  I loved making new lady friends.  As for Mick, he found fault in everyone, as usual.  We used to live together in that last room down the hall.”  She pointed.

“You don’t live there anymore?” I asked.

“Well, Mick couldn’t get along with anyone.  He argued all the time.  He would hold my hand every time we left our room.  Most of the staff thought we were so in love.  What they didn’t know was it wasn’t love at all; it was ownership.  If Mick was mad at someone, he wanted me to be mad, too.

“I couldn’t leave our room without Mick.  He would yell at me and push me around.  You’ve probably noticed by now I often did things later than most.  I had children at thirty-seven and learned to drive at forty, not to mention real estate school at fifty-five.  Well, now at eighty-two, I longed to have control of my life.  I wanted to be number one, not second as I always was to Mick.

“So you know what I did?”  She grinned blissfully.  “I finally threw Mick out!  He has his own room down that hall.”  She pointed in the opposite direction from her own room.

I guess I couldn’t have looked more surprised.  If I’d thought Ruth was late, Angie proved it was never too late to dismount a dead horse!

“He can’t yell or tell me who to talk to anymore.  I have a roommate, and she is a good friend.  Lots of the ladies invite me to sit with them at dinner, and they always ask how I am.  As you can see, I’m doing just fine, just fine.” 

Angie was one of the most gracious ladies I have ever met.  She was right when she said she had a story that would help a lot of women—especially those who are wondering if it’s too late to dismount a dead horse.

If Angie dismounted at eighty-two, it’s proof that it’s never too late to dismount a dead horse—even the one that convinced Angie for sixty years that she had no choice but to put up with Mick.

I can recall as though it was yesterday the first time I set my eyes on Angie. Truly, I thought I was seeing an angel sitting in front of me in her pink, wing-backed chair.  At that time I was wrong, because Angie was very much alive and real.

Six months after I met her, however, Angie became a real angel.

The night I heard that Angie had passed on, I dreamt of her.  In my dream Angie was sitting on a pure white thoroughbred in a pink satin saddle with stirrups made of pearls.  The horse looked magical as it spread its angel-like wings and whisked Angie through the gates of heaven.

Such a beautiful dream, don’t you think?  And not too far from reality.  After all, Angie did ride a white thoroughbred on earth, if even only for a short time.  It was the same white thoroughbred that waited patiently through the years for Angie to dismount her dead horse named Fear.  Angie, at age eighty-two, finally took the reins of that white thoroughbred on the day she moved into her own room.The horse’s name was Freedom.  Need I say more? 
