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It was my turn to drive the day Lee and I talked about his lady friend. I piloted my golf cart to Lee’s house, waving as I chugged by Jack and Glenn, who were hanging out in Jack’s driveway, waiting. After Lee climbed in, we rolled up to the intersection where Jack, now in the street, took the lead, and our two-cart convoy set off on the thirty-minute trek to the Briarwood Executive Golf Course.
I waited until we’d passed the first roundabout. The conversation opened slowly, and with long gaps in between, giving us time to ease into the parts that matter. Sometimes, I think golf carts were designed with men in mind, a refuge, a perfect place for male conversation. Seated side by side, and not facing eye to eye, we can protect ourselves if things get a little uncomfortable. 
We first talked about the weather, a safe place to start. It was a pleasant day, in the mid-eighties, not yet in that part of summer when temperatures hover in the nineties, and the heat invades even shaded areas.
“So, I saw you in the golf cart the other day with a woman,” I said, speaking to the windshield, as the cart wandered through a shady stretch. 
I’d been curious about Lee’s woman friend. I knew he’d been seeing someone. We all had been curious. We’d seen them together in his golf cart, motoring past us, the two engaged in animated conversation. Lee had a tough time when his wife died from Dementia. He and his wife had been together for fifty-four years. 
For him, her death had been bittersweet. Like many former caregivers, he lived with a mixture of relief and sorrow, hounded by guilt at the relief, and crippled by the devastating sorrow of losing a lifelong partner. Then loneliness came to call, an unwanted visitor, wedging itself in, occupying the empty chair in the living room, the second setting at the dinner table, and the other half of the bed. 
“I met her on a walk,” replied Lee a couple of minutes later, as he watched the tail end of Jack’s cart putter along in front of us.
Lee walked two miles every day. I’d see him out mornings, waving to him as Jake, my twenty-pound mutt, and I cruised past in the golf cart, his lanky stride distinctive even from a distance.
He continued, “She was out in the yard. I said hi. I asked if she liked ice cream. She said yes. After my walk, I jumped in the golf cart and returned. She was still out in the yard. Do you want to go to Kilwin’s for a cone? I asked. She said yes, she’d need to change her shirt. And that’s how it started.”
He paused. Biding my time, I watched the scenery roll by, wondering if he had more to say. I heard the distinctive staccato poppity-pop of a roof being nailed in place, the bee-like buzz of lawnmowers, the quiet hum of a car whooshing past on the road, golf carts putting along, and the silent bicycles, noiseless, as if they were riding in stealth mode. 
We rode past manicured lawns of thick St. Augustine grass and elaborate landscaping, home to little lawn gnomes, bird feeders, and garden angels. I could smell the earthy sweetness of mown grass and the sharpness of fresh mulch. The golf cart path, under the protection of overarching live oaks, felt a few degrees cooler than the section we’d just passed, which was fully exposed to the sun.
At last, a good five minutes later, he spoke.
“You know,” he said, still staring straight ahead, his voice lower and quieter, “It’s been lonely. You get used to having someone to talk to. And it isn’t any fun going out and eating alone.”
“No,” I replied, “it isn’t.”
The connection ended, as if we’d been on opposite ends of a long-distance call, and it was time to hang up. We rode the rest of the way in silence.
I understood his loneliness. It reminded me of my deployments, far away from Lisa, in a world so far removed from hers. Married for over twenty-four years by then, we had built our life as one, sharing each day, but then we were separated. 
It was as if some malignant force had ripped a handful of pages out of the book of our shared life. The minutiae of our daily existence, what we ate for dinner, the interesting article we read in the newspaper, what we saw walking the dog, and whom we said hi to at the supermarket, were no longer there to be the glue that melds lives together. 
These small pieces of life seemed too trivial to spend precious minutes of phone time on, when we had only a strictly monitored fifteen minutes a week to talk. When I returned home, it took months to stitch our lives back together. But not as it was before. Both of us had changed while we were apart, me more than her.
Lee and I had something in common. We had endured empty moments, experienced loneliness, and suffered the loss of the most vital part of ourselves. But we were not the same. For me, it was temporary. I knew I’d be reconnected, stitched together, complete again. For Lee, there would be no stitching together; half of him lost was lost forever, leaving, in weak moments, a phantom pain where it had been.
None of us, while still young, vital, and energetic, and reveling in our prime, can understand growing old, the slowing down, the hurting joints, the unreliable memory, or the loss of a lifelong partner to dementia, the slowest and cruelest of deaths. Two deaths, really. First, the connection dies, individual strands fraying until they break, and nothing remains. Then later, much later, the heart stops beating, and the body dies. 
Finding a compatible companion in old age, after years of molding oneself around another person, is as likely as finding the holy grail on a thrift-shop shelf. But sometimes it happens. I was happy for Lee.
We arrived at the course about fifteen minutes before our tee time, pulled up next to Jack and Glenn’s cart, and traded pointed observations of each other’s athletic ability, and our own, as we waited to be called to the starting line, the same as every Friday.
