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Yesterday’s Cryptoquote:
A day without a friend is 

like a pot without a single 
drop of honey left inside. 
-- A.A. Milne, “Winnie-the-

Pooh”
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MUTTS� by Patrick McDonell
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Adapted from an online 
discussion.

Dear Carolyn: My 
spouse and I are in our 
early 70s, married 25 
years and living in a 
large suburban area.

She stopped driving 
six months ago because 
of bad eyesight.

I volunteer delivering 
meals and at the animal 
shelter and serve on a 
county commission. I 
also take classes at the 
gym three days a week. 
These activities give 
purpose and meaning to 
my life in retirement.

Spouse is an intro-
vert and doesn’t want 
to do these things with 
me. Spouse doesn’t un-
derstand why I have so 
many friends, has no 
friends and thinks peo-
ple don’t need them — 
they’re too much trou-
ble.

Now she wants me to 
quit all my activities to 
be available to drive her 
to appointments and er-
rands. Spouse does NOT 
have any other chronic 
illness except poor eye-
sight. Spends the day 
playing video games 
and watching TV.

I’ve said I’m avail-
able all day Mondays 
and before noon other 
days. But my spouse 
says she needs rides at 
other times. And that 
my schedule is too com-
plicated.

Spouse refuses to take 
taxis when I’m not avail-
able, saying they’re too 
expensive. Spouse has 
$10 million in invest-
ments. (We married in 
our late 40s and kept 
our finances separate.) 
I think spouse is be-
ing ridiculous and said 
she should spend the 
$20,000 she got for sell-
ing her car on taxi rides. 

She says that’s a waste 
when I could and should 
be doing it.

Spouse says I’m being 
a bad spouse not to quit 
activities to care for her. 
She doesn’t need assist-
ed living care, she just 
wants free taxi service.

Suggestions for how I 
should navigate this?

— Frustrated Spouse

Frustrated Spouse: 
You are navigating this. 
Your response is appro-
priate, so stick to it: Be 
available at the times 
you said, and keep your 
activity schedule intact.

Spouse is the one 
failing to navigate; that 
doesn’t put you on the 
hook to change unless 
you want to. Firmly de-
cline to be controlled. 
(Was spouse always like 
this? It’s not okay.)

No doubt some of 
spouse’s maladaptive 
decisions trace to fear 
and loneliness. It would 
be compassionate to 
note that, to say you 
sense she isn’t comfort-
able in a taxi — older, 
alone, compromised vi-
sion, it fits. If so, then 
together you can figure 
out a taxi alternative; 
a regular car service or 
hired driver, for exam-
ple, or your local council 
on aging are two places 
to start. She spends, 
learns your schedule or 
stays home.

Say out loud, too, 
that you hear she wants 
companionship and will 
gladly make more plans 

with her. But not at the 
cost of your friendships 
just because she choos-
es not to have any of her 
own.

If she persists in call-
ing you a bad spouse for 
this, then don’t fight it. 
Agree: “Yep, bad spouse. 
This is who I am and 
what I am offering you: 
rides wherever you need 
for at least half of every 
day. And a schedule with 
variety because that’s 
what keeps me happy. 
Remember, we’re differ-
ent, which brought us 
together.”

The “large suburban 
area” might need re-
thinking. They can be 
car-dependent and age-
hostile.

Otherwise, be loving 
and kind and hold fast. 
You’re entitled to be 
yourself, for one. Plus, 
the mental and physi-
cal health benefits you 
get from circulating will 
benefit your spouse, 
whereas if you rot at 
home out of guilt, then 
you soon won’t be much 
good to either of you.

Also: Watch for signs 
of decline besides the 
eyesight. Whether that’s 
behind her impulse 
to isolate or her isola-
tion is causing decline, 
or both, this has the 
whoosh of a hastening 
downward slide.

Re: Spouse: I think 
that spouse is very lone-
ly and probably not as 
much of a loner as the 
letter writer thinks. I 
bet it’s also very scary 
to have vision prob-
lems and to depend on 
other people for stuff. 
Although this person 
sounds very demand-
ing, I can actually see 
why they’d want their 
spouse to help them 
with these things, and 

feel like the rides are a 
red herring for other is-
sues.

— Anonymous

Anonymous: I don’t 
doubt that. But is admit-
ting vulnerability so un-
thinkable that attacking 
a spouse is okay? How 
much control, stub-
bornness, finger-point-
ing, bad-mouthing, 
penny-hoarding and 
nonuse of one’s words is 
excused?

We know nothing of 
the couple’s relation-
ship till now. But I’m 
thinking neurologist, 
geriatric social worker 
or psychotherapist for 
this “other issue” — not 
the letter writer quitting 
a by-no-means exces-
sively active life.
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