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The Caretaker’s Dilemma: When Duty Outlives Love 

The tension between wanting to be a good person and wanting your life 
back 
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Love isn’t the opposite of hate, nor is it the absence of it. Love is the 
opposite of indifference and the absence of resentment. 

Which is why resentment is where love goes to die a slow, agonising death. 

No one prepares you for the moment someone you once revered becomes 
heavy — not metaphorically; literally. Emotionally, financially and 
spiritually. They begin to take up space in your life the way an unpaid debt 
does: quietly at first, then constantly, then relentlessly. 
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You still love them, you still care, and you still show up. But love, once 
threaded through duty and necessity, stops feeling like devotion and starts 
feeling like incarceration. 

This is the caretaker’s dilemma: the quiet war between decency and 
desire, between wanting to be a good person and wanting a life of your own. 

At first, you tell yourself a story that makes the sacrifice feel noble. A parent 
gets sick. A relative loses work. Someone needs help “for now.” You step in 
willingly, even proudly. This is what family does. This is what love looks like. 
You believe the situation will resolve itself in time. 

Then time stretches. 

Other people’s bills arrive with the regularity of sunrise. Their crises 
become your routine. Your own plans and aspirations start to feel indulgent 
— almost immoral — next to their needs. You stop asking if you can afford 
things and start asking who you’re allowed to disappoint. 

You or them. 

This is when the dark fantasy first appears. The moment it does, you begin 
the mental gymnastics. 

You build an internal courtroom where you cross-examine yourself daily. 

“They didn’t choose to lose their job.” 

“They’re in constant pain — it must be hell living in their body.” 

“Remember the nights they skipped meals so you wouldn’t sleep hungry.” 

You stack these facts like sandbags against the rising flood of resentment. 
You weaponise empathy against yourself by reminding yourself of their 
suffering so often that your own exhaustion feels illegitimate by 
comparison. You tell yourself this isn’t happening to you, it’s just the cost of 
love. 

But the fantasies don’t disappear; they only retreat. 

They resurface late at night in moments of stillness, and in the silence after 
another bank transfer clears. You imagine death. You imagine the phone 
call, the funeral, the paperwork, and the weight off your shoulders. Then, 
almost immediately, the guilt slams down hard enough to knock the air out 
of you. 



What kind of person thinks this? What kind of child? What kind of sibling? 

What kind of human being feels relief at the thought of someone else 
disappearing? 

So you double down on justification. You remind yourself they didn’t ask for 
this and that they’re already ashamed for having to ask for help. “You can 
handle it.” “This is temporary.” “This is what good children do.” 

However, the reality is that strength, when endlessly demanded, becomes 
a life sentence. 

Caretaking doesn’t just drain you, it rewires you. It teaches you to shrink 
your desires. It trains you to pre-emptively abandon hope so 
disappointment won’t hurt as much. You don’t dream anymore; you 
calculate. You don’t plan anymore; you brace for someone else’s chaos. 

Amidst all this, you also have to grapple with the most sobering truth for 
any person: your parents are mortal. 

You see it in their fear, their confusion and in their reliance on you for their 
survival — financial, physical or otherwise. You see them as liabilities and 
burdens. As such, no matter how much you try to suppress it, there have 
been plenty of times when you have fantasised about life after them. 

Acknowledging this feels like treason. 

You don’t want to see them this way, but you do, and once you do, you 
cannot unsee it. The people who once felt immovable now feel precarious. 
Past memories you treasure are no longer able to protect your present 
reality. 

This is what the dilemma does to a person: it splits them. You become two 
selves living in one body. 

One who loves fiercely and another who resents silently and desperately. 

One who remembers their sacrifice and one who feels trapped by it. 

One who wants to honour the past and one who wants a future that isn’t 
mortgaged indefinitely. 
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Society has no language for this fracture, and I don’t think that is 
accidental. I don’t know of a name for this condition, nor have I heard a 
diagnosis for prolonged moral exhaustion. There is no vocabulary for love 
that has been overdrawn. I think that’s because naming it would require 
admitting that our ideals of family, duty, and care are built on quiet 
coercion. We’d have to acknowledge that we shame people who feel this 
way because their honesty threatens the myth that love should be limitless. 

So instead, we moralise. 

We call them ungrateful, selfish and cold. We insist that resentment 
invalidates love, rather than recognising it as evidence of its overuse. We 
pretend the only alternative to endless sacrifice is cruelty, because that lie 
keeps the delusion intact. 

The caretaker is not failing. Our attitudes around love and care are failing 
the caretaker. 

The cruellest part of all this is that guilt doesn’t stop resentment; it only 
buries it — and buried resentment mutates. You smile while fantasising 
about escape. You become fluent in emotional doublethink — loving 
someone deeply while wishing, in your most private moments, that this 
would finally end. 

https://unsplash.com/@elevantarts?utm_source=medium&utm_medium=referral
https://unsplash.com/?utm_source=medium&utm_medium=referral


Not because you hate them, but because you are exhausted. Really fucking 
exhausted. 

What makes the caretaker’s dilemma unbearable is the absence of moral 
refuge. There is no clean choice. Staying mortgages your future. Leaving 
annihilates your self-image. Hoping drains your sanity. Resenting poisons 
your sense of goodness. Every path exacts a price. 

So you continue to serve… mechanically, without any real emotion or care. 

And when the thought returns — I wish this would end — you no longer 
argue with it. You simply sit with it, ashamed but calm, like someone who 
has finally accepted the truth of their own depletion. 

We need to speak about this not to excuse it, but to expose it. Not to 
romanticise resentment, but to stop pretending it only belongs to 
monsters. The truth is simple and sour: 

Love does not make us limitless. 

Duty does not make us infinite. 

And care, when demanded without end, does not ennoble — it erodes. 

If this leaves a sour taste in your mouth, it should. Some truths aren’t 
meant to comfort. They’re meant to linger. Heavy, unnamed and 
unresolved. 

Like the people we keep carrying long after our arms have gone numb. 

 


