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INTRO 

At 7:14 on a Tuesday morning, your phone buzzes before 
you have even found out whether coffee is going to save you 
or merely make you conscious enough to suffer properly. It is 
a message from your sister: “Can I ask you something?” Four 
words. Completely ordinary. Yet your nervous system reacts 
as if the Department of Emergencies has just appointed you 
regional coordinator. By 7:16, you are already wondering 
whether she is upset, whether you should call, whether you 
caused something, whether she needs money, advice, a ride, 
a lawyer, or possibly a small helicopter. 

Meanwhile, she wants to know if you remember the name 
of that restaurant. 

This is the problem with feeling responsible for everyone: 
other people are allowed to have lives, but your brain keeps 
quietly assigning you administrative rights. Someone is 
disappointed? You should fix it. Someone made a bad 
decision? You should prevent the consequences. Someone is 
stressed? You should absorb some of it, ideally through a 
process no scientist has yet been able to explain. Someone is 
angry with you? Clearly you must now write a fourteen-page 
internal report entitled What I Could Have Done Differently 
Since Childhood. 

You become a one-person emotional customer-service 
desk. 

The strange part is that this can look like kindness from the 
outside. You are helpful. Reliable. Thoughtful. You notice 
when people are tired. You remember birthdays. You check 
whether everyone got home safely. You offer solutions before 
the other person has finished explaining the problem. If life 
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handed out loyalty points for carrying other adults uphill while 
they complained about the view, you would already have 
lounge access. 

But there is a difference between caring about people and 
taking responsibility for their entire weather system. 

You can care that your friend is unhappy without being 
responsible for making her happy. You can love your partner 
without managing every emotion that crosses his face. You 
can support an adult child without becoming the unpaid 
director of consequences. You can listen to a coworker’s 
problem without opening a new project folder called 
“Apparently Mine Now.” These distinctions sound obvious 
when written calmly on a page. They become less obvious 
when someone you love sighs in a particular tone and your 
brain immediately starts loading tools. 

The guilt is what keeps the whole machine running. If you 
step back, you feel selfish. If you do not solve the problem, 
you feel cold. If you say no, you worry you have become the 
sort of person who owns decorative signs saying “Good vibes 
only” and abandons relatives at airports. So you keep helping 
past the point of usefulness. You remind, chase, explain, 
rescue, smooth over, lend, mediate, cover, apologize, and 
occasionally attempt to manage an adult human being 
through strategic facial expressions. 

It is exhausting. 

It is also often ineffective. 

When you repeatedly take over what belongs to someone 
else, two things tend to happen. First, you get overloaded. 
Second, the other person gets fewer chances to solve, 
choose, fail, recover, decide, speak, negotiate, and live their 
own life. You become more responsible, they become less 



4 

practiced, and everyone quietly starts resenting the 
arrangement. This is impressive, because resentment is 
usually considered a poor return on an investment of that size. 

You may even find yourself doing things nobody asked you 
to do. Your partner mentions a difficult conversation at work, 
and twenty minutes later you have drafted three responses, 
identified the likely personality disorder of his manager, and 
mentally reorganized the company. Your mother says she is 
tired, and you begin planning appointments she has not 
requested. Your friend complains about money, and you start 
calculating her budget while she is still ordering dessert. You 
call it helping. 

Sometimes it is helping. 

Sometimes it is anxiety wearing a helpful little hat. 

That distinction matters because genuine support leaves 
room for the other person to remain an adult. Anxiety-based 
helping tries to reduce your own discomfort by making their 
problem disappear. You are not only trying to help them feel 
better. You are trying to stop yourself from feeling worried, 
guilty, helpless, disapproved of, or unnecessary. This does 
not make you manipulative or terrible. It makes you human, 
with a nervous system that has discovered a very inefficient 
hobby. 

The goal of this book is not to turn you into someone who 
responds to every problem with “Wow, sounds tough” and 
then walks into the sunset. We are not aiming for emotional 
tax evasion. You can still be generous, loyal, loving, 
dependable, and deeply involved in other people’s lives. The 
change is simpler: you will stop confusing support with 
ownership. 
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That means learning to ask a few uncomfortable questions. 
Is this actually my problem? Did anyone ask me to take this 
on? Am I helping because it is useful, or because I cannot 
tolerate watching someone struggle? What belongs to me 
here—my action, my boundary, my promise, my mistake—
and what belongs to them? These questions can feel almost 
rude at first if you are used to treating every nearby difficulty 
as a group assignment in which you somehow got elected 
team leader. 

You will also need new behavior, because insight alone is 
adorable but underqualified. Knowing you should step back is 
not the same as stepping back when your brother makes 
another terrible decision and starts a sentence with, “So, 
funny story.” You need phrases you can actually say. Limits 
you can actually keep. Ways to help without taking over. 
Ways to survive the guilt spike that arrives after you say, “I 
trust you to handle this,” while every cell in your body 
screams, “HANDLE IT FOR THEM.” 

We will get practical about that. 

You will learn how to separate care from control, how to 
stop answering questions nobody asked, how to return 
responsibility without becoming harsh, and how to recognize 
when helping has crossed into rescuing. You will learn what 
to do when people are disappointed by your new limits, 
because some of them will be. If someone has enjoyed 
twenty-four-hour concierge service for years, the transition 
to “normal adult relationship” may receive mixed reviews. 

You will also learn what to do when the person really does 
need help. Because sometimes the correct answer is not “not 
my problem.” Sometimes the situation is serious, someone is 
vulnerable, or your role genuinely includes responsibility. The 
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trick is not to stop caring. The trick is to stop automatically 
carrying everything. 

By the end, the aim is not that you become less loving. It is 
that your love becomes less crowded with panic, 
management, guilt, and invisible paperwork. You will be able 
to stand beside people without climbing inside the driver’s 
seat of their lives. You will know when to act, when to ask, 
when to support, when to say no, and when to let someone 
experience the natural consequence of forgetting the thing 
you reminded them about six times. 

They may survive. 

You may survive too. 

And somewhere in the distance, a phone will buzz with 
“Can I ask you something?” You will look at it, take a sip of 
coffee, and wait to find out what the question actually is 
before launching the helicopter. 
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Chapter 1 - When Everyone’s Problem 
Becomes Yours 

Your friend sends you a message at 10:42 p.m.: “I think I 
screwed up.” 

There are two possible reactions. 

The first is: “Oh no. What happened?” 

The second is what your brain chooses: heart rate up, jaw 
tight, blanket abandoned, full emergency response activated. 
Within sixty seconds, you are mentally reviewing her 
relationship, finances, job, family history, and that strange 
decision she made last March involving a used car and a man 
named Derek. 

You do not yet know what happened. 

This does not appear to slow you down. 

By the time she replies, “I accidentally booked the hotel for 
the wrong weekend,” you have already prepared yourself for 
bankruptcy, divorce, arrest, or possibly witness protection. 

This is what happens when responsibility expands beyond 
its legal borders. Someone else experiences a problem, and 
your nervous system treats it like an incoming assignment. 
The issue does not need your name on it. It does not need to 
involve you directly. It simply needs to occur near a person 
you care about. 

Congratulations. 

It is apparently yours now. 

The first thing to understand is that feeling responsible is 
not the same as being responsible. Your body can produce 
urgency without producing evidence. Guilt can arrive before 
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any actual wrongdoing. Anxiety can hand you a clipboard and 
tell you that management expects results by noon. 

This is why people who carry too much responsibility often 
spend enormous energy fixing situations that are not theirs to 
fix. They feel something strongly, then assume the feeling 
proves ownership. 

It does not. 

If your brother is unhappy with his job, that is real. You may 
care deeply. You may listen, offer perspective, introduce him 
to someone, review his résumé, or help him think through 
options. 

But his job is still his job. 

You do not need to spend Sunday night searching listings 
because he has not opened LinkedIn since Thursday. 

If your partner is in a bad mood, that may affect you. You 
can ask whether something happened. You can be kind. You 
can also continue eating dinner without launching an internal 
criminal investigation into whether your tone at 4:17 p.m. 
caused the collapse of civilization. 

A facial expression is not always a summons. 

Sometimes a person is tired. 

Sometimes they have a headache. 

Sometimes they are thinking about taxes. 

Tax thoughts have ruined many innocent evenings. 

The pattern becomes especially visible when you notice 
how quickly your mind skips from observation to obligation. 
Someone is disappointed, so you must make them feel better. 
Someone is confused, so you must explain. Someone forgot 
something, so you should remind them. Someone might make 
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a mistake, so you should interfere before events become 
dangerously educational. 

This happens so fast that it feels automatic. 

And often, it is. 

Many people learn early that being useful creates safety. 
Maybe you grew up around unpredictability and became 
skilled at reading moods. Maybe peace in the house 
depended on someone smoothing things over. Maybe praise 
arrived when you were mature, helpful, calm, responsible, 
and approximately forty-two years old at age eleven. 

You may have learned: 

If everyone is okay, I can relax. 

That belief works beautifully until you meet other humans. 

Other humans, unfortunately, refuse to remain okay. 

They have moods. They make decisions. They date people 
you would not select even after extensive background 
checks. They ignore good advice. They overspend. They 
procrastinate. They send “We need to talk” and then 
disappear for three hours because they are making soup. 

If your peace depends on managing all of this, peace is 
going to have limited office hours. 

This is why the central skill in this book is not becoming 
less caring. It is learning to separate three different categories 
that your brain may currently store in one folder marked 
EVERYTHING IS MY PROBLEM. 

The first category is my responsibility. 

These are your choices, promises, actions, words, 
obligations, mistakes, deadlines, boundaries, and 
consequences. 
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If you borrowed money, repayment belongs here. 

If you insulted someone, the repair belongs here. 

If you agreed to pick up your niece at 5:00, arriving at 5:00 
is not controlling behavior. It is basic competence. 

The second category is shared responsibility. 

This includes problems genuinely involving more than one 
person. A household budget. Parenting decisions. A project at 
work. A relationship conflict. A shared lease. Planning a family 
event where everyone has apparently developed strong 
opinions about napkin colors. 

Shared responsibility means participation, not total 
ownership. 

If four adults are organizing Thanksgiving dinner, you are 
allowed to bring the salad without becoming Director of 
Turkey Operations. 

The third category is their responsibility. 

Their decision. Their reaction. Their motivation. Their work. 
Their emotional processing. Their relationship with another 
person. Their willingness to change. Their consequences. 

This is the category chronic over-responsibility keeps 
stealing from. 

Suppose your adult son repeatedly misses payment 
deadlines. You remind him once. Reasonable. You show him 
how to automate payments. Useful. You explain late fees. 
Excellent. 

Then you begin checking whether he paid. 

Then you text reminders. 

Then you text another reminder because the first reminder 
did not receive a thumbs-up. 


