Max Paradox

PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS!
A tongue-in-cheek guide series ;)

| Spend Fifteen Minutes
Writing a Message
So | Don't Sound "Wrong"

How to Stop Overediting Everyday Messages,
Convey Tone More Simply, and Stop Treating
Every "OK" Like a Diplomatic Crisis

We've got a problem. But relax.
It can be solved—and we'll even have something to laugh about.



| Spend Fifteen Minutes
Writing a Message So |
Don't Sound "Wrong"

How to Stop Overediting Everyday
Messages, Convey Tone More Simply, and
Stop Treating Every "OK" Like a Diplomatic

Crisis

Max Paradox

PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS!

ISBN: 978-83-8483-622-4



CONTENTS

INTRO .o e e et e e e e e e eeeaaeaaas 5
Chapter 1- When a Simple Message Becomes a Test

of Your Entire Personality ........ccceeeeviiieiiiiiiieieeceeeeeveee e, (
Chapter 2 - Your Brain Provides the Soundtrack to

SomMeoNe EISe'S TeXt ..o 20
Chapter 3 - One More Edit and It'll Be Perfect. Except
[ENEVEI IS e 29
Chapter 4 - Sorry, Just Checking, Hope That's Okay!

The Protective Bubble Wrap Around Your Words............... 39
Chapter 5 - I'll Reply Later, When I've Found the

Perfect Words. So, Next Thursday? .......ccccoeevvviiivceeeneeeennns 49
Chapter 6 - You Pressed Send. Why Are You Still

Managing the MeSSage?......cevveiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeiiieee e e eeeeens 59
Chapter 7 - When Another Text Is the Wrong Tool for

TNE JOD e 69
Chapter 8 - Thirty People in the Group Chat, and

You're Worried About All of Them........cuuueeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiennnnn. 78

Chapter 9 - Meaning First, Politeness Second: How to
Write a Message That Actually Gets Something Done........ 88

Chapter 10 - Warm, Polite, or Firm? Choosing Your
Tone Without Becoming Someone Else ......cccoevvveiiivinnnnnns 98

Chapter 11 - Just Following Up: How to Remind
Someone Without Feeling Like You're Harassing



Chapter 12 - Someone Made a Mistake, and Now You
Have to Tell Them. Without Writing an Indictment or a

YV = 1 (=] 17
Chapter 13 - How to Say No Without Writing a
Dissertation in Self-DefenSe....cvuevievieiiiiiieiiniieeeeeeeneenns 127

Chapter 14 - When Someone Writes Angrily, You

Don't Have to Put on YOUr Armor ......ceueeeeeeeeiieeeeeenieeeeenne. 136
Chapter 15 - When the Person on the Other Side

Really 1S DIffiCUlt..cccciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee 146
Chapter 16 - When You're Exhausted, Even "Have a

Nice Day" Sounds Like a Complaint........cccoeeeviiiiiiiiennnnnenes 156
Chapter 17 - You Started Writing More Simply. Now
Everyone Thinks You're ANGry ....cccoueuueiieeeerieeieiiiiiiieneeeeees 165
Chapter 18 - How to Keep the Progress Without

Making Your Messages Another Full-Time Job ................. 175
Chapter 19 - Your Texting Style Is Not the Official

Rulebook for Everyone ElS€......cccuueeiiiiiieiiiiiieeeeeee e, 185

Chapter 20 - Press Send. You Don't Have to Be
Perfectly Understood to Communicate Well ...................... 194



INTRO

It takes you twelve seconds to write the message: "l can't
make Thursday, but Friday works for me." Unfortunately,
writing it is only the beginning. You stare at the screen and
wonder whether "I can't" sounds too abrupt. Perhaps "I'm
afraid | won't be able to" would be more considerate. But
that sounds strangely formal for someone you've known for
eight years. You add "Sorry!" and immediately question the
exclamation mark. Are you apologizing enthusiastically? You
replace it with a period, which somehow looks even worse.
Then you add "Hope that's okay," although you're not
entirely sure what you'll do if it isn't. Fourteen minutes later,
you're still negotiating with a sentence that was perfectly
understandable before you started improving it. Your friend,
meanwhile, is probably deciding what to have for lunch.

Welcome to the peculiar world of people who can write an
entire paragraph explaining why they don't want to sound
difficult, but struggle to send a perfectly reasonable request.
You might be one of them if you've ever rewritten a
harmless message several times, asked someone to check
whether your reply sounded rude, or felt a sudden rush of
anxiety after receiving an unexpectedly short response.
Perhaps you've even developed an extensive private
classification system for punctuation. One exclamation mark
means friendly. Two might mean excited. Three could
suggest a worrying lack of emotional restraint. A period after
"Fine" requires immediate investigation. And "OK" without
an emoji? Apparently, diplomatic relations have been
suspended until further notice.



The frustrating part is that your intentions are usually
excellent. You're trying to be thoughtful, considerate,
professional, and easy to deal with. You understand that
words matter and that messages can be misunderstood. You
don't want to embarrass someone, create unnecessary
tension, or come across as demanding. These are
worthwhile concerns. The trouble begins when being
considerate turns into trying to prevent every possible
negative interpretation before anyone has even read your
message. You start treating ordinary communication as a
situation in which one poorly chosen adjective could
permanently damage your reputation. Instead of asking
whether your message communicates what you mean, you
ask whether it guarantees that the recipient will feel exactly
what you want them to feel.

Unfortunately, human communication doesn't come with
that guarantee. A message contains words, but the person
reading it brings their own expectations, experiences, mood,
and assumptions. Someone might read vyour friendly
suggestion while rushing between appointments. Another
person might interpret a neutral question through the
frustration of an earlier disagreement. Even people who
know each other extremely well sometimes misunderstand
what was meant. You can influence how clearly and
respectfully you express yourself, but you cannot personally
supervise everything that happens inside another person's
head. Attempting to do so is an ambitious project, especially
when you consider that you haven't been invited into their
head and would probably need several passwords to get
through security.

Overediting often feels useful because each adjustment
seems to remove a little risk. You replace a direct request



with a softer one, add some context, and reconsider your
closing line. For a moment, you feel better. Then another
concern appears. Maybe the softer request sounds
uncertain. Perhaps the extra explanation makes you seem
defensive. What if your friendly closing feels insincere? You
keep editing because you want the uncertainty to disappear,
but each new version creates fresh possibilities to analyze.
Eventually, you're no longer making the message clearer.
You're attempting to manufacture a feeling of absolute
confidence through vocabulary choices. That is an
exhausting assignment for a few lines of text.

And the consequences extend beyond wasted minutes.
You might delay replying to someone because you can't find
the perfect wording. You might avoid asking a legitimate
question because you don't want to appear troublesome.
You might agree to an inconvenient arrangement simply
because explaining your actual preference feels too
uncomfortable. Sometimes you'll spend so much effort
making a request sound optional that the recipient genuinely
believes it is optional. Then, when nothing happens, you feel
disappointed and wonder why people don't take your
messages seriously. In reality, they may have understood
exactly what you wrote, just not what you privately hoped
they would understand. Your message became so carefully
padded that its original purpose was barely visible.

The same habit can follow you to the receiving end of a
conversation. A delayed reply becomes evidence that
someone is upset. A shorter-than-usual greeting suggests
that a relationship has changed. A message without the
customary smiley face makes you reconsider the entire
interaction. Yet another explanation may be far less
dramatic: the person is busy, tired, distracted, or simply



writes differently from you. None of these possibilities
proves that everything is fine, of course. Genuine problems
exist, and sometimes a change in someone's communication
does mean something. The challenge is learning to
recognize when you have actual evidence of a problem and
when your imagination has filled the available silence with an
unnecessarily expensive production.

This book isn't an argument for becoming cold, careless,
or aggressively concise. The world doesn't need more
people replying "Noted" to heartfelt messages about difficult
experiences. Nor does every conversation improve when
you strip away its warmth and reduce it to the smallest
possible number of characters. Different situations deserve
different levels of attention. A sensitive disagreement may
require a thoughtful explanation. A firm boundary may need
a clear statement. A personal conversation may benefit from
affection, humor, or reassurance. The aim is to choose those
elements because they serve the conversation, rather than
adding them automatically as emotional insurance against
the possibility of someone disliking your words.

You'll learn to recognize the moment when useful editing
becomes unnecessary second-guessing, and how to make
everyday requests, decisions, reminders, and refusals easier
to understand. You'll explore how to respond when someone
genuinely sounds irritated, when the relationship itself
makes communication difficult, and when another message
is unlikely to solve the real problem. We'll also consider the
limits of simple advice. If someone has power over important
parts of your life, repeatedly disregards your boundaries, or
uses communication to intimidate you, the answer isn't
always to find a more charming sentence. Real
circumstances matter, and no arrangement of polite words



can replace appropriate support or practical action when the
situation demands it.

For now, consider a modest distinction. Imagine you're
about to send a message and feel the familiar urge to
change it again. Ask yourself what the change would
actually accomplish. Would it correct a factual mistake,
clarify a request, or prevent a meaningful misunderstanding?
Or would it mainly make you feel reassured for another thirty
seconds? The answers won't always be obvious, and that's
fine. You're not trying to become a flawless judge of every
sentence. You're learning to notice when the purpose of
writing has quietly shifted from communicating with another
person to protecting yourself from an imagined reaction.

You also don't need to eliminate every awkward
exchange from vyour future. Sometimes you'll phrase
something poorly. Sometimes another person will
misunderstand a perfectly reasonable message.
Occasionally, you'll need to apologize, clarify, or change
your mind. That's not evidence that you're bad at
communicating. It's part of communicating with human
beings, a species that somehow developed extraordinary
technology for sending messages instantly while remaining
remarkably capable of misunderstanding the word "sure."
The useful skill isn't preventing every imperfection. It's
knowing how to express yourself clearly, respond to genuine
problems, and let ordinary conversations end without
conducting a private investigation afterward.

So think again about that invitation on Thursday. You
can't go, but Friday works. You don't need to demonstrate
your kindness, intelligence, loyalty, and emotional maturity in
one scheduling message. You can be friendly, give an
honest answer, and allow your friend to reply. Perhaps



Friday works for them too. Perhaps it doesn't. Either way,
you'll have exchanged useful information, which is a
surprisingly respectable achievement for a communication
device.

The message doesn't need to be perfect. It needs to say
what you mean, with reasonable care for the person reading
it.

And sometimes the most productive thing you can do with
a perfectly ordinary message is finally press Send.
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Chapter 1- When a Simple Message
Becomes a Test of Your Entire
Personality

At 7:43 on a Tuesday evening, Emily receives a message
from the coordinator of her neighborhood book club.
Someone has volunteered to host next month's gathering,
and the coordinator wants to know whether Emily can bring
dessert. Emily can, in fact, bring dessert. She has a perfectly
good brownie recipe, an oven, and no competing
commitments. The answer should be extraordinarily simple.
Instead, she begins considering whether "Sure, | can bring
brownies" sounds enthusiastic enough. Perhaps "I'd love
to!" would be warmer. But would that imply an unreasonable
level of excitement about baked goods? She adds a smiley
face, removes it, and wonders whether offering brownies
without asking about dietary restrictions makes her seem
inconsiderate. By the time she finally replies, the coordinator
has already assigned dessert to someone else. Emily has
managed to lose a voluntary baking opportunity to an
internal debate about whether she is a sufficiently delightful
person.

This kind of hesitation looks ridiculous when described
from the outside, but it rarely feels ridiculous while you're
experiencing it. Each concern seems to have a reasonable
foundation. You want to sound friendly. You don't want to
appear careless. You understand that people form
impressions through their interactions, and written messages
can reveal something about your attitude. The difficulty
begins when you start treating every ordinary exchange as
evidence in an ongoing evaluation of your character. You're
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no longer simply answering a question about brownies.
You're attempting to demonstrate that you're considerate,
enthusiastic, cooperative, emotionally intelligent, and
generally worth inviting to social occasions. That's quite a
demanding job description for a text message.

The problem isn't necessarily that you lack confidence in
your writing. You might compose excellent reports, explain
complicated ideas clearly, or communicate comfortably with
people you know well. Yet certain recipients can transform
your perfectly adequate writing skills into a source of intense
uncertainty. A message to a new manager receives a level of
scrutiny that would embarrass a legal department. A casual
invitation to someone you admire requires six revisions. A
reply to a particularly confident acquaintance becomes an
exercise in making sure you neither sound inferior nor
appear to be trying too hard. Your vocabulary hasn't
disappeared. What has changed is the significance you've
attached to the recipient's opinion.

When Approval Becomes the Hidden Assignment

Consider two people sending essentially the same
message: "I won't be joining the team lunch today." One
sees it as a simple update. The other worries that colleagues
will interpret it as unfriendly, that a manager might question
their commitment, or that someone will assume they're
avoiding a particular person. The difference isn't necessarily
the sentence itself. It's the additional assignment the second
person has silently accepted: make sure everybody
maintains a favorable opinion of me. Since the sender can't
see inside their colleagues' minds, there's no reliable way to
confirm that the assignment has been completed. They may
consequently keep rewriting a message that already
communicates everything necessary.
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Approval matters to most people, and that's hardly
surprising. Relationships affect our opportunities, emotional
well-being, sense of belonging, and daily experience. Being
aware of how your words might affect someone is useful.
But when approval becomes the primary objective of
communication, it can quietly displace the reason you
needed to speak in the first place. Instead of expressing a
preference, you disguise it as a tentative suggestion. Instead
of asking for information, you spend half the message
apologizing for taking up someone's attention. You begin
adjusting your actual position to make the wording easier.
Eventually, the recipient receives a message that sounds
exceptionally accommodating but bears only a distant
resemblance to what you wanted to say.

Imagine a freelance photographer who receives a request
to provide additional edited images beyond the agreed
package. She knows the extra work should incur an
additional fee, but worries that mentioning money will make
her seem difficult. She drafts a response full of appreciation
for the client's enthusiasm and enthusiasm for their
appreciation. Somewhere in the middle, she vaguely
mentions that extra edits "might involve a little more time."
The client responds happily, assuming the additions are
included. Now the photographer faces a more awkward
conversation than the one she initially avoided. Her carefully
managed impression has created a practical
misunderstanding. The client wasn't given enough
information to make an informed choice, and the
photographer hasn't protected her own time.

There is a meaningful distinction between being
considerate and being endlessly agreeable. Consideration
means accounting for another person's circumstances while
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communicating honestly. Agreeableness becomes a problem
when you treat the possibility of disappointment as sufficient
reason to conceal your needs. Sometimes your message
should contain a request that someone may decline.
Sometimes it needs to convey a limit they would prefer
didn't exist. Sometimes you have useful criticism to offer.
You can deliver all of these respectfully, but you cannot
guarantee they'll be welcomed. If your definition of a
successful message requires every recipient to feel pleased,
you have made successful communication dependent on
something you don't control.

The imaginary audience inside your head makes matters
worse. You picture how the message would sound to the
person you're addressing, then how it might sound if
forwarded to somebody else. You consider the most critical
interpretation available. Soon you're editing for an audience
composed entirely of hypothetical people with unreasonable
amounts of free time and an extraordinary interest in your
choice of greeting. These imaginary reviewers never agree.
One believes your message needs more warmth. Another
thinks warmth makes you sound unprofessional. A third
considers your careful professionalism suspiciously artificial.
You can spend the whole evening trying to satisfy this panel,
which has the distinct advantage of never having to identify
itself.

One useful way to understand this pattern is to notice the
difference between the message's practical purpose and its
imagined personal implications. Suppose you're requesting a
correction to your utility bill. The practical purpose is to
identify the discrepancy and ask for a revised statement.
The imagined personal implication might be that you're
becoming "one of those complaining customers." Once that

14



fear takes over, you may soften the request until the
company can't tell whether you're reporting an error or
making a polite observation about accounting practices. The
bill remains incorrect, but you've succeeded in sounding
wonderfully reluctant  to inconvenience anyone.
Unfortunately, reluctance isn't a recognized payment
method.

The Cost of Constant Self-Presentation

The damage from this habit isn't limited to the minutes
spent editing. It can change which conversations you
choose to have. You might avoid offering an idea because
you're concerned about sounding presumptuous. You might
fail to ask for clarification because you don't want to appear
inexperienced. You might agree to plans you dislike because
correcting someone's assumption feels more uncomfortable
than accepting an inconvenient arrangement.
Communication becomes increasingly shaped by the person
you want others to see rather than the person who actually
has to live with the resulting decisions. Over time, this can
produce quiet resentment. Other people may believe you're
perfectly content because your messages consistently
suggest that you are.

Take a shared household in which one person always
replies, "Whatever works for everyone." That sounds
cooperative, and sometimes it genuinely reflects flexibility.
But imagine the person has a strong preference for keeping
Sunday mornings free. They never mention it because they
worry that doing so would make them selfish. Everyone
continues scheduling shared activities on Sunday mornings,
unaware there's a problem. Eventually, the supposedly
flexible person becomes frustrated that nobody considers
their needs. Yet those needs were never communicated. It
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isn't reasonable to expect others to discover an unspoken
preference through exceptional sensitivity to the phrase
"whatever works." They may simply believe what they were
told.

There can be personal reasons for feeling especially
sensitive to these situations. Perhaps you once received
harsh criticism for an ordinary request, or experienced
relationships in which small changes in wording led to
unpredictable reactions. Perhaps vyou've learned to
anticipate disapproval because it previously helped you
avoid conflict. Sometimes perfectionism, unfamiliar
professional expectations, or the desire to belong in a new
environment plays a part. No single explanation applies to
everybody, and there is no reason to diagnose yourself
based on one communication habit. What matters is noticing
whether your caution serves your present circumstances or
continues operating long after its original purpose has
disappeared.

It's also worth recognizing that different relationships
involve different levels of risk. A message to someone who
has genuine authority over your employment may deserve
more care than a casual exchange with a trusted friend.
Someone who has repeatedly reacted aggressively may
require particular caution. In situations involving intimidation,
harassment, or serious consequences, a clearer sentence
alone may not solve the underlying difficulty. Practical
safeguards and appropriate support can matter much more.
The aim isn't to convince yourself that everyone's reaction is
harmless. It's to stop treating every ordinary interaction as
though it carries the consequences of your most difficult
one.

16



For more typical situations, you can begin by asking what
the recipient genuinely needs to know. If you're declining an
invitation, they need your decision and perhaps a little
context. If you're requesting information, they need to
understand the question. If you're proposing something,
they need enough detail to evaluate the proposal. They don't
generally need a demonstration of your entire personality.
This shift sounds small, but it changes the task. Instead of
attempting to create an impression that nobody could
possibly dislike, you're preparing a communication that
another person can understand and respond to.

You might notice resistance as soon as you try. A
straightforward sentence can feel exposed when you're
accustomed to surrounding everything with reassurance. It
may seem that you've removed some essential protective
layer. That feeling deserves acknowledgment, but it doesn't
automatically tell you whether the sentence is inappropriate.
You can examine the actual words. Are they insulting? Do
they unfairly assign blame? Have you omitted something
necessary? If the answer is no, the discomfort may simply
come from expressing your position without the usual extra
cushioning. You don't need to become completely
comfortable before you can communicate responsibly.

There is no requirement to eliminate your individual style
in the process. If you're naturally expressive, you may
continue using enthusiastic greetings and affectionate
language where they fit. If you're reserved, you don't have
to perform excitement at every opportunity. Your
communication can reflect your personality without being
expected to prove that your personality is acceptable. A
genuinely warm message is a pleasure to receive. A
message containing warmth inserted under emotional
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duress can sound oddly ceremonial, like someone
presenting a certificate of friendliness before asking
whether the dishwasher has been emptied.

An especially revealing question is what you imagine
would happen if the recipient formed a mildly unfavorable
impression. Would a colleague's momentary disappointment
be unpleasant but manageable? Would a friend being briefly
annoyed necessarily destroy the friendship? Could you
clarify a genuine misunderstanding later? Your answers will
depend on the relationship, and sometimes the stakes really
are substantial. But many everyday conversations allow
room for ordinary human imperfection. Recognizing that
room helps you stop treating every sentence as your final
opportunity to demonstrate personal worth.

Picture yourself sending a message that contains a
reasonable preference, plainly stated. The recipient might
agree, suggest something different, or ask a question. Each
outcome gives you information that can move the
conversation forward. None automatically determines what
kind of person you are. A disagreement may tell you that two
people want different things. A request for clarification may
mean you left out a detail. An unanswered message may
reveal very little. The interaction doesn't have to become a
referendum on your character simply because another
person has participated in it.

The book club coordinator, returning to our unfortunate
dessert situation, didn't need Emily to establish her
credentials as a wonderfully considerate human being. She
needed to know whether someone would bring brownies.
Emily's good intentions were never the problem. The trouble
was the burden she'd placed on a simple answer. She
wanted the message to achieve its practical purpose and
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certify her social acceptability at the same time. Once those
tasks are separated, ordinary communication becomes
considerably less demanding. You can care about people,
communicate with reasonable kindness, and still let a
sentence be just a sentence.

Your messages may reveal something about you, but they
aren't comprehensive character references. A person who
respects you will generally build an impression from a much
wider pattern of behavior than the exact phrasing of a single
reply. And someone determined to dislike you may find a
reason regardless of how carefully you arrange your words.
Neither possibility calls for abandoning consideration. It
simply means you can stop making every message
responsible for defending your entire identity. Sometimes
the most socially useful thing you can do is communicate
what you actually mean, leaving the other person free to
respond to something real.
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Chapter 2 - Your Brain Provides the
Soundtrack to Someone Else's Text

The word "interesting" is a remarkabile little troublemaker.
It can express genuine curiosity, polite approval, profound
skepticism, or the discovery that somebody has proposed an
idea so terrible that immediate honesty would violate several
rules of civilized conversation. Put it in a text message, and
you have a wonderfully efficient machine for producing
uncertainty. If your supervisor replies "Interesting" to a
suggestion, you might spend the next hour trying to
determine whether you've impressed them or accidentally
demonstrated that you should never again be allowed near
the planning process. Meanwhile, the supervisor may simply
have found the suggestion interesting. Language has many
complications, but one of the most entertaining is our
determination to make perfectly ordinary words confess to
crimes they haven't committed.

When we read a message, we rarely experience it as
silent information. We supply an imaginary voice, even
though we generally aren't conscious of choosing one. We
hear pauses, emphasis, amusement, annoyance, and
sometimes a  particularly  impressive  degree  of
disappointment. The words provide some clues, but the
performance is largely assembled by the reader. This is
especially important when a message contains ambiguous
language. Depending on your expectations, "We'll see"
might sound encouraging, dismissive, cautious, or faintly
threatening. You can have a powerful emotional response to
the tone you imagine, even when there is insufficient
information to establish that the sender intended it.
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The difficulty isn't that interpreting tone is inherently
foolish. Human communication depends on context and
implication. People don't always state every feeling directly,
and the ability to recognize indirect meaning is useful.
However, recognizing a possibility is different from knowing
that it's true. A text message can support several reasonable
interpretations, yet your mind may settle on one almost
immediately. Once that happens, subsequent thoughts tend
to develop the chosen explanation rather than consider
alternatives. An uncertain impression gradually becomes an
apparently established fact. You begin with "That sounded a
little dismissive" and end with "They're obviously annoyed
with me," although nothing new has happened between
those two statements.

Consider someone named Daniel, who has recently
applied to join a local theater production. The director replies
to his audition inquiry with, "We'll discuss availability next
week." Daniel interprets this as a sign that his chances are
poor. He remembers stumbling over a line at a previous
audition and becomes convinced that the director has
already formed an unfavorable opinion. He spends the
evening debating whether to send a follow-up
demonstrating his enthusiasm. Yet the message contains no
assessment of his ability. It simply identifies a future
conversation about availability. Daniel's disappointment is
real, but it has developed from a story he's telling himself
rather than from information the director has supplied. The
audition hasn't gone badly. It hasn't even happened.

The emotional background you bring to a message can
influence which imaginary voice you hear. If you're already
worried about someone's opinion, ambiguous wording may
appear more threatening. If you've recently experienced
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