Max Paradox
PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS!

A tongue-in-cheek guide series ;)

| Want to Return This,
but the Store Has Other Plans

How to Handle Returns, Complaints, and
Contacting the Seller Without Putting It Off
Until the Box Becomes Part of Your
Home Decor

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

There is a box in your home. At first, it was an ordinary
box containing something you intended to return. Then three
days passed, and the box moved from the hallway to the
living room because it was getting in the way. After a week,
you put a bag on it, two documents, and a cable whose
purpose is no longer known even to its manufacturer. After
two weeks, the box officially became part of the furniture. If
someone removed it now, you would probably spend a
moment feeling that something was missing. Inside is still the
item you do not want, the item that does not work properly,
or the item that was supposed to look entirely different.
Between you and a solution, however, stands a formidable
administrative structure consisting of a receipt, terms and
conditions, a form, an email, an account password, and the
uncomfortable question: “What am | actually supposed to
write to them?” At this point, a return stops being a simple
logistical task and starts resembling an infrastructure project
funded by the European Union. You know something needs
to happen. Just not today. It is already getting late, tomorrow
is busy, and you really ought to find the order number first.

The order number is, of course, in an email that also
needs to be found. You open your inbox, type the store's
name, and receive thirty-seven messages: “Thank you for
your purchase,” “Your order is on its way,” "“Rate your
delivery,” "Today only: 20% off,” and “We miss you,” even
though you only parted company last Thursday. There is
also a newsletter announcing a collection of products you
did not need before opening the message but are now
considering. Seven minutes later, you remember that you
were supposed to return something, not buy a lamp. You



close your inbox because the subject has become
exhausting. This is how one of the strangest categories of
property comes into existence: things people do not want
but keep for months because contacting the seller seems
more irritating than looking at the unwanted purchase every
day. Economically, it makes very little sense.
Psychologically, it is almost painfully logical. The problem is
usually not that you do not understand what a return or
complaint is. The problem is that either word activates a
small administrative department in your head, which
immediately requests a postponement.

Matters become more complicated because “lI want to
give this back” can describe several very different
situations. Sometimes you have simply changed your mind.
Sometimes the product is defective. Sometimes you
received something other than what you ordered, a part is
missing, or the product description and reality have only
ever met in an advertising photograph. Sometimes you
bought online, sometimes in a physical shop, sometimes
from a business, and sometimes there are other details that
genuinely matter. This is where many people make a first
move that looks sensible: they start reading everything at
once. The terms. The FAQ. Comments under a four-year-old
post. A forum where someone called “Lawyer1987" has
written nine paragraphs in capital letters. Thirty minutes
later, you know less than when you started, but you are
firmly convinced that someone, somewhere, is trying to
cheat you. This book will not teach you to obtain a doctorate
in store policies. Its aim is considerably more useful: to help
you identify the kind of problem you have, find the
information you actually need, and take the next step before



your emotional temperature reaches the point where you
begin an email with “NEVER AGAIN."

The second problem appears when you finally decide to
act. Someone who has postponed a single email for twelve
days can sit down on the thirteenth with the energy of a
lawyer preparing the trial of the century. “Dear Sir or Madam,
| am DEEPLY DISAPPOINTED..." One sentence in, and it is
already clear that this will be a long evening. You begin with
the history of the purchase, then describe your expectations,
your disappointment, the condition of modern retail, and
possibly the moral state of humanity. The seller needed an
order number and two sentences about the problem.
Instead, they received a customer's autobiography in three
acts. This is understandable: the longer we put something
off, the greater its emotional weight becomes. A simple
exchange begins to represent every previous frustration.
Instead of resolving the issue, we try to win a debate,
recover our money, educate the business, and reform the
entire customer-service system at the same time. Ambitious.
Not necessarily effective.

At the other extreme is the strategy of being so agreeable
that perhaps the problem will resolve itself. You write: “Hello,
sorry to bother you. | have a tiny question. This is probably
my fault, but | think the appliance isn't working, although |
could certainly be mistaken.” A moment later, you are almost
offering to repair it yourself so that the shop assistant will
not have extra work. Courtesy is excellent. Giving up clarity
to avoid upsetting anyone is less helpful. A good message to
a seller does not need to be aggressive or apologetic. Above
all, it should be clear: what you bought, what happened,
what you are asking for, and what information you are
attaching. A few specific sentences often accomplish more



than half a page of emotional decoration. Not because you
should sound like a machine, but because there is another
person on the other side trying to understand what to do
with your case.

Then there is the less glamorous problem of scattered
evidence. The purchase confirmation was somewhere. You
have a photograph of the defect, but the lighting makes it
look like evidence of an unidentified flying object. The
packaging survived. The instructions may have survived too.
The shipping label is in the drawer of things that “might
come in useful”: the place where old batteries, three screws,
and a key to something you no longer own go to retire.
When every piece of information is somewhere else, getting
started requires a series of small decisions. Your brain is
very happy to interpret a series of small decisions as an
excellent reason to make tea. One of this book's most
important aims is therefore to replace scattered chaos with a
simple process. We will not build a command center with
binders labeled “"RETURNS Q3.” We will look for the smallest
useful set of information that lets you move forward without
going back five times for another number, photograph, or
document.

The most deceptive belief, however, is that you should
deal with the matter once you have enough time and energy.
This is a beautiful plan because it assumes the existence of
a mysterious day when you wake up rested, your inbox is
empty, nobody wants anything, and you happily announce:
“Wonderful. | shall devote this afternoon to a complaints
procedure.” If that day exists, it is probably observed once
every hundred years. In practice, most of these tasks must
fit around ordinary life: work, groceries, dinner, a call from
your family, and the reminder that yesterday's laundry is still



in the washing machine waiting for further developments.
You need a way to act under average conditions, not perfect
ones. Sometimes that will mean preparing the whole case
from start to finish. Sometimes it will mean finding the
purchase confirmation and putting it in one folder.
Sometimes it will mean sending a short message instead of
continuing to compose it in your head. Small actions are not
spectacular, but they have one important advantage over a
perfect plan: they exist outside your imagination.

We will not assume that every seller will immediately
reply: "Of course. Please don't worry. We're sorting
everything out, and we are sending a fruit basket by way of
apology.” Sometimes the response will be unclear.
Sometimes you will receive a template whose main
connection to your question is its use of the same alphabet.
Sometimes you will be asked for more information.
Sometimes you will need to follow up. Sometimes the matter
will be more complicated and require checking the
applicable rules or seeking professional help. Handling these
situations well does not mean always getting your own way.
It means knowing what you want, keeping the facts
organized, recognizing the different stages of the process,
and not losing an entire evening to a reply that begins calmly
and ends by proposing that the board appear before an
investigative committee. You can be firm without being
theatrical. That is a convenient skill outside shopping too.

This book therefore has one practical purpose: to stop a
return, complaint, or message to a seller from becoming a
project that hangs over you for weeks. You will learn to
break the matter into small decisions, distinguish situations
that need different actions, prepare the necessary
information, write short and specific messages, keep track



of replies, and respond when the first attempt does not solve
the problem. We will also simplify situations in which you
have little time, your documents are scattered, you cannot
remember the details, or you simply do not feel like
corresponding with someone who signs off as “The
Customer Service Team.” The point is not to make you enjoy
complaints. Optimism has its limits. The point is to turn a
problem currently occupying space in your home and even
more space in your head into an ordinary task: open it,
check it, act, make a note, finish. And the box? The box can
finally stop pretending to be a table.
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Chapter 1- What Kind of Problem Is
This, Exactly?

You walk into customer service carrying a coffee grinder
that has recently developed two settings: "off" and
"industrial accident." The employee smiles, looks at the box,
and asks, "Are you returning it or making a warranty claim?"
For one brief moment, you understand how people feel
when a doctor asks which tendon hurts. You know the
machine is wrong. You know you do not want to continue
your relationship with it in its current form. Beyond that, the
vocabulary becomes suspiciously professional. "l just want
to give it back," you say, which is emotionally accurate and
procedurally almost useless. You might be returning a
perfectly functional product because you changed your
mind. You might be reporting a defect. You might have
received the wrong model. You might be dealing with a
shipping problem, a warranty, a marketplace seller, or an
item that does exactly what it promised but turns out to be
spectacularly unsuitable for your life. These situations can
look identical from across the room because all of them
involve you standing beside an unwanted object. They are
not identical once you start asking for a remedy.

The first skill in handling consumer problems is therefore
not knowing impressive legal words. It is classifying the
problem before you start solving it. Think of it as choosing
the correct lane before a highway exit rather than
discovering at the last second that you are three lanes away,
surrounded by trucks, and receiving calm instructions from a
navigation system that has apparently never experienced
fear. Start with the simplest distinction: is the product
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