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The Washing Machine Has 
Seventeen Programs, and 

I Use One 
How to Wash, Dry, and Care for Clothes 

Without Shrinking Sweaters, Dyeing 
Whites, or Studying Care Labels Like 

Ancient Hieroglyphs 

Max Paradox 

PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS! 
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INTRO 

You know the moment. The washer beeps, you open the 
door, and immediately something feels wrong. You reach in 
and pull out a sweater that went in as an adult medium and 
has returned as a confident children's size six. Next comes a 
white T-shirt with a faint pink glow, the sort of color nobody 
buys deliberately but laundry machines seem extremely 
proud to produce. Somewhere in the drum is one red sock 
looking completely innocent, which is bold considering the 
amount of evidence against it. You stand there holding your 
newly redesigned wardrobe and stare at the control panel, 
where seventeen programs wait patiently beneath symbols 
that appear to have been developed by an ancient 
civilization obsessed with cotton. 

You use one of them. 

You have used one of them for years. 

It works. Usually. And "usually" is a remarkably powerful 
standard in domestic life. Usually the clothes come out 
cleaner. Usually they remain approximately the same size. 
Usually nobody has to search online for "can a sweater be 
unshrunk if it now fits a dachshund." That is enough to make 
one washing-machine setting feel less like a program and 
more like a trusted family tradition. 

Laundry is strange because everybody is expected to 
know how to do it, yet very few people were ever properly 
taught. At some point somebody showed you where the 
detergent goes, mentioned something about separating 
whites, and released you into adulthood. From there, the 
knowledge was assembled from fragments. Your parents did 
one thing. A roommate insisted on another. Someone online 
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swore that vinegar could solve everything short of 
international diplomacy. A detergent bottle introduced a 
dosage chart involving water hardness, kilograms and 
several tiny shirts. Eventually the safest response seemed 
obvious: pour in roughly the usual amount, select the familiar 
cycle and leave before the machine asks any follow-up 
questions. 

Then clothes became more complicated. A basic cotton 
T-shirt is forgiving. A wool sweater has opinions. Sportswear 
arrives with technical fibers, elastic panels and care 
instructions written as if the shirt has a maintenance 
contract. Jackets may contain membranes, glued seams or 
fillings that turn a simple wash into an administrative 
procedure. Even towels, which look emotionally stable, 
suddenly come with debates about fabric softener, 
absorbency and whether they should be washed at a 
temperature normally associated with cooking vegetables. 

And then there are care labels. 

Care labels deserve some respect because they contain 
genuinely useful information. Unfortunately, they 
communicate it using a tiny bowl, a triangle, a square with a 
circle in it, several dots and occasionally a letter trapped 
inside another circle like it owes somebody money. You 
wanted to clean a shirt. The shirt has given you a puzzle. 

So people improvise. We turn 30°C into a universal peace 
treaty. We assume "delicate" means safe for anything 
expensive. We use extra detergent because the clothes are 
extra dirty, then wonder why they feel coated. We cram the 
drum because running two loads feels inefficient, even 
though half the clothes can barely move and one pair of 
jeans has compressed itself into structural support. We dry 
everything together because wet is wet. Then one sweater 
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emerges with the proportions of a decorative cushion and 
suddenly the appliance has betrayed us personally. 

It has not, of course. 

The machine did exactly what we told it to do. 

That is the mildly irritating truth behind most laundry 
disasters. The problem is usually not that washing clothes is 
impossibly technical. It is that several small decisions are 
hiding inside a task we treat as one decision. "Do the 
laundry" sounds singular. In reality, you are deciding what 
can go together, how dirty it is, how delicate it is, what 
temperature makes sense, how much detergent is 
appropriate, how aggressively it should spin and what 
happens when the washing is finished. Skip enough of those 
decisions and you eventually create a pale gray shirt that 
was once expensive and white. 

The good news is that you do not need to become 
interested in laundry. 

This is important. 

You are allowed to continue feeling completely neutral 
about rinse cycles. 

You do not need to memorize every symbol, own eight 
detergents or start referring to your laundry room as "the 
textile care area." You certainly do not need seventeen 
favorite programs. What you need is a small set of reliable 
rules that help you notice when an ordinary load is no longer 
ordinary. 

That is the real skill. Not knowing everything. Knowing 
when to stop guessing. 

If you can look at a pile of clothes and spot the one item 
that needs different treatment, you have already prevented a 
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surprising number of problems. If you can recognize that a 
full drum and an overstuffed drum are not the same thing, 
you have improved the odds again. If you understand that 
detergent has a useful dose rather than a moral requirement 
to fill the cap, even better. Add the ability to check a drying 
symbol before launching a sweater into an hour of heated 
tumbling, and suddenly laundry becomes less of a weekly 
experiment conducted on your own possessions. 

This book is about building that kind of practical 
judgment. 

We are going to treat laundry as a normal household skill, 
not a personality trait. The goal is not beautifully organized 
shelves photographed beside glass jars labelled POWDER 
and DELICATES in an elegant serif font. The goal is to get 
your clothes clean without shortening their lives 
unnecessarily, creating extra work or turning every 
unfamiliar fabric into a small domestic emergency. 

That means understanding why some common shortcuts 
fail. More detergent does not automatically mean cleaner. 
Hotter does not automatically mean better. Washing 
everything after one brief wear is not always necessary. 
Leaving wet clothes in the machine until tomorrow is not a 
drying method. A tumble dryer is not simply a faster 
clothesline with electricity. And if a garment says it should 
not be tumble-dried, "just ten minutes" is not technically a 
different activity. 

We will also deal with the part nobody enjoys admitting: 
sometimes you will still make mistakes. 

A tissue will survive unnoticed in a pocket and distribute 
itself across every black garment you own. A new item may 
release more dye than expected. You may forget a load until 
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the machine contains something that smells less like "fresh 
linen" and more like "closed gym bag with administrative 
responsibilities." That does not mean you have failed laundry 
forever. It means you need a sensible next move instead of 
panic, random chemistry and another aggressive wash 
cycle. 

The useful question is rarely, "How do I become perfect 
at this?" 

It is, "What do I do now?" 

What do you do with the fresh stain? What do you check 
before washing the expensive sweater? What setting 
matters when a garment is delicate? What can wait until 
tomorrow? When is a professional cleaner genuinely the 
cheaper option? How do you build a routine that still works 
on a Wednesday night when you have no interest 
whatsoever in studying fabric technology? 

Those are ordinary questions, which is exactly why they 
matter. 

Laundry happens repeatedly. Tiny improvements get 
repeated too. 

You do not need to transform yourself into the person 
who can identify every textile-care symbol from twenty feet 
away. You only need to become the person who sees 
something unfamiliar and checks before pressing Start. 

So begin with one simple experiment. The next time you 
prepare a load, pick out the item you would be most 
annoyed to ruin. Find its care label. Look at the maximum 
wash temperature, the drying instruction and any obvious 
prohibition. Do not memorize the whole thing. Do not revise 
for an exam. 

Just notice what the garment is asking you not to do. 



10 

That is enough for now. 

The washing machine can keep its seventeen programs. 

We are only going to make sure you are choosing one on 
purpose. 
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Chapter 1 - The One-Cycle Household 

At 7:18 on a Saturday morning, the washing machine is 
presented with a load that makes no sense as a group. There 
are jeans, gym clothes, two cotton T-shirts, a bath towel, 
underwear, one shirt that definitely cost enough to deserve a 
better life, and a sweater that entered the basket because 
somebody decided "laundry is laundry." The door closes. 
You look at seventeen available programs, ignore sixteen of 
them, turn the dial to the same setting you have used since 
roughly the invention of streaming television, and press 
Start. 

You do not know exactly what this program does. 

You know that it has never called the police. 

That counts as trust. 

This is how most people end up with a favorite washing-
machine cycle. Not because they carefully compared drum 
motion, rinse behavior and spin speed. They found one 
setting that produced acceptable clothes without triggering 
an error code, and the relationship became permanent. 
Cotton 40. Mixed Load. Daily Wash. Normal. Whatever your 
machine calls it, that program becomes the household 
government. Towels? Same program. Work shirts? Same 
program. Pajamas? Same program. Sportswear containing 
four kinds of synthetic fiber and a logo that becomes sticky 
near heat? Same program, but with optimism. 

And for a surprisingly long time, this works. 

That is what makes the habit so convincing. 

If every incorrect laundry decision immediately turned a 
shirt purple and reduced your trousers to doll clothing, 


