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Introduction: Why This Book Exists (and Why It Probably Shouldn’t)


[image: ]


This book began, as many things do, with a contradiction.

I was standing in a supermarket, holding a reusable water bottle I had bought to replace the fourteen reusable water bottles already sitting in my kitchen cupboard. I was there to buy milk. I would leave without milk. I knew this even as I walked in, because I have been leaving supermarkets without milk, salt or bread for most of my adult life.

On the way home — without the milk — I started thinking about all the small, absurd contradictions that fill our days. We set alarms to wake up early so we can exercise, then lie in bed arguing with the alarm. We buy books about productivity and never read them. We say “I’m fine” when we’re not, and “I’m not hungry” right before eating an entire pizza. We plan to be spontaneous. We schedule relaxation. We Google “how to stop looking at my phone” on our phones.

Paradoxes, I realised, aren’t just logical curiosities tucked away in philosophy textbooks. They’re the operating system of everyday life. They’re the reason you can’t sleep when you try, can’t relax when you need to, and can’t find your keys when you’re looking for them but always find them when you’re looking for something else. They’re the invisible architecture of human behaviour — the contradictions we live inside without noticing, every single day.

So I decided to write them down. All of them. Or at least a hundred of them, which felt like a good round number and also, frankly, the point at which my friends and colleagues told me to stop talking about paradoxes.

This book is not a philosophy textbook. This book is fun — or at least it tries to be. Each paradox gets the same treatment: a relatable everyday example, an explanation or an aspect for which it’s logically absurd, a moral that’s (hopefully) useful, and a final section called “The Funny Part,” because if you can’t laugh, you’ll cry. And nobody has ever left a five-star review through tears. I checked.

The scope is deliberately wide. We’ll cover everything from your morning coffee (which is causing the tiredness it’s supposed to cure) to your retirement plan (which involves working your whole life so you can stop working and then not know what to do). We’ll visit the office, the gym, the fridge, the checkout queue, the dating app, the family dinner table, and the 2 AM doomscroll. If you’ve ever done something absurd and thought “Why do I do this?” — the answer is probably in here.

One more thing: you don’t have to read this book in order. There is no plot. There is no character arc. Nobody dies in chapter seven. Each paradox stands entirely on its own, which means you can start at #1, #47, or #83 — wherever the table of contents catches your eye, wherever the book falls open, or wherever your thumb lands when you flip through it in a bookshop pretending to browse. Read it front to back, back to front, or open it at random when you need a reason to smile on a Tuesday. The paradoxes don’t care. They’ve been waiting for you in any order.

Will reading this book solve any of these paradoxes? No. Absolutely not. That’s Paradox #100, and I’m not going to spoil it. But it might make you feel better about the fact that life is fundamentally, beautifully, hilariously contradictory  and that everyone else is stuck in the same traps you are.

Including me. I wrote a chapter about the paradox of planning, and the book didn’t go according to plan. I wrote about procrastination. I procrastinated writing it. I wrote about the paradox of choice while spending forty-five minutes choosing a font.

The contradictions are everywhere. You’re already living inside them. This book just gives them names. Like Uncle Frank, the living paradox in every family. 

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go to the supermarket. I’m out of milk. Again.

Valerio Marcotuli

Somewhere between the queue and the fridge

2026

PARADOX #1
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​The Exercise Paradox
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I’ll start on Monday.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

It's 6:45 AM. Your alarm goes off. You set it last night with the righteous energy of someone who had just watched a fitness documentary. "Tomorrow," you said to yourself, "I become the person who exercises in the morning." That person seemed very real at 11 PM. At 6:45 AM, that person is dead. In their place is a creature made entirely of reluctance and warm blankets. Your legs feel like concrete. Your brain offers a compelling list of reasons to stay in bed: you didn't sleep well, it's cold outside, you'll go tomorrow, rest is important too. Every fiber of your being is screaming that you do not have the energy to exercise. Here's what would happen if you went anyway: within ten minutes, you'd feel more awake than coffee has ever made you. Within thirty minutes, you'd have energy you didn't know existed. You'd ride that wave for hours. But you'll never find that out because you're currently negotiating with your pillow, and the pillow is winning.

THE ABSURDITY

The biology is almost comically counterintuitive. Exercise doesn't spend energy — or rather, it does, but then it generates more than it spent. It increases blood flow, releases endorphins, improves mitochondrial function, and resets your circadian rhythm. The thing you're too tired to do is the single most effective cure for being tired. It's as if you were dying of thirst and someone handed you a glass of water, and you said: "I can't drink that — I'm too thirsty." The cure and the barrier are the same thing, trapping you in a loop of fatigue. And the cruellest layer: the less you exercise, the less energy you have, which makes you exercise less, which gives you even less energy. It's a downward spiral disguised as rest.

THE MORAL

Sometimes the thing you least want to do is the thing you most need to do. Energy, like confidence, is not something you wait to feel before you act. It's something that shows up after you start. The secret isn't motivation — it's momentum. You don't need to feel ready. You just need to begin, and let your body figure out the rest.

THE FUNNY PART

The funniest part is that after you finally drag yourself to the gym, you spend the entire workout thinking: “Why don’t I do this every day? This is amazing. I feel incredible. I’m going to do this every single morning for the rest of my life.” You walk out glowing. You buy a smoothie. The expensive one, because you’ve earned it, because you’re an athlete now, because this is the new you and the new you drinks things that are green.

Then the next morning, at 6:45 AM, you’re back in bed having the exact same argument with your pillow. The pillow is winning. It always wins. It has a twenty-year undefeated record against your alarm clock. Your body has the memory of a goldfish and the negotiation skills of a hostage taker. “Five more minutes,” you say. The five minutes become thirty. The thirty become tomorrow. Tomorrow becomes next week. The smoothie was good though.

PARADOX #2
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The Sleep Paradox
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The more you try to fall asleep, the more awake you become.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

It's 11:30 PM. You have to be up at 6:30. You do the math: seven hours. That's fine. That's healthy. You close your eyes.

It's 12:15 AM. You do the math again: six hours and fifteen minutes. Still okay. You close your eyes harder, as if your eyelids have a turbo setting. You try breathing exercises. You try counting sheep. The sheep start having a conversation about your mortgage.

It's 1:00 AM. Five and a half hours. This is now a crisis. You Google "how to fall asleep fast" and your phone screen blasts you awake with the intensity of a lighthouse. You read that you should "stop trying to fall asleep" — which is like telling someone to stop thinking about a pink elephant. You are now thinking about a pink elephant who can't sleep.

THE ABSURDITY

Sleep is the only human need that punishes effort. Hungry? Eat harder. Cold? Bundle up more. Tired? Absolutely do not try harder to sleep. The act of wanting sleep, monitoring sleep, and worrying about the absence of sleep activates the exact neurological systems — the sympathetic nervous system, the amygdala — that prevent sleep. Your brain interprets your desperate desire for rest as a threat, then helpfully floods you with adrenaline to protect you from this "danger."

You are a biological machine that requires a nightly shutdown, but the shutdown button only works if you pretend you don't care whether it works. It's as if your car would only start if you walked away from it with genuine indifference.

THE MORAL

Some of the most important things in life — sleep, happiness, creativity, love — cannot be seized by force. They come to you sideways, when you're focused on something else. The lesson of the sleep paradox is a bigger lesson about control: the things that matter most tend to arrive only when you stop clutching at them.

THE FUNNY PART

Of course, the people who fall asleep instantly — the ones who are unconscious before their head hits the pillow — are completely unaware of their superpower. They’ll never appreciate it. Meanwhile, you’re lying awake at 2 AM, jealous of your snoring partner, and your brain — which couldn’t remember where you left your keys this morning — has chosen this moment to remind you that you haven’t replied to that email from Thursday. The email wasn’t urgent. And it doesn’t matter now. You can’t reply to an email at 2 AM. But your brain has filed it under “urgent” and there’s no way to change the channel. You didn’t ask for this. You just wanted seven hours.

PARADOX #3
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The Complaint Paradox
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Press 2 to file a complaint. Press 3 to complain about the complaint.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

Something has gone badly wrong. The delivery didn't arrive. The bill is wrong. The subscription charged you twice. You're furious, and you want someone to know. You find the “Contact Us” page. There is no phone number. There is a chat bubble. It opens with: "Hi! I'm Emma, your virtual assistant. How can I help you today?"

Emma is not a person. Emma is software wearing a first name. You type your problem. Emma replies in four seconds: "I'm sorry to hear that! Could you describe your issue in a few words?" You already did. You try again, shorter. Emma sends you a Help Centre article. The article is about a different problem. You type "I need to speak to a human." Emma replies: "I'd love to help with that! First, let me try to resolve this for you."

You type "HUMAN" in capitals. Emma replies: "Great! So what seems to be the issue today?"

You arrived angry. Emma has made you angrier. This is customer service in 2026. Emma is still smiling.

THE ABSURDITY

Emma eventually admits she can't help. She sends you a link to a form.

The form has a dropdown with seven categories. None of them describe what happened to you. You pick the closest. A text box appears with a 500-character limit. You type for a minute. You've used 1,200 characters. You cut adjectives. You cut the sentence explaining why you're angry. You cut the part where you threaten to never use this company again. By the end, your complaint is four polite sentences. The fury that brought you to the form has been neatly filtered out by the form.

––––––––
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You press submit. A ticket number appears. You are now case #88372-B.

An automatic email arrives: "Thank you for your feedback. Someone will be in touch within 5-7 business days."

Nobody is in touch within 5-7 business days. A company that responded to you in four seconds now needs a week to think about it.

THE MORAL

So stop pouring your best energy into tiny boxes. The form rewards closure, not clarity. Keep your description short, factual, and include two things the system can't ignore: your account number and what you need done. If money is owed, name the amount. If the law is on your side, name it. Then escalate — call if there's a phone, post publicly if they're online, write to the regulator if there is one. Companies suddenly discover listening skills when the complaint is public or the regulator is copied. And if it's something you can walk away from, sometimes the clearest complaint is the one you never file.

THE FUNNY PART

A week later, an email arrives. Not about your complaint. A different email.

How would you rate your complaint experience? On a scale of 1 to 5.

There was no resolution. You are being asked to rate the experience of not being helped. You click 1. A message appears: "Thank you for your feedback. Your feedback is important to us."

Three days later, another email. "We noticed you weren't fully satisfied with your experience. Could you tell us more?" It's another form. You close it. A week after that: "We'd love to hear from you. Help us improve by completing this short survey."

You have been “complained at” more times by the company than you complained at them. They have followed up on your complaint four times. They have not followed up on the actual problem once. Somewhere in this company is a team whose job is to get you to engage with their feedback system. They are very good at their jobs. They will email you about this quarterly for the next two years.

Meanwhile, Emma is still there, twenty-four hours a day, cheerfully greeting new people. She is, technically, your colleague now. 
PARADOX #4
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The Age Paradox
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Energy, money and time. Three planets that never align.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

When you were twenty-two, you had legs that could carry you across a city, a metabolism that could process a kebab at 3 AM without consequence, and an entire Saturday stretching ahead with nothing to do. You also had thirty-four euros in your bank account and a flatmate who owed you twenty.

At forty, you’ve got the money. The career happened. The salary is decent. You could, in theory, go to that restaurant, take that trip, buy that thing. But your calendar looks like a game of Tetris played by someone having a breakdown. Between work, the commute, the children’s activities, the house that’s always breaking, and the admin that breeds overnight, your free time is a fifteen-minute window on a Tuesday evening, and you spend it staring at the ceiling in the bathtub.

At seventy, the calendar is finally, gloriously, empty. The kids have left. The job is done. You have all the time in the world. You also have a knee that predicts the weather, a back that files complaints every morning, and the energy reserves of a phone at two percent. The trip you dreamed of at forty? You’d love to go. You just need to sit down first.

THE ABSURDITY

Life distributes its three essential currencies — energy, money, and time — with the comic timing of a bad sitcom. You never have all three at once. You get them in pairs, and the missing one is always the one you need most.

The young person has the body and the hours but can’t afford the experience. The middle-aged person can afford everything but has no time to enjoy it. The older person has time and often money but a body that’s quietly protesting against further adventures.

It’s as if life were designed by a bureaucrat with a cruel sense of humour: "You want to travel the world? Here’s the energy. I’ll release the funds in twenty years. The time will be available after that, but I’m recalling the energy." You spend your entire life chasing whichever resource you don’t have, only to lose one of the ones you had.

THE MORAL

The age paradox is a quiet argument for acting now with whatever combination you have. Don’t wait for the perfect alignment of time, money, and energy — it doesn’t exist. Travel cheaply when you’re young. Protect your time fiercely when you’re busy. Stay active and curious when you’re older. The trick isn’t to have all three — it’s to make the most of whichever two you’ve got.

THE FUNNY PART

The saddest-funniest version of this paradox is the person who says: “I’ll do it when I retire.” They spend forty years postponing the life they want, only to arrive at retirement and discover that their bucket list was written by a thirty-year-old body. Bungee jumping? The doctor said no. Backpacking through Southeast Asia? Their backs said no. Learning to surf? Their knee has a restraining order. They end up doing a jigsaw puzzle in a conservatory, which is lovely, but it wasn’t exactly the plan. Meanwhile, a twenty-two-year-old somewhere is sitting in a flat with thirty-four euros, dreaming of the day they’ll have money, completely unaware that they’re living in the chapter they’ll one day wish they could reread.

PARADOX #5
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The Sustainability Paradox
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Buy a reusable bottle to save the planet. Now you own fourteen.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

You care about the environment. Genuinely. You watched a documentary about ocean plastic and it ruined your week. So you buy a reusable water bottle. Stainless steel. Keeps things cold for 24 hours. It's sleek, it's responsible, and it has your initials laser-engraved on it because apparently saving the planet requires personalisation.

You use it for three weeks. Then you leave it at the gym. Gone. So you buy another. Then your office gives you a branded one at a team-building event you didn't want to attend. Then you see one at a design shop that's really beautiful — matte black, bamboo lid, the kind of bottle that looks like it belongs to someone who does yoga at sunrise. You buy it. Then someone gives you one for Christmas, because you're "the environment person" now and people don't know what else to get you. 

You now own eight reusable water bottles. They're in cupboards, in bags, behind the sofa, in the boot of the car, and one is in a drawer at work that you forgot you had a drawer at. The sea turtle is unimpressed.

THE ABSURDITY

The bottles were just the beginning. You bought cotton tote bags to replace plastic bags. You now own twenty-three tote bags. They’re folded inside each other like Russian dolls in a cupboard you can’t close. You take one to the supermarket. You forget it in the car. You get a plastic bag at the checkout. You drive home with a plastic bag full of groceries and a boot full of tote bags. 

You bought a keep cup for coffee. You left it at home. You bought another for the office. You left it at a café. You now own three keep cups and still get paper cups because the keep cup is never where the coffee is. The cup and the coffee exist in different postcodes at all times, as if they’re in a custody arrangement neither agreed to.

You bought a metal straw. You used it once. It tasted like drinking a smoothie through a radiator. It’s in a drawer now, next to a bamboo toothbrush you tried for a week before going back to plastic because the bamboo one felt like brushing your teeth with furniture.

You have spent more money on sustainable products than you ever spent on the disposable ones they were supposed to replace. You own more objects than before. Each one was bought to reduce consumption. Together they are consumption. The planet didn’t ask for stainless steel bottles and bamboo toothbrushes. The planet asked you to use less. You heard “use different” and went shopping.

THE MORAL

The most sustainable thing you can do is use what you already have. The second most sustainable thing is not buying the replacement for what you already have. But nobody runs an ad campaign for “keep your old stuff.” Nobody puts “just use less” on a bamboo lid. The planet doesn’t care what your bottle is made of. It cares how many you own.

THE FUNNY PART

You’re leaving the house. You need water. You open the cupboard. Eight reusable bottles. Not one of them is clean. Three have water in them from a date you can’t determine. One has something growing in it that might qualify as a new species. Two have lost their lids. The lids are somewhere — possibly with the five tote bags that also went missing, possibly in the same dimension where single socks go.

You don’t have time to wash one. You’re late. You grab your keys, your bag, your phone, and your keep cup — no, the keep cup is at work. Or at the café. Or in the car. The keep cup is everywhere you aren’t and nowhere you are.

You walk to the corner shop. You buy a plastic bottle. €1. It’s cold. It’s ready. It doesn’t need a lid search or a wash or a custody negotiation. You drink it on the street, in full view of the tote bags in the boot and the eight bottles in the cupboard and the bamboo toothbrush in the drawer. You are the most sustainably equipped person in the neighbourhood. You are drinking from plastic. The documentary didn’t prepare you for this.
PARADOX #6
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The Bargain Paradox
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You’ll spend two hours saving €10, then spend €15 without thinking.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

You’re booking a flight. You have fourteen tabs open. You’ve checked three airlines, two comparison sites, and a forum where someone claims to have found a secret fare that no longer exists. You’ve tried different dates, different airports, different times. You’ve been at this for ninety minutes. The price difference between the cheapest and the most expensive option is eleven euros. You keep searching. You clear your cookies because someone on Reddit said airlines track you and raise prices. You don’t know if this is true. You do it anyway. You find a fare that’s eight euros cheaper than the one you found an hour ago. You book it. You feel victorious. You have saved eight euros in ninety minutes, which means you’ve been working for approximately five euros an hour, which is less than minimum wage in most countries. But it feels like winning.

You arrive at the airport. You buy a bottle of water for €3.50. You buy a sandwich for €12. You buy a coffee for €5. You have just spent €20.50 without comparing a single price, checking a single alternative, or opening a single tab. The sandwich is mediocre. You don’t care. It’s travel time, “yeah!”. Airport rules say everything costs three times what it should and you accept it because you’re in a building with a departure board and your standards left with your luggage. 

THE ABSURDITY

Your brain has two completely different relationships with money, and which one shows up depends entirely on where you are. At the supermarket, you’re a detective. You compare prices per kilogram. You notice when the yogurt goes up by twenty cents. You choose the ugly tomatoes because they’re cheaper and you’re not entering a beauty contest with a tomato. You are sharp, disciplined, and financially aware.

At a restaurant, that person dies. You order a starter you don’t need because it “sounded interesting.” You pick the second-cheapest wine because the cheapest feels embarrassing, which means your wine choice is based not on taste but on the fear of being judged by a waiter who has already forgotten you exist. You pay €4 for a water that comes from the same place as your tap at home but arrives in a glass bottle with a mountain on it. The mountain costs €3.50. You don’t question it. Restaurant rules.

Same person. Same money. Same Tuesday. But the supermarket version would be horrified by the restaurant version, and the restaurant version would find the supermarket version exhausting. They share a body and a bank account and have never once coordinated.

THE MORAL

You don’t have a spending problem or a saving problem. You have a consistency problem. The euros you agonise over and the euros you throw away come from the same place and buy the same things. The only difference is the story you’ve attached to them. Next time you spend an hour saving €5, ask yourself whether you’d notice €5 missing from dinner. 

THE FUNNY PART

You are in your bed at 2 AM. You can't sleep. You're scrolling. An ad appears. It's a jacket. You don't need a jacket. You have jackets. But this jacket is 50% off and it ends at midnight — which was two hours ago, but the sale is eternal, because nothing online ever actually ends. You add it to the cart. Just to see the total. You're not buying it. You're just looking. 

The cart now says €49.90 and free delivery over €50. You're ten cents short of free delivery. This feels like a problem that needs solving. You add socks. The socks cost €8. You are now spending €8 to save €5 on delivery, which is the kind of maths that only makes sense at 2 AM when your brain has been replaced by a warm fog and a thumb with a credit card. You press buy. Confirmation email arrives. You feel nothing. Not joy, not regret — just the flat calm of a person who has made a decision they will question at 7 AM and fully regret by Thursday when the jacket arrives and it looks nothing like the photo. And the socks are the wrong colour. You keep both. Returning them would cost more effort than they're worth. 

And that's how it happens — not once, not dramatically, but slowly, package by package, 2 AM by 2 AM. This is how your wardrobe fills with clothes you don't wear, bought at prices you don't remember, at hours you shouldn't have been awake.

PARADOX #7
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The Confidence Paradox
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You need confidence to succeed, but you need success to feel confident.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

You're sitting in your car outside a job interview. You know you're qualified. You've rehearsed your answers. You've ironed your shirt so aggressively it could deflect bullets. But your hands are shaking.

The advice from every self-help book, career coach, and well-meaning relative is the same: "Just be confident!" As if confidence were a jacket you could put on. As if you could simply decide to believe in yourself when you have zero evidence that this particular room full of strangers will believe in you too.

Meanwhile, the person who got the last job you applied for? They walked in radiating confidence — because they'd already gotten three job offers that month. They were confident because they'd already succeeded. You need the success to generate confidence, but you need the confidence to generate the success. You are trapped in the world's most frustrating chicken-and-egg problem, and your shirt is starting to wrinkle.

THE ABSURDITY

Psychologists David Dunning and Justin Kruger tested this in 1999. They gave people a series of tasks — logic, grammar, humour — and then asked them to estimate how well they'd done.

The results were spectacular. People who scored in the bottom 12% estimated they'd performed in the top 60%. They weren't being modest about a small gap. They were catastrophically wrong about their own ability, and supremely confident about it. Meanwhile, the top performers consistently underestimated themselves. 

The pattern has been replicated hundreds of times since, across every field: medicine, driving, chess, cooking, management, spelling. The people who know the least are the most certain. The people who know the most are full of doubt. Confidence and competence are on opposite schedules, passing each other in the corridor without making eye contact.

THE MORAL

The secret that nobody tells you is that confidence isn't the prerequisite — it's the byproduct. Almost everyone who seems confident started by acting as if they were, long before they felt it. The trick is not to wait for confidence to arrive, but to begin without it and let it catch up. Courage isn't the absence of doubt; it's action in the presence of doubt.

THE FUNNY PART

You're at a karaoke bar. You can actually sing. You took lessons for three years. You've been "thinking about signing up" for forty minutes. You go through the song list twice. You change your mind three times. When your name is called, you walk to the microphone the way you walked to that job interview — hands slightly shaking, convinced everyone is about to find out you're a fraud.

You sing. You're good. Genuinely good. But your voice is tight. You're watching yourself. You're checking the room between verses. You finish. The applause is polite. You sit down and say: "That was terrible." It wasn't.

Then your friend gets up. Your friend cannot sing. This is not a matter of opinion. The notes they are aiming for and the notes leaving their mouth are in different postcodes. They have never taken a lesson. They have the vocal range of a kitchen appliance.

They grab the microphone like it owes them money. They sing the opening line at a volume that suggests the back wall has personally offended them. They miss every note. They hit notes that don't exist. They do not notice. They are having the best night of their life.

The room starts clapping. Not because it's good. Because the confidence is doing something the talent couldn't. By the chorus, three strangers are singing along. By the second verse, someone is filming.

You had the skill. They had the certainty. And certainty, it turns out, fills a room faster than talent ever will.
PARADOX #8
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The Patience Paradox
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It was working until you looked.

AN EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

You’ve planted a garden. Seeds in the ground. Water applied. Instructions followed. Now you wait.

Except you don’t wait. You check every morning. You kneel in the dirt and stare at the soil like it owes you money. You poke it with a stick. You add more water, just in case, because what if the seeds are thirsty? You Google “how long until seeds sprout” and find seventeen conflicting answers, ranging from “3 days” to “never, if you keep poking them,” which feels like a personal attack.

By Wednesday, you’ve overwatered, compacted the soil with your anxious prodding, and possibly drowned the seeds. The garden looks less like a garden and more like a small crime scene made of mud.

Your neighbour planted the same seeds, watered once, and walked away. Their garden is sprouting. Yours is soup. 

THE ABSURDITY

There is a real phenomenon in botany called thigmomorphogenesis. The word is as ugly as the finding is cruel: plants that are touched frequently grow shorter and slower.

Scientists tested this. They stroked seedlings daily — gently, carefully, the way you’d check on something you love. The stroked plants grew up to 30% smaller than the ones left alone. The touching triggered a stress response. The plant interpreted the contact as wind or threat and redirected its energy from growing upward to growing thicker, sturdier, shorter. It braced instead of bloomed. Your care made it defensive. Your attention made it
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