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Guests Will Be Here in 
Two Hours, and I Just 

Noticed the Floor 
How to Get Your Home, Food, and Yourself 

Ready for a Visit Without a Full 
Renovation, Twelve Courses, or 

Pretending It Always Looks Like This 

Max Paradox 

PROBLEM? RELAX. YOU'VE GOT THIS! 
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INTRO 

Your guests will be here in two hours. 

Up until six minutes ago, your home seemed perfectly 
normal. Lived-in, perhaps. Human. A place where actual 
people put down mugs, leave a sweater on a chair, and 
occasionally decide that a pile of unopened mail is not 
technically a problem if it remains very still. Then someone 
texts, “See you around seven!” and suddenly the entire 
property changes character. The floor looks suspicious. The 
bathroom towel appears to have survived a maritime 
disaster. The kitchen counter has become an archaeological 
site. You open the fridge and find mustard, half a lemon, 
three eggs, and the cold white light of judgment. Somewhere 
behind you, a chair is wearing enough clothing to qualify as 
a roommate. 

This is usually the exact moment when the brain makes a 
terrible management decision. 

“We need to fix everything.” 

No, we do not. 

But panic is very persuasive. Panic looks at two available 
hours and says, “Excellent. Plenty of time to clean the whole 
house, make dinner, bake something, improve the lighting, 
organize the hallway, buy flowers, change the hand towels, 
and perhaps finally deal with that drawer.” Which drawer? 
You know the one. Every home has a drawer containing 
batteries, mystery keys, one expired loyalty card, four 
charging cables from dead civilizations, and a tiny 
screwdriver nobody remembers buying. Guests are coming 
for dinner, yet somehow your brain has decided this is the 
evening to establish what the screwdriver is for. 
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That is how a simple visit turns into a domestic hostage 
situation. 

The real problem is not that your home is imperfect. The 
real problem is that the arrival of other people suddenly 
makes every imperfection feel relevant. A stack of books 
that looked charmingly intellectual at noon becomes “clutter” 
by five. Shoes in the hallway become evidence that your 
household lacks governance. A watermark on the coffee 
table starts suggesting broader failures in adulthood. You 
begin looking at your own home through the eyes of an 
imaginary inspection committee that apparently plans to 
arrive wearing white gloves and asking difficult questions 
about baseboards. 

The committee does not exist. 

Unfortunately, you have already given it authority. 

Then comes food, where perfectly reasonable people 
routinely lose all sense of scale. Someone is coming over for 
a few hours, so naturally you start planning as if six 
anonymous restaurant critics have booked the 8 p.m. 
seating. One snack becomes three. Three becomes 
“something warm.” Something warm requires a side. A side 
suggests salad. Salad makes you think of bread. Bread 
means perhaps a dip. Then dessert appears because 
apparently friendship collapses if nobody is offered cake. 
Before long, you are standing in a supermarket comparing 
two kinds of fancy olives while the actual things you needed 
remain tragically unpurchased. 

And then there is you. 

You are often the last item on your own preparation list, 
somewhere below “wipe bathroom mirror” and “find nicer 
serving bowl.” The home gets cleaned. The food gets 
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cooked. The drinks get chilled. Meanwhile, you become 
progressively more overheated, underfed, slightly damp, 
and personally offended by every object that is not where it 
should be. Fifteen minutes before the doorbell, you realize 
you still need to shower, get dressed, drink water, and stop 
looking like you just personally restored a building after a 
flood. 

This is not an ideal emotional state in which to say, “Come 
in! Make yourselves comfortable!” 

The funny part is that guests usually require far less than 
we imagine. They need somewhere reasonably comfortable 
to sit. A bathroom that does not create questions. Something 
to drink. Food appropriate to the kind of visit you actually 
invited them to. A bit of space on a table. A host who can 
remain in the same room for more than ninety seconds 
without suddenly shouting, “I forgot the bread!” 

They do not need your home to deny that daily life occurs 
there. 

They are not shocked by the existence of a laptop, a 
blanket, a toy, a charging cable, or one pair of shoes. These 
things are powerful evidence that somebody lives in the 
house, which should not come as a major plot twist. A home 
can be tidy enough for company without appearing recently 
evacuated for photography. 

That distinction - between ready and perfect - is where 
most of the useful work lives. 

Ready means the important spaces function. People can 
get in, move around, sit down, wash their hands, eat, drink, 
and relax. Perfect means you have somehow decided that 
the bookshelf needs dusting behind the books because 
another human being will soon be within twenty feet of it. 
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Ready has a finish line. Perfect keeps inventing additional 
tasks until the doorbell rings. 

This book is about finding that finish line. 

Not by lowering every standard until guests have to clear 
a chair themselves and eat cereal over the sink. There is a 
large and civilized territory between “I have prepared 
nothing” and “I have personally catered a state banquet.” 
That territory contains realistic planning, decent food, a 
comfortable home, practical shortcuts, and the radical idea 
that the person hosting the evening should also get to enjoy 
it. 

You will learn how to decide what matters first, because 
not every messy thing deserves equal attention. You will 
learn why the most visible problem is not always the most 
important one, why a five-minute job can somehow 
consume half an hour, and why leaving the house “just to 
grab one thing” has destroyed more schedules than any 
human being is willing to admit. You will learn how to 
prepare food that serves the gathering instead of turning 
you into unpaid kitchen staff, how to build room into plans so 
one late guest does not collapse the entire system, and how 
to recover when reality does what reality does best: ignore 
the plan. 

Just as importantly, you will learn what not to do. 

Do not start home-improvement projects because 
someone is coming for coffee. 

Do not cook six unfamiliar dishes to prove that you care. 

Do not apologize for the same room before anyone has 
had time to look at it. 

Do not spend forty minutes solving a problem nobody 
else would have noticed. 
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Do not greet guests already exhausted from trying to look 
effortless. 

Effortless, incidentally, is one of the more expensive looks 
to produce. 

The goal is not to become the kind of person whose 
refrigerator always contains artisanal cheese, whose 
bathroom towels remain permanently fluffy, and whose 
dining table has apparently never hosted a parcel, laptop, 
grocery bag, or tax-related envelope. If that is already your 
life, congratulations. Please remain calm while the rest of us 
study you from a safe distance. 

The goal is competence under normal conditions. 

Normal conditions include being tired. Having work. 
Having children. Having pets. Having too little time, not 
enough space, an ordinary budget, and a house that has not 
been waiting in suspended animation for company. It 
includes guests arriving early, late, hungry, not hungry, with 
an unexpected dietary need, with another person, or with the 
cheerful sentence, “We’re five minutes away,” when five 
minutes ago they were apparently still forty-five minutes 
away. 

A useful system has to survive real life. 

That means there will be minimum versions. If you have 
two hours, you can do more. If you have forty minutes, you 
need a different plan. If you have fifteen, there are still a few 
things worth doing, but reorganizing the pantry is not one of 
them. There will also be Plan Bs, because “try harder” is not 
a contingency plan. When dinner fails, the answer is not to 
stare at it with greater determination. When the house is 
more chaotic than expected, the answer is not automatically 
to move faster. Sometimes the right move is to reduce the 
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scope, buy the dessert, shut one door, order the food, or 
simply admit that one thing will not happen. 

That is not cheating. 

That is hosting with a functioning frontal lobe. 

And somewhere underneath all the cleaning, cooking, 
arranging, worrying, comparing, and overpreparing is a 
simpler question: what do you actually want these people to 
experience? 

Probably not your perfectly wiped light switches. 

Probably not your ability to produce twelve dishes from 
scratch. 

Probably not the astonishing symmetry of your cushions. 

You want them to feel welcome. You want to spend time 
together. You want the home to support the visit instead of 
becoming the main event. You want to sit down before the 
evening is half over. Ideally, you would also like to remember 
some of the conversation. 

That is enough. 

So the next time you look at the clock and realize the 
guests are coming soon, do not begin by mentally 
renovating the entire house. 

Look at the people you are preparing for. 

Look at the time you actually have. 

Look at the energy you actually have. 

Then make the evening work with those facts. 

The floor can remain a floor. 

It does not need a character arc. 
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Chapter 1 - You Are Not Cleaning the 
House. You Are Preparing for Guests 

At 4:37 p.m., you decide to “quickly tidy the living room.” 
This is a dangerous phrase because it suggests both speed 
and a defined task, while in reality it often means walking 
around the house carrying one object at a time and 
discovering seventeen unrelated problems. You pick up a 
coffee mug from the table, take it to the kitchen, notice the 
dishwasher is full, open it, find a measuring cup you have 
been looking for since last Tuesday, remember the cupboard 
where it belongs is untidy, open that cupboard, and 
somehow end up holding three plastic lids that fit none of 
the containers you own. 

The living room remains untouched. 

But good news: you now know the exact emotional state 
of your food-storage system. 

This is the first major mistake people make before guests 
arrive. They think the job is “clean the house.” It is not. 
Cleaning the house is an open-ended activity with no natural 
finish line. There is always another surface, another drawer, 
another mysterious patch of dust hiding somewhere at 
shoulder height, waiting for you to become vulnerable. If you 
start with the goal of “getting the house clean,” the house 
can generate work faster than you can complete it. 

Your real job is narrower. 

You are preparing a specific environment for a specific 
visit. 

That difference sounds small until you use it. Then it 
becomes the difference between spending thirty minutes 


