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C H A P T E R   1

The Conversation You Keep
Postponing

Maya Okafor sat in her car on level three of the Bridgeway Freight
parking garage with the engine off and her coffee going cold in the
cupholder. It was a Tuesday in January, 7:52 a.m., and she had
eight minutes before the day began. She spent them the way she
had spent the last six weeks of mornings: composing a speech she
did not intend to give.

The speech was for Daniel Reyes. Daniel was thirty-four, had
been on her customer operations team for six years, and had once
talked a furious client out of canceling a four-year contract using
only a spreadsheet and a calm voice. He was, by any measure, one
of the good ones.

He was also, since November, late with reports, vague in
meetings, and responsible for a missed handoff last Thursday that
had left a pharmaceutical shipper waiting nine hours for a truck that
nobody had booked.

Maya had fixed the problem herself that evening. She had told
no one. She had also told Daniel nothing, beyond a cheerful “Let’s
make sure that doesn’t happen again,” delivered in a hallway at the
pace of someone walking to a meeting.
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Now she tried the real speech in the rearview mirror. “Daniel,
I’ve noticed your performance has been slipping.” She winced. It
sounded like a letter from an insurance company. She tried again.
“Daniel, is everything okay?” That one sounded like a trap. By
7:58 she had abandoned the mirror, taken a breath, and walked in,
having decided, for the fortieth time, to wait for a better moment.

There is never a better moment. But it takes most of us a long
time to learn it.

The quiet bill

Avoidance feels like a pause. It is closer to a loan.

When Maya decided not to speak to Daniel, she did not make
the problem disappear. She borrowed against the future. She got
relief that morning, and the interest started accruing right away.
Her irritation grew, so that when Daniel did something small and
harmless, such as arriving two minutes late to a call, she felt a
surge of resentment out of all proportion to the offense. Her face
changed around him. She stopped giving him the complicated
accounts, which he noticed, which made him wonder what she
thought of him, which made him quieter, which made her more
worried.

Neither of them said a word about any of this. Both of them
were having the conversation constantly, in silence, with the
volume turned up.

Researchers who study workplace communication have long
observed the same pattern. When people do not raise performance
concerns early, the concerns do not stay small. Frustration builds
on one side, confusion and anxiety build on the other, and the
eventual conversation, when it finally happens, carries months of
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unspoken history. A manager who had one honest talk in October
might be preparing a formal warning in March. Nobody planned it
that way. It simply accumulated.

The same arithmetic runs in marriages, friendships, and
families. Relationship researcher John Gottman, who spent decades
observing couples in laboratory settings, has argued that arguing
itself does not damage a relationship. What damages it is the way
couples argue and whether they repair afterward. Silence, the
apparently safe alternative, has a cost of its own: honest exchange
is how people stay close to each other, and a relationship that
avoids it slowly starves.

I do not want to overstate this. Some conversations should be
postponed for a day, or a week, until you are calm enough to have
them well. Chapter 3 is about exactly that. The difference between
a wise delay and avoidance is whether you have set a date.

Why we avoid

If silence costs so much, why do so many of us choose it so often?
The reasons tend to come down to four fears.

The first is the fear of damage: if I say it, I will make it worse.
This fear treats a relationship as a fragile object that will shatter at
the first honest word. Often the opposite is true. The relationship is
already carrying the weight of the unsaid thing, and what feels like
protecting it is actually loading it.

The second is the fear of the other person’s reaction. Anger,
tears, sarcasm, a door closing. We have seen these before, and we
remember them with great precision. We forget the times the
person surprised us by saying, “Thank you for telling me.”
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The third is the fear of being the bad guy. Most of us want to be
liked, and a hard conversation puts our likability on the table.
Maya, for example, had spent her career being the manager people
were glad to work for. Telling Daniel the truth threatened that
identity.

The fourth is the plainest: we do not know what to say. The
sentence in the mirror sounded awful, so the sentence went unsaid.
This is the fear that skill can cure, and most of this book is aimed at
it.

None of these fears is silly. Each one protects something real,
whether that is the relationship, your safety, or your sense of
yourself as a decent person. But each one also hides a mistake.
They all assume that the only two choices are saying it badly or not
saying it at all. There is a third choice, which is learning to say it
well.

What empathy has to do with it

You may be wondering where empathy comes in. Isn’t empathy
the soft stuff, the thing you do after the hard conversation is over?

Not in the way this book uses the word.

Here is the definition I will work with. Empathy is the effort to
understand what another person is experiencing, thinking, and
needing, and to let them see that you understand it. That definition
has two halves, and both are required. Understanding that you keep
to yourself is private insight. Showing understanding that you do
not have is theater.

Notice what the definition leaves out. It does not say you agree.
It does not say you approve. It does not say you will do what they
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want. You can understand exactly why Daniel’s reports have been
late and still require that they arrive on time. In fact, as you will
see, you are more likely to get them on time if you do understand.

Think of empathy as a flashlight rather than a hug. A hug is
sometimes exactly what the moment calls for. But in a conflict, the
most valuable thing empathy does is light up the room so you can
see where you are standing. Most conflicts are fought in the dark,
between two people who each hold a small piece of the picture and
assume it is the whole thing.

Thursday night, back room

Maya did not find the answer in the mirror. She found it, oddly, in
the back room of the Linden Street Library, because her neighbor
Ellie Calloway-Park had been nagging her for three weeks to come
to something called the Thursday Table.

“It’s free,” Ellie had said over the fence, which separated their
two driveways. “There’s tea. A retired mediator runs it. He’s about
seventy and he looks like a kindly walrus.”

“That sounds like a cult.”

“It sounds like Thursdays. Come.”

So Maya came, in her work coat, and found eleven people
sitting around a long table scarred with decades of
library-card-catalog use. At the head of it sat a broad,
gray-whiskered man in a cardigan the color of oatmeal, with a
mason jar of dried beans in front of him. This was Anselm Duarte.
He was sixty-eight, and he had spent thirty-one years sitting
between people who were not speaking to each other.


