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Preface
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Let me be clear from the jump: this book is not about working hard. It’s about looking like you are. There’s a difference — a sacred, blurry, coffee-fueled difference — and those who master it are the true corporate elite. You, dear reader, have chosen the path of illusion, deception, and strategic Slack emojis. You are among friends.

If you’re reading this, you’ve likely been yanked out of the glorious cocoon of remote work and shoved—possibly without warning—back into a land of breakroom coffee sludge, “quick” meetings that last 83 minutes, and office small talk so aggressively pointless it should be classified as psychological warfare. You once thrived in an environment where business attire meant a hoodie, and your loudest coworker was your neighbor’s leaf blower. But now? Now you’re here. Back under the flickering fluorescent lights, trying to remember how to make eye contact and whether pants with buttons still count as legal clothing.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We proved we could work from home. We took Zoom calls in pajama pants, answered emails mid-laundry, and somehow made it all look effortless (mostly because the camera was off). We optimized our productivity while baking banana bread and raising sourdough starters that, frankly, had more personality than half our management team. And yet—yet!—someone in a corner office with a graph fetish and zero awareness of introverts decided that “returning to normal” meant forcing us back into an open-plan anxiety simulator. Classic.

So here we are. Back in the cube farm. Back pretending to care about birthday cards and tepid breakroom donuts. And that, my friend, is where this book comes in. Ctrl + Alt + Deceive is your essential field manual for surviving this tragic regression. It’s not about rebellion — it’s about adaptation. Think of it as corporate camouflage. Like a chameleon with a LinkedIn profile. You don’t need to work harder. You need to work smarter — or at least appear smarter while doing the absolute legal minimum to remain employed.

Within these pages, you’ll learn how to navigate every corner of your newly re-shared space with precision and panache. You’ll master the fake sigh, the busy walk, and the Slack message that suggests engagement but promises nothing. You’ll discover the ancient art of “calendar stuffing,” explore how to use a second monitor as a digital decoy, and unlock the power of saying “Let’s circle back” with a completely straight face. These are not just skills — they are survival tactics for the modern office warrior who remembers what true freedom tasted like (hint: it was cold brew on your own couch).

This book is for everyone who ever said, “This could have been an email” — and meant it with every fiber of their remote-loving soul. It’s for the keyboard clackers, the meeting muters, the champions of “per my last email.” It’s for the brave few who know how to drag a mouse just enough to keep the status green. You are not lazy. You are strategic. You are conserving energy for a real emergency — like a surprise all-hands meeting with no agenda.

So pour yourself a suspiciously long cup of coffee, stare blankly at your second monitor, and flip to Chapter One. Your journey to office invisibility begins now. And remember: you’re not slacking off — you’re blending in.

Welcome back to the office. And good luck out there.
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The Great Return: Feigning Excitement for Fluorescent Lighting
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LET ME START BY SAYING this: if you're returning to the office after two years of working from home in a state of luxurious pantlessness, you deserve a medal. Not a metaphorical one — a literal, shiny, engraved trophy that reads: "I Left My Couch for This." Because let's be honest: nothing about the office screams "optimal environment for productivity." Unless, of course, your idea of productivity involves trying to remember if Steve from Accounting is the same Steve who once aggressively cleared his throat during every Zoom meeting like he was summoning a demon.

Coming back to the office is like being told your vacation is over, except you were still working the whole time — you just got to do it in fuzzy socks with your emotional support water bottle and a dog named Kevin curled at your feet. You used to mute your mic and eat a bowl of cereal during your 10 a.m. meeting. Now you're expected to make eye contact before caffeine. Eye contact. With people you only vaguely recognized in Brady Bunch–style rectangles.

And yet, you are here. You’ve returned. Not because you wanted to, but because a vague company-wide email titled "Welcome Back!" said you had to. It was cheerful. It had balloons in the header. It used phrases like “the magic of in-person collaboration” and “reclaiming the synergy of shared spaces.” You knew then — deep in your bones — that someone in upper management had just learned the word “synergy” and was determined to use it in every sentence until HR physically restrained them.

So, here you are. Back in the wild. No mute button. No pajama pants. Just you, a malfunctioning badge reader, and the existential dread of small talk with coworkers whose names you forgot but whose ceiling fans you remember vividly.

Step one: pretending to be excited.

This is your first and most vital mission. You cannot — I repeat, cannot — walk into the office looking like you just emerged from a bunker and saw daylight for the first time in years. Even if that is exactly how you feel. You need to walk in with just enough enthusiasm to avoid being flagged as a “non-team player,” but not so much that people think you actually like being here. It's a delicate balance.

You’ll be tempted to say what you really feel — something along the lines of, “Oh wow, fluorescent lighting. My migraines have missed this.” But no. Instead, practice phrases like “It’s so great to be back!” while making direct, sustained eye contact and praying no one asks you to elaborate. Say it with the same tone you’d use if someone forced you to compliment a baby that looks like it’s halfway through its lizard-to-human transformation.

You may also need to hug someone. I know. I’m sorry. There will be coworkers who, in their infinite boldness, decided that the pandemic taught us the importance of human connection and now feel entitled to a full-body embrace. For these situations, I recommend the “lean and tap” — a half-hearted side hug combined with a rapid back pat, designed to communicate warmth and a strong desire to escape.

Step two: the awkward hallway parade.

This is the part where you run into people who you either A) forgot existed, B) hoped you’d never see again, or C) remember only by the weird stuff they did on Zoom — like using custom backgrounds of tropical islands while clearly sitting in their laundry room.

You'll pass by Brenda from HR, who now has bangs and a suspicious amount of “return-to-office” energy. Smile. Nod. Compliment the bangs. This is important. Brenda is your gatekeeper. You need her on your side when you start inventing fake hybrid days.

Next comes a gauntlet of forced reconnections. This is where you’ll pretend to be thrilled to see someone you actively muted for two years. Smile and say things like, “It’s so strange seeing you from the neck down!” or “You’re taller than your bookshelf led me to believe!” You are not trying to build real relationships. You are creating optics.

Step three: tour of the “new office.”

Ah, yes. The guided tour of a place you already know intimately, led by someone acting like the coffee station is a new wing of the Louvre. “We’ve made a few upgrades!” they’ll say, proudly gesturing to a broken vending machine and a plant that’s been dead since 2018. Nod solemnly. Say “Wow” in various tones. Say it like it’s a revelation. “Wow.” “Woooow.” “Wow!” They will eat it up.

When they show you the new “hot desk area” — which is corporate code for “We removed your personal space so we could fit more people in” — don’t panic. Just ask, “Is this part of the agile redesign?” That sentence is meaningless, but they’ll think you’re on the cutting edge.

Step four: rediscovering how awful everything smells.

Let’s be honest: office air is 78% recycled sadness, 14% printer toner, and 8% someone’s aggressively reheated lunch. Your nose has forgotten this. It will remember quickly. Do not scream. Do not cry. Casually hold your reusable water bottle near your face at all times, pretending you’re deep in thought, when really you’re just shielding yourself from the olfactory trauma.

Step five: small talk and coffee traps.

The kitchen is where productivity goes to die. You must go there anyway. You must make pleasant noises. Say things like “I missed these terrible K-Cups!” and “Wow, you still bring your lunch every day? That’s so consistent of you!” Never linger too long. There is always one person who wants to explain their entire sourdough journey or their crypto portfolio. You can’t afford that.

If cornered, pretend your phone is vibrating and whisper “Sorry, client call!” before speed-walking away. No one ever questions a client call. Even if your only client is your internal voice whispering, “Flee.”

Step six: fake busyness by







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
LIFE AT THE OFFICE
AFTER WFH

" GENEVIEVE
EVERGREEN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





