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  To O, in all the world there was only you

To K, from the morning I met you,
life has been a million times lovelier








  
    
      Table of Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Introduction
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Six Survival Steps
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Struggle Is Real
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Why You Can’t Get Started (And Why That’s Not Your Fault)
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Ghost Habit #1
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  5.
                
                 Use Your Actual Skills
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Ghost Habit #2
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  6.
                
                 Set Your Goals
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Ghost Habit #3
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  7.
                
                 You Don’t Need Habits
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Ghost Habit #4
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  8.
                
                 Don’t Plan to Plan
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Ghost Habit #5
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  9.
                
                 Do What You Can When You Can
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Ghost Habit #6
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  10.
                
                 Create Your Workspace
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Ghost Habit #7
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  11.
                
                 Stay in the Zone (Then Get Out)
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Ghost Habit #8
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                  12.
                
                 Take the Downtime You Need
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        You're Doing Your Best
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Conclusion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        What To Do When
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Glossary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Notes on Research
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Notes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Resources
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Did This Book Help?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Introduction


Everything You've Tried So Far Has Failed You
Let’s be real. 
You’re not gonna follow the expert advice on how to focus and get things done. You won’t wake up at 5:30 a.m. every morning, yawn and stretch as the birds cheerfully chirp outside your window, with the warm sunlight streaming into your bedroom, then sit down at the kitchen table with your mug of hot chai latte and rainbow glitter pens to journal about all the wonderful things you’re going to do that day.
We both know that’s not going to happen. Maybe you can muster the energy to do it for a few days or a week, but it won’t become your thing.
Neither will you make extensive daily to-do lists, track how many glasses of water you drank, how many loads of laundry you folded, or how many meetings you attended, and check each one off on your nifty little phone app throughout the day.
It ain’t gonna happen.
Because if you could do it and wanted to do it, you wouldn’t, at this very moment, be looking for information about how to do it. That’s just who you are. That’s the standard advice we’re told to follow. It seems helpful, but it’s unrealistic.
You’re not lazy because you can’t follow the strategies they throw at you. You’re anything but. You put a lot of effort into your tasks and chores, but they don’t help you make the most of your time or get them done. You only feel bad about yourself.
Many of those struggling with these problems are at the opposite end of the financial and class spectrum. If anything, we’re mired in credit card or student loan debt and possibly have a negative net worth well beyond our thirties or forties. We might be grappling with expensive healthcare bills. Some of us have learned the hard truth that poverty (and lower-middle-class life) is expensive. We’ve been nickel and dimed all our lives and learned to expect it.
For some of us, it's even harder than it looks from the outside. Chronic pain, fatigue conditions, and other physical problems are more common in neurodivergent people than most think, and they stack on top of everything else you're carrying. When it's like that, getting through it is all you can do. There's nothing more to give. These steps don't expect you to start where everyone else does. 
You feel inadequate when you’re putting maximum energy into bettering your life and achieving your goals. You consider it a failure on your part, which makes it all the more difficult to gather the motivation to pick yourself up and try again.
We feel bad because we realize what helps others doesn’t help us. Why would it? We’re all wildly different people from different backgrounds and situations. There is no One-Size-Fits-All approach. What helps one person won’t help the next. When we accept those differences, we can stop fighting the wrong approach. 
It’s not habits, routines, emotions, energy levels, focus, or any other single cause. Multiple factors go into taking you from an initial task to a completed task. Changing only one or two things won’t get the results you desire.
If you’re looking to finish chores around your house, make your work responsibilities easier, start your own business, find your dream job, or do anything else you want but can’t, you can achieve it. It just takes a different approach.
This book is that different approach. It’s habit-free, routine-free, and discipline-free. That goes squarely against the popular advice, but if habits, routines, and discipline don’t work for you, as they don’t for many of us, there is another way.
What to Expect
You’re going to stop using the Ghost Habits.
Not today and maybe not this week, but eventually you’ll abandon them. 
Most productivity books assume you’ll use their advice forever and ever. Morning routines, daily habits, weekly reviews. When you stop, you’ve failed.
Ghost Habits assumes you’ll crash and burn out. You’ll get sick, busy, or overwhelmed, and eventually you’ll stop.
Later in this book, you’ll learn how to restart. One sheet of paper with four boxes is your way back in. You’ll restart when you’re ready.
If you’re expecting something that turns you into a productivity machine who never stumbles, wrong book. If you’re expecting something that acknowledges you’re going to stumble and shows you how to get back up, keep reading.
A Quick Note About Habits
Some people use habits to be productive. I don’t.
If you have a morning routine that works or habit tracking that motivates you, keep doing it. There are good books about building neurodivergent-friendly habits. This isn’t one of them.
Most productivity advice assumes habits are the foundation. Wake up at the same time every day, do your morning routine, track your streaks, and build consistency. If you can do that and it helps, great. Go for it.
But if you’ve tried building habits multiple times and they don’t stick, you don’t need to keep trying. You can skip that entire approach and still get things done. That’s not a Plan B because you failed at the real way. It’s a completely different way. 
Throughout this book, I’ll give you strategies and tools. If any of them drain your energy, stop using them. This should be easier than what you were doing before. If it’s not, you’re either overcomplicating it or that particular tool isn’t right for you right now.
Why I Call Them Ghost Habits
The name works two ways. These are tools that appear when you need them and disappear when you don’t, like ghosts that show up and vanish on their own schedule. But you’re also doing the ghosting. The habits, routines, and systems that were never built for how you function? Ghost them. Walk away without explaining yourself. You don’t owe productivity culture a breakup conversation.
What’s left after you’ve ghosted all of that is what’s going to help you get things done. That’s what this book is.
The Object at Rest Problem
There’s a reason we start with the smallest possible thing and build from there.
When you’re paralyzed and can’t do anything, you’re stuck. There’s a name for it, ADHD inertia, and it works exactly like it sounds. The longer nothing happens, the harder it becomes to start. But the opposite is also true. Once you’re moving, even a little, it becomes easier to keep going, getting a snack, making coffee, writing one email, and washing the dishes. Each small action makes the next one easier than the last.
This is why you don’t start with your hardest task. You start with the easiest possible thing to get things rolling. Once you’re in motion, you might find yourself doing things you couldn’t have started from a standstill. Sometimes that momentum carries you through the whole day. Sometimes it carries you through one more task and then you’re done. Either way, you did something.
That’s not always how it goes, though. Sometimes you’re already fired up and want to go straight at the big thing. Ghost Habit #5 covers that.
The Six Survival Steps get you through the days when doing something feels impossible. The eight Ghost Habits keep you functioning on the other days. The rest of this book shows you how to use what you can do so you’re paralyzed less often.
How to Use This Book
You can read this book in order from start to finish, or you can skip around to the chapters that feel most relevant right now. Each chapter builds on the previous ones and is also designed to stand alone. If you need help with a problem, jump straight to that chapter. Need to figure out which task to do? Go to Ghost Habit #4. Can’t focus? Go to Ghost Habit #7. Completely paralyzed? The Six Survival Steps coming up next are for exactly that moment.
This book focuses on what you can do, whether or not medication is part of your life.
The eight Ghost Habits don’t have to be implemented in order. You don’t have to use all of them. Start with whichever one feels easiest or most helpful. Add more as you need them. Drop the ones that don’t work for you.
Most books give you homework at the end of every chapter. You already have enough to do. Each chapter ends with a Quick Take, a summary of the key points.






  
  The Six Survival Steps


What Do You Do When You Can’t Do Anything?
That’s the real question. Not “how do I be more productive next week” or “how do I build better habits.” The question is, what do I do in this moment, when I’m staring at my to-do list, and I can’t make myself do a single thing on it? 
You know the feeling. You’re completely stuck. You need to do something, anything, but your brain won’t cooperate. The dishes are piling up, the emails are piling up, the deadlines are piling up, and you’re sitting there doing absolutely nothing. Or worse, you’re doing something you don’t even enjoy because at least it’s not that thing you’re supposed to be doing.
People tell you to “just do it.” Great advice. But completely useless when you’re in full lockdown mode.
Before the steps: The survival check.
Your brain is going to tell you what feels urgent, but it’s probably lying. Before anything else, check if there’s something that will cause actual harm or immediate serious consequences if not done in the next few hours.
Medication you take on a schedule, feeding a pet or person who depends on you, eating something if you haven’t eaten today, or drinking water if you’re dehydrated. Showing up to something you absolutely cannot miss, like a work shift, picking up your kid, or a critical appointment. This means anything medical or time-sensitive.
That’s the list. Not showering, cleaning, or sending emails, and not paying bills unless your power is being shut off today. Nothing that feels pressing but won’t hurt you if it waits.
Can you do these? If you can’t, you need help from another person. Call or text someone. If you can, take care of that first and then come back to Step 1. If you don’t have anything time-sensitive, keep reading.
Step 1: Accept that you can’t do anything else right now.
If you can’t do anything, stop beating yourself up about it. Stop trying to force yourself into doing the thing you’re supposed to do. It hasn’t worked for the last hour, and it won’t work for the next hour.
Step 2: Ask yourself if you can do something.
Can you sit up? Can you move to a different spot? Can you get a glass of water? Can you pet the cat?
If the answer is no, if you’re truly unable to do even that, then you need rest. Take a nap. Close your eyes and take a break. You’re depleted, and rest is the only thing that will help.
But if the answer is yes, then you have a place to start.
Step 3: Do the smallest possible thing.
Skip the list entirely. Try to do the smallest thing you can physically make yourself do in this moment. Eat something. Open a window. Play music. Whatever you can do.
Why? You think you can’t do anything. You need to prove that you’re wrong, even if it’s something minor. You’re trying to break the paralysis here.
Step 4: Once you’ve done that one small thing, ask yourself if you can do one more.
If you can’t, stop. You’ve done something. But if you can, if you have a tiny bit of momentum, do one more small thing, still off the list. Make yourself a cup of tea. Fold a blanket. Brush your teeth. Empty the trash bin. You’re picking up speed.
Step 5: Check if there’s anything you need to do today to keep your life from falling apart.
You’ve already taken care of the survival needs and done something to get moving. What has to happen today? Do you need to be somewhere? Do you need to respond to one important email? If yes, can you do the absolute minimum? You’re trying to get through the day without making things worse.
Step 6: If you have any energy left, look at your tasks and see if there’s anything you feel like doing.
You’ve done more than you thought you could. Use what’s left on whatever you can, even if it’s minor and doesn’t have to be done today.
This is how you do something when you can’t do anything. The smallest possible thing, then maybe one more, then maybe one more after that.
Some days, “something” is a full day’s work. Other days, it’s eating a meal and taking a shower. You gave it everything you could.






  
  The Struggle Is Real


This Is for You 
There is an entire group of people out there like me who are searching for ways to do more with their lives. We feel alone. We can’t talk about it because no one understands. If you’re reading this, you’re probably one of them. People think your condition is an excuse not to do what’s expected of everyone else, or they think you’re faking it altogether. 
We can’t see an end to it. The system isn’t made for us. You might have ADHD, autism, dyslexia, OCD, bipolar disorder, PTSD, anxiety, depression, brain injury, chronic migraines, or a combination of these. Whether you have a diagnosis or simply believe you have one of these conditions, you know the struggle to wake up every day and try to be your best in a world where the rules don’t work for you.
It’s a world you don’t understand, and that doesn’t understand you. Our conditions manifest differently in us, but we share some commonalities. At the very least, they draw us away from our tasks toward unproductive and sometimes unhealthy places.
We’re constantly told we’re not doing enough to succeed. That plays like a broken record when we spend every day striving to get our lives in a better place. We already know what it’s like to be told we’re not good enough or working hard enough. Some of us are even struggling to access the most basic necessities of life, like food and housing.
So, let me ask you, have you tried to do anything at all in your life? Believe me, I know the answer. I’ve heard it a million times.
I’ve Been There 
I’ve spent years researching this. Every format I could find, lectures, articles, courses, and conversations with people who live it every day. Years of testing it on myself and helping others do the same.
As a neurodivergent person myself, I know how hard it is to get people to understand the monumental effort you make. In their eyes, you haven’t done anything because they don’t see the grand results they expect.
My efforts to track my expenses or start a new business failed because I couldn’t get started, couldn’t decide what to do first, or couldn’t focus long enough to complete it. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t give it my maximum attention and effort.
There may have been a time when you were better able to function, but a life event, chronic illness, physical disability, a painful breakup, a move away from loved ones, or a loss has set you back, and you’re struggling to keep your head above water.
Life isn’t a cakewalk for anyone in our neurodiverse world, though the neurotypicals tend to fit better within society as it is. They find it easier to excel in the classroom, office life, and daily social interactions. You might not always read the room. Like telling a coworker that honey is bee vomit when they didn’t ask. And then diving in to explain the full process. 
Because you don’t intuitively know how to do it, you’ll have more difficulty completing even the simplest tasks. It’s not that you can’t eventually do them, but you’ll need to work longer and more strategically to do so. 
Most of your attempts at building a normal life fall short. You may jump from job to job, always believing this will be the one for you, but after a short time, you send off your resignation email or stop showing up altogether. You might mask your condition long enough to get hired, but soon it comes off, and it all goes downhill.
Your skills don’t translate well in our day-to-day world, impairing your ability to complete basic tasks, let alone climb the ladder to a high-paying career.
At home, you can’t keep up with the household chores. Maybe you’re living in a sparsely furnished space with less to clean. Or you live in a cluttered home because you soothe yourself with your much-loved possessions.
You may not see where you’re going wrong or how to fix it. Or you see the problem but can’t fix it. This can cause your anxiety to skyrocket or send you into a tailspin of depression, compounding the situation even more. 
Some of you are reading this from a place where the basics aren’t covered. Not “I should put 10% more into my 401(k)” basics. Rent. Food. Whether the electricity gets shut off. The productivity advice that tells you to optimize your mornings and outsource your laundry wasn’t written with you in mind, and you could see that before you finished the first page.
This book doesn’t fix any of that. What it can do is work from wherever you are, even when you feel you’re at the bottom. The tools in here don’t require a gym membership or a therapist or a morning that’s within your control. They were built for people whose margin is always thin, because that’s how most of us live.
People struggling with neurodivergent conditions are not a special group. Current studies estimate that as many as 20% of the global population have at least one neurodivergent condition. Take a look around your classroom, workplace, or community. That’s a sizable percentage of humanity struggling with productivity and life in general.
Many of us never got help. Our parents didn’t know, our teachers didn’t recognize it, and our doctors missed it. The academic programs, accommodations, therapy, and training that could have helped were either unavailable, unaffordable, or no one thought to point us toward them. That meant struggling a little harder for some people. For others, it meant decades of damage that didn’t have to happen.
Some neurodivergent people find niches where their wiring is an advantage. With the right field, a favorable environment, and enough flexibility to function, they can do well. But it’s not the norm, and pretending otherwise doesn’t help the people who haven’t found it yet.
For most of us, the workplace was built for someone else, and we’re just trying to survive in it.
That’s a lot working against you.
We block out the hustle bros and productivity gurus who assure us that all our problems stem from laziness and lack of habits and routines. We can identify the pieces that fit our abilities and assemble them in a way that makes sense for us.
Staying One Step Ahead of Disaster
There was a time in my life when my lack of executive function paralyzed me. Most people can’t understand what that means because they’ve never experienced it to a critical extent. From waking up until falling asleep, I did nothing constructive.
The hours slipped away. I couldn’t manage my time to do the things I wanted to do, either at home or at work. Unable to prioritize the tasks I needed to do, I did only what was necessary to get through another day.
Whether it was going to a job I hated and watching each second tick by on the clock, or making the least possible effort to clean, run errands, and keep food in the cabinets, it was almost too much for me. At that time, getting kicked out on the street was a worse alternative, so I did just enough to stay housed and fed.
On rare days, I’d be inspired to improve my situation once and for all, yet I struggled with nearly every task I faced. I’d try the latest productivity strategy to get my life in order and give it up after a few days. Nothing worked for me. Procrastination was king. I put everything off until tomorrow.
I didn’t care about exercising or maintaining a healthy diet. I had all the time in the world in the future. I’d get around to it later, I told myself. 
But one day, the scales tipped, literally. I stepped on my digital scale and realized my perfectly ripped physique from years of cycling was gone, obscured by half a decade of fast food and daily screen time. Even worse, I lost sight of 30, and 40 seemed closer than ever. 
While the “ripped” part may be slightly exaggerated, that moment was a massive wake-up call. I needed to get my life back in order and figure out how to do the things I’d been avoiding.
It isn’t that if you do A, B, and C, then naturally D, E, and F will fall into place. We don’t live in Magic Pony Land, where everything is rainbows and butterflies, and it all comes to a satisfyingly sweet, happy ending.
My situation may sound extreme, but it’s not uncommon. Life for people like me is a constant battle of weighing our options, choosing the least challenging necessary tasks, and putting in the minimum effort to complete them. Like pulling an all-nighter to cram for an exam, you try to stay one step above the worst possible option at every moment.
But when the downside outweighs the upside, that’s when we finally get moving. 
Dude, Where’s My Focus?
You say you can’t do anything, but some activities take up your time every day, right? Even if it’s only playing video games, scrolling through social media, watching Netflix, or spending all day at your boring day job, before going home and crashing in your bed for 10 hours.
We want to believe other people can do it for us and that they have the perfect solutions we’re so desperately searching for. If we follow their script to a T, magic will happen. We’ll get the fixes we need and the life we dream of. We know it’s probably too good to be true, but we cling to that belief anyway.
Sometimes we don’t even know what we’re searching for, but when we believe that someone is handing us the ultimate cheat code that solves our problems, we tend to listen. It’s easy to accept almost any solution when we feel lost. It’s the relief we seek to take the weight off our tired, anxious brains. Then we throw ourselves into it. When it doesn’t help, we’re right back where we started. Only this time, we’re more exhausted, frustrated, and further behind.
If you’re a woodworker trying to build a desk, you don’t follow instructions to bake a cake. They’re perfect for baking, useless for furniture. So why do we think instructions that work for neurotypical people will work for us?
Welcome to the Underachievers Club
Unfortunately, neurodivergent people face staggering odds when it comes to finding a suitable career and staying employed in it. Unemployment among neurodivergent adults is significantly higher than in the general population, and for adults with autism, the number may reach upwards of 85%.
Our skills generally don’t transfer to full-time employment as well as those of neurotypical employees.
A lot of that energy gets spent before the day even starts. We make an enormous effort at work, school, and in public, appearing to function normally. Suppressing our stims, forcing eye contact, acting out all the social scripts that come naturally to others, while staying quiet about how overwhelmed we are. That’s what people call masking. By the time we get home, the energy that was supposed to go toward our own lives is already long gone. We pay that cost every day. 
We can’t take any old job. If it doesn’t fit our requirements, it probably won’t lead to lasting employment. Many of us living outside urban areas have limited job prospects and sparse or nonexistent public transportation if we can’t drive ourselves. All of that drastically limits our ability to support ourselves through traditional employment.
Neurodivergence itself is a spectrum. Some can work the same job every day for 40 years. At the other end of the spectrum, you may never hold a job at all. Someone who received assistance and had parents who gave them a good start can’t understand how someone thrown out of the house at 18 has struggled to make their way in life. But that’s no different from the neurotypical world. We don’t realize the enormity of other people’s struggles because we experience life differently.
Some of us are fortunate enough to find niches in fields like academia, tech, entrepreneurship, or a family-owned business, where, despite our continued struggles, we can comfortably support ourselves.
Still, others haven’t done things society labels as successful, especially in our professional lives. It’s not that we don’t have the potential, but that we lack the organizational skills and follow-through to reach it. We can be sensitive to work environments, have limited social skills, and struggle with job interviews. We may only have the strength to work a 4-hour day or three days a week.
Those things, saddled with whatever other conditions we have, consistently hold us back from achieving what we want in life and staying gainfully employed.
You may have an invisible or physical disability you didn’t ask for. Yet it is the people who don’t have it, or who have minimal hardships, who strut around crowing that they have jobs and houses and good lives and contribute to the world as productive members of society, making you believe you need to “get over it” and do it, too.
People think it’s mostly by choice that we don’t overcome our circumstances. We are the ones society looks down on. In their eyes, you came from a disadvantaged background, you have a mental condition, you’re less than, you’re broken. They look at us with pity and occasionally outright hostility.
We don’t all embrace the idea that 24/7 hard work should be the most essential tenet in life. They feel sorry for you but still think you’re lazy. You didn’t try hard enough to overcome every obstacle thrown at you.
Productivity advice was built for a specific kind of person. Neurotypical, sure. But also a specific class of person. 
It makes self-help experts and productivity gurus a lot of money. It’s tailor-made for people who want to be part of hustle culture or believe they should be, but it’s not for everyone. Few of the expert suggestions are helpful in practical terms for those who feel outside the norm.
Multimillionaire and billionaire CEOs, tech rock stars, celebrities, and self-proclaimed thought leaders don’t have much practical advice to apply directly to your life. But their books are filled with gushing forewords, over-the-top endorsements from celebrity friends, and page after page touting their credentials, volunteer work, and charitable donations to make themselves look good. All of it designed to push their brands. 
That escapism is
Getting Here Was the Hard Part








