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  Introduction

I wrote the first draft of this book's outline sitting on the floor of my bedroom closet. It wasn't a creative exercise, and I hadn't read some article about how constraints breed innovation. I was in the closet because my partner was on a video call in the living room, the upstairs neighbor's kid was learning drums, and I had a deadline in four hours.

The closet had no ventilation, and I was sitting on a pile of shoes. My laptop was balanced on a storage bin. And I remember thinking, with total sincerity: this is the most focused I've been all week.

That was 2021. I'd been working remotely for about six years at that point, and I'd spent most of those years convinced I was doing it wrong. Every article I read about remote work productivity featured someone in a sunlit home office with a standing desk, a single succulent, and what appeared to be zero evidence of actual human life. The advice was always clean. Wake up at 5 AM. Designate a workspace. Use the Pomodoro Technique. Batch your tasks. Protect your deep work blocks.

I tried all of it. I bought the apps, read the books, watched the YouTube videos. I set up a morning routine so elaborate it had its own spreadsheet. For about three days, I felt like a productivity god. By day four, my partner needed the desk for her own calls, the morning routine collapsed because I'd stayed up too late the night before, and I was back to answering emails from the couch in my underwear at 11 AM, wondering what was wrong with me.

Nothing was wrong with me. The advice was built for a world that doesn't exist.

The Fantasy vs. the Living Room

Most productivity advice — even the stuff specifically marketed to remote workers — is written as if you have a dedicated office with a door that closes. As if you live alone, or your household revolves around your work schedule. As if your internet never drops, your kitchen isn't fifteen feet away, and you don't share 600 square feet with another adult who also has meetings.

The "create a dedicated workspace" advice is particularly maddening. I spent years feeling guilty that I didn't have one. I'd read some expert say "your brain needs to associate a specific location with work" and think, great, my brain associates my entire apartment with work because I've worked from every surface in it, including the bathroom counter once during a plumbing emergency.

And the time-blocking advice. I have nothing against time-blocking in theory. In practice, it assumes a level of control over your day that most remote workers simply don't have. Your manager pings you on Slack. Your kid gets sent home from school. The plumber shows up an hour early. You blocked 9–11 AM for deep work, but your body decided 9 AM was the time for an energy crash so severe you can barely read your own screen.

The productivity industry has a dirty secret: most of its frameworks were designed for people who work in offices, then lightly repackaged for remote workers with a few references to Zoom fatigue sprinkled in. The underlying assumptions didn't change. You're still expected to have long, uninterrupted blocks of focus time and to maintain consistent energy throughout the day. You're still expected to keep clear boundaries between work and life.

Remote work obliterates all three of those assumptions. And then we wonder why the advice doesn't stick.

What I Actually Know (and Don't)

I've worked remotely for ten years now. I've done it from apartments, from my parents' spare bedroom during a cross-country move, from coffee shops with unreliable WiFi, from hotel rooms, and yes, from a closet. Along the way, I've managed remote teams, coached people through the transition from office to home, and read an embarrassing number of books about focus, habits, and productivity.

I've also failed at this more than I've succeeded. I went through a period in 2020 where I worked fourteen-hour days for three months straight because I couldn't figure out how to stop. I've missed deadlines because I spent an entire afternoon reorganizing my kitchen instead of writing. I once lost a freelance client because I was so burned out from the lack of boundaries that I turned in work that was, frankly, terrible. I told them I'd been sick. I hadn't been sick. I'd been watching cooking videos on YouTube for two hours because my brain had simply quit.

I'm not writing this book because I've figured it all out. I'm writing it because I've figured out enough — and because the gap between what actually works in a messy, shared, imperfect home environment and what most productivity advice tells you to do is enormous. That gap is where most remote workers live, feeling like failures because they can't implement systems designed for a different reality.

Over the past several years, I've also talked to hundreds of remote workers about what actually works for them. Not influencers with ring lights and sponsorship deals. Regular people. A customer service rep in a studio apartment in Chicago. A software developer in rural Oregon whose internet cuts out when it rains. A marketing manager — I'll call her Sarah throughout this book — who shares a one-bedroom with her partner and has tried every productivity app on the market. A guy named Marcus who built an elaborate productivity system that looked incredible on paper and made him measurably less productive.

Their stories, combined with my own failures and the research that actually holds up under real-world conditions, are what this book is built on.

What This Book Does Differently

I'm not going to give you a perfect system. Perfect systems break on contact with real life, and then you blame yourself instead of the system. That cycle — try a system, fail at the system, feel bad, try another system — is the actual productivity problem for most remote workers. The systems aren't the solution. They're the hamster wheel.

Instead, this book starts with the mess. Your actual life. The apartment that's too small, the partner who's also on calls, the afternoon energy crash that no amount of coffee fixes, the guilt you feel when you switch the laundry during work hours, the creeping isolation that makes everything harder.

We'll get into the brain science of why working from home is genuinely harder than working from an office — not because you lack discipline, but because your brain relies on environmental cues that your living room doesn't provide. We'll look at why energy management matters more than time management when you're remote, and how to work with your body's actual rhythms instead of fighting them.

I'll walk you through how to make a small, shared space work without spending a fortune on furniture or getting into daily negotiations with your household. We'll tackle the digital noise — the Slack messages, the email, the seventeen browser tabs — with strategies that don't require you to become a digital monk.

And we'll talk about the stuff that most productivity books skip entirely: what to do when someone else's schedule wrecks yours, how to handle the days when your whole system falls apart, and the specific kind of motivational collapse that hits remote workers who are technically doing fine but feel like they're slowly dissolving.

The last chapter is about something I avoided thinking about for years: what productivity is actually for. Because I've met a lot of highly optimized remote workers who are miserable, and I've met some pretty disorganized ones who are genuinely happy, and that pattern eventually forced me to reconsider some things.

How to Use This Book

You can read this book straight through, and the chapters do build on each other. But I also designed it so you can jump to whatever's most urgent for you right now.

If your biggest problem is that you can't focus and you don't know why, start with Chapter 2. If you're drowning in Slack notifications and email, go to Chapter 6. If you share your space with other humans and it's driving you insane, Chapter 7 is where you need to be. If you've been remote for a while and you're just tired in a way you can't explain, Chapter 9 might be the most important one for you.

Every chapter ends with a section called "Put It Into Practice." These aren't homework assignments. They're specific things you can try this week — sometimes today — to see if the ideas in that chapter work for your situation. Some will. Some won't. I'd rather you try three things from this book and actually use one of them than highlight every page and implement nothing.

Not every strategy in this book will apply to you. I wrote for people in a range of remote work situations — different living spaces, different jobs, different household configurations. When something doesn't fit your life, skip it without guilt. The goal isn't to adopt a complete system. The goal is to find the specific pieces that make your specific situation better.

One More Thing Before We Start

I was wrong about productivity for a long time. I thought it was about optimization — finding the right tools, the right routine, the right configuration of my day. What I actually needed was to stop treating my home like a broken office and start treating it like what it is: a place where I live, that I also work from, and that will never look like a stock photo.

This book won't make your apartment bigger or give you a door that locks. It won't fix your afternoon energy crash or make Slack less annoying. What it will do is give you practical, tested ways to work well inside the constraints you actually have — not the ones you wish you had.

Let's get into it.
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Chapter 1

—

Nobody's Working From a Minimalist Loft


I'm sitting cross-legged in my bedroom closet, laptop balanced on a shoebox, one hand pressing my earbuds deeper into my skull while I try to sound professional on a client call. Twelve feet away, on the other side of a hollow-core door that might as well be made of tissue paper, my partner is making a smoothie. Not a quiet smoothie. A kale-and-frozen-mango smoothie that sounds like a jet engine eating gravel.

"Can you repeat that?" the client asks. "There's some kind of... noise?"

"Construction," I say. "They're doing work on the building."

The blender stops. I exhale. Then it starts again — she forgot the protein powder.

That was a Tuesday in 2021. I was two years into full-time remote work, earning more than I ever had in an office, and conducting a strategy call from inside a closet that smelled like old sneakers. I had read four books about remote productivity by that point. I had tried Pomodoro timers, time-blocking apps, a $200 noise-canceling headset, and a morning routine that involved waking up at 5:30 to journal before my partner got up. None of those books mentioned what to do when your workspace is also where you keep your winter coats.

This is the chapter where I stop pretending and you stop pretending. The remote work fantasy — the one you've seen on Instagram, the one with the clean desk and the monstera plant and the person gazing thoughtfully at a MacBook in golden-hour light — has almost nothing to do with how most of us actually work from home.

The Fantasy and the Kitchen Table

Every article about remote work productivity seems to start from the same assumption: you have a room with a door that closes. A dedicated office. A space that is yours and only yours, where you can set up dual monitors and a standing desk and one of those little desktop fountains that's supposed to help you concentrate.

I believed this for years. I thought the reason I couldn't focus wasn't because remote work is genuinely hard — it was because I hadn't optimized my space enough. If I could just get the right desk, the right chair, the right lighting, I'd unlock some hidden level of productivity. So I spent money I didn't really have on a standing desk converter that took up half our kitchen table. My partner ate dinner on the couch for three months. It didn't make me more productive. It made me feel guilty about the kitchen table and slightly smug about my "setup," which is a terrible combination.

Most remote workers don't have a dedicated office. A 2023 survey from Owl Labs found that only about 51% of remote workers have a dedicated workspace, and "dedicated workspace" in survey language can mean anything from a spare bedroom to a corner of the living room with a folding screen around it. When you dig into the numbers, the percentage of people with an actual room with an actual door drops significantly. If you live in a city apartment, have a partner or roommates, or are under 35 and still paying off student debt, the odds of you having a home office are slim.

Marcus is a software developer in Chicago. Twenty-eight years old, sharp, earning a solid salary writing code for a fintech company. He lives in a studio apartment with his girlfriend because his student loans eat a third of his take-home pay. When I first talked to him about his remote work setup, he laughed. "Setup" was generous. His desk was his bed. Not a desk near his bed — his actual bed, with his laptop on a pillow and his back against the headboard. He'd been working like that for over a year. His neck hurt constantly. His sleep had gotten worse because his brain now associated his bed with debugging Python scripts at 11pm. He knew it was bad. He'd read the same articles I had about the importance of a dedicated workspace. But when your entire apartment is one room and your girlfriend is on Zoom calls at the kitchen table, the bed is what's left.

The advice to "create a dedicated workspace" isn't wrong, exactly. It's just useless for a huge number of people. It's like telling someone who's struggling to eat healthy that they should hire a personal chef. Technically accurate, but practically meaningless. Worse, it creates a sense of failure before you've even started. You read the advice, look around your apartment, realize you can't follow it, and conclude that you're doing remote work wrong. The
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