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Preface
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When remote work first became a thing, we thought it was temporary—like Tiger King or sourdough starters. A couple of weeks at home, a few awkward Zoom calls, maybe an email that accidentally went out with no subject line, and then we’d all be back in fluorescent-lit offices, pretending to enjoy birthday cupcakes from someone named Linda in HR.

But fate had other plans. As the weeks stretched into months, and then into a full-blown lifestyle, one thing became clear: pajamas are better than pants, Slack is the modern-day art of illusion, and if your camera stays off long enough, people start to believe you’re just “mysterious” and “deeply focused.”

It was during this glorious chaos that Control Alt Pretend was born. Not from a desire to increase productivity. Oh, heavens no. But from a deeply rooted commitment to doing the absolute bare minimum while still earning praise during end-of-quarter performance reviews. This book is not for the overachievers, the to-do listers, or the ones who ask to “circle back.” No. This is for the people who have ever started their day with 10 minutes of work and 6 hours of pretending their Wi-Fi is unstable.

Inside these pages, you won’t find inspirational quotes or time management strategies. What you will find is a comprehensive, unapologetically unserious guide to becoming a remote work legend—without actually doing any work. We're talking advanced tactics like nodding thoughtfully while muted, creating elaborate “calendar events” to avoid meetings, and perfecting the tone of an email that sounds incredibly helpful but contains absolutely zero useful information.

Let’s face it: work-from-home culture has created a new breed of professional. We are highly skilled in opening spreadsheets we never intend to use. We’ve mastered the art of looking “very stressed” in a hoodie. We know how to craft a Slack message that sounds urgent but is actually just a polite way of saying, “Please stop talking to me.”

This book is a tribute to the quiet (but comfy) warriors who have gamed the system with style. It’s for the ones who’ve figured out that being “away from keyboard” can also mean “eating cereal in bed while rewatching The Office.” You are the unsung heroes of the digital age—and it’s about time someone sang.

So grab your coffee (or wine—no judgment), fluff that pillow you call an ergonomic chair, and settle in for a journey through the whimsical world of fake productivity. Because in this brave new remote-working world, the greatest performance isn’t what you do—it’s how well you can pretend you’re doing it.

Let’s Ctrl. Let’s Alt. Let’s Pretend.
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Welcome to the Illusion
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Your official orientation to remote work magic: How to look like a corporate ninja while doing the absolute least.

––––––––
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CONGRATULATIONS, AND welcome to the magical land of remote work. You’ve made it. You are now part of a glorious movement of people working from the comfort of their homes, where pants are optional, bed head is normal, and productivity is 92% perception and 8% well-timed emails.
If you’re reading this, you’ve probably discovered that working from home isn’t exactly the Pinterest-worthy dream we all envisioned back in the early “unprecedented times.” You’re not sipping matcha on a minimalist balcony while typing up brilliant ideas in your robe. You’re half-asleep on a beanbag chair with three tabs open: one for work, one for memes, and one where you’re trying to Google if eating shredded cheese out of the bag counts as a meal. (It does. You're doing great.)

This book isn’t here to make you more efficient. It’s not going to help you “unlock your potential” or “optimize your digital workflow.” No, no. That’s what LinkedIn influencers are for. This book is about helping you survive and even thrive in this bizarre new world by learning how to look extremely busy while doing as little as humanly possible. It's about finesse, deception, and the fine art of appearing like you're crushing your goals when you're actually Googling "how to look busy on Zoom."

Let’s start with your mindset. Working from home is all about attitude. You must adopt the confidence of someone who has just replied-all with the wrong file and refuses to apologize. The goal is not to be productive—it’s to be plausibly productive. You need to float in that beautiful gray area where no one’s sure what you do all day, but everyone assumes it must be important because you always look slightly stressed and frequently say things like “I’m circling back on that.”

The first thing you must master is what I call the Holy Trinity of Remote Work Illusion: the camera, the calendar, and the keyboard.

Let’s talk camera. This tiny piece of plastic holds incredible power over your perceived work ethic. A well-positioned webcam can create an entire personality. Slight upward angle? You’re assertive. Slight downward angle? You’re contemplative. Soft lighting and a fake bookshelf background? You’re obviously working on your second master’s degree in Thought Leadership and Business Empathy. Learn your angles. Practice your "intently listening" face in the mirror. Perfect the squint of someone who’s definitely reading a complicated spreadsheet, but who is also maybe going through an existential crisis. Bonus tip: If you wear headphones at all times, people assume you're always in a call, which is basically remote worker invisibility.

Next up: the calendar. Your calendar is no longer a tool—it’s a stage. A performance space. An alibi. Want to avoid a last-minute team sync about performance metrics? Oh no, looks like you’ve already got a “client alignment strategy block” during that exact time. So unfortunate. Fill your calendar with mysterious entries like “Deep Work Session,” “Creative Flow Time,” and “Cross-Team Synergy Alignment”—phrases that sound too vague to question but too important to skip. Don’t forget the most sacred of all remote calendar entries: “OOO - Dentist.” Nobody questions dental work. Ever.

And of course, the keyboard. The sound of productivity. The rapid clack-clack of keys is your modern-day war drum. Even if you’re just typing “asdfasdfasdf” or rewriting the same Slack message seventeen times to sound slightly more passive-aggressive, it sounds like you’re doing something urgent. Pro tip: Never stop typing during a meeting unless you're asked a direct question. The moment your hands are still, people might assume you’re idle—or worse—available.

Now, let’s address the guilt. It’s natural to feel a little bad at first, like you’re pulling off a long con. But let me ask you this: how many hours of your in-office life were spent standing near a broken printer, pretending to understand a spreadsheet someone emailed you, or Googling “how to look smart in meetings”? Exactly. You’re not lazy—you’re efficient. You’re conserving your energy for when it actually matters, like that big quarterly presentation that your manager will skim for 30 seconds before asking you to “add more color.” You’re reallocating your time from meaningless busywork to deeply important life tasks like hydrating, stretching, and watching a YouTube video titled “A raccoon eats grapes politely.”

And if you’re worried about your coworkers noticing, don’t be. Everyone else is doing the exact same thing. They’re just pretending to look busier than you are. One guy spends half his day adjusting his fake background so it doesn’t show his pile of unfolded laundry. Another has been on “mute” for three consecutive weeks. There’s a woman who’s been “uploading a big file” since February. The trick is to never be the most obvious slacker in the room. As long as someone else looks slightly more disengaged than you, you’re in the clear.

Let’s also talk about performance reviews for a moment. These are no longer based on hard metrics or deliverables. They are based on vibes. If you can create the aura of someone who is extremely committed—someone who says things like “looping in” and “piggybacking off that”—you are already winning. Bonus points if you send emails with bullet points. Triple points if you send one after 5:01 PM. Your manager will whisper, “Wow, such dedication,” while you’re sitting in the dark eating ice cream straight from the tub.

Before we move on, let’s make sure you’re truly ready to begin this journey. Is your laptop open, ideally surrounded by at least one coffee cup and two abandoned notebooks filled with doodles and half-written to-do lists? Is your Slack status set to something vague like “In Deep Focus Mode” or “Heads Down—Working on Deck”? Have you made a to-do list that’s mostly made up of things like “rearrange pens” and “open one work file, then immediately close it”?

If you answered yes to any of those, you’re already halfway there.

This isn’t just a chapter—it’s a calling. A movement. A new way of thinking. So welcome, my fellow illusionist. You are now initiated into the ancient, semi-professional art of doing less while appearing to do more. And remember: in the world of remote work, it's not about what you do—it's about how confidently you pretend to be doing it.

Now, let’s get into the good stuff. In the next chapter, we’ll explore how to turn your camera from a soul-sucking mirror of your own exhaustion into a powerful illusion generator. Prepare to weaponize your lighting, master the squint of confusion, and learn why wearing a headset even when you're not in a call is the smartest thing you’ll do all year.

Ready? Let’s Ctrl. Let’s Alt. Let’s Pretend.
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