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Let me describe a morning—maybe not yours exactly, but close enough that something will land.

You wake up. Not to anything in particular, just to the familiar pull of consciousness. You lie there for a moment, scrolling through what the day requires: Get the kids up. Make lunches. Answer emails. Meeting at ten. Groceries. Dinner. Bedtime routine. Tomorrow, repeat.

You get up and do all of it. You’re efficient. You smile at the right times. You answer “How are you?” with “Good, how are you?” and nobody notices anything wrong.

Because nothing is wrong. Not really. Not in any way you can point to.

And yet.

There’s this flatness. This sense of going through the motions, waiting for something—you don’t know what—to make you feel like yourself again. You look at your life, and it’s fine. Good, even, by most measures. Job, family, roof, food. No crisis. No catastrophe. Just this quiet emptiness where feeling should be.

You’re not depressed. You’ve read the checklist. You don’t feel hopeless. You’re not struggling to get out of bed (well, maybe some mornings). You’re not thinking about dying. You’re thinking about... nothing, really. That’s the problem. You’re not thinking or feeling much of anything.

You’re not anxious either—or at least, not in the classic racing-heart way. If anything, you’re the opposite. Muted. Dulled. Like someone turned down the volume on your whole inner life.

You wonder: Is this just being an adult? Is this just what it feels like to be responsible for too many things for too long? Is this exhaustion? Burnout? Depression in disguise? Or are you just being dramatic about what is, objectively, a perfectly fine existence?

Here’s what I want you to know: There’s a name for this.

What you’re experiencing is called languishing—a recognized psychological state that falls between depression and flourishing. It’s not a disorder. It’s not a diagnosis. It’s more like... a dimmer switch turned too low. You’re functioning, but you’re not thriving. You’re present, but you’re not alive.

Psychologist Corey Keyes first identified languishing in 2002, but the term exploded into public consciousness in 2021 when organizational psychologist Adam Grant wrote about it in the New York Times. That article became the most-read piece the Times published that year. Millions of people read it and thought: Oh. That’s me. That’s exactly what I’ve been feeling but couldn’t name.

The pandemic accelerated languishing for many of us—months of monotony, isolation, ambient dread, and disrupted routines left our emotional lives depleted in ways we’re still sorting out. But languishing existed long before COVID, and it persists long after. It’s the residue of chronic stress that never quite resolved. It’s the accumulation of too many demands and not enough restoration. It’s the slow erosion of engagement, connection, and meaning until one day you wake up and realize you’ve been running on autopilot for months.

This book is for everyone who feels that flatness and wonders what’s wrong with them.

I wrote it because I’ve lived it.

A few years ago, I was doing everything right—or at least everything that’s supposed to make a life work. I had a therapy practice I cared about, clients who valued me, a husband who loved me, two kids who needed me. I exercised. I ate vegetables. I had a gratitude practice. And I felt... nothing. Not sad. Not anxious. Just empty. I’d look at my kids and think “I love them” without actually feeling the love. I’d finish a workday and wonder if I’d helped anyone at all. I’d lie in bed at night with no thoughts, no feelings, just a vague sense of waiting for something to change.

It took me longer than I’d like to admit to recognize what was happening. I kept thinking I was tired. Or that I needed a vacation. Or that this was just what life felt like at 35 with young kids and too many responsibilities. I kept waiting to feel better without understanding that languishing doesn’t just pass on its own—you have to address it.

I tried everything I thought I was supposed to try. Gratitude journaling. More exercise. Better sleep hygiene. Positive affirmations. I read the self-help books and did the suggested practices and waited for them to work. They didn’t. The flatness persisted, and now I felt guilty about it too—because I had all the tools and still couldn’t feel anything.

What finally shifted wasn’t trying harder. It was understanding differently.

When I learned about Corey Keyes’ research on languishing—when I discovered that this was a recognized psychological state with specific characteristics and predictable causes—something unlocked. I wasn’t broken. I wasn’t failing at self-improvement. I was in a particular state that needed particular approaches, and the things I’d been trying weren’t matched to the problem.

Understanding changed my strategy. Instead of trying to force positive emotions (which doesn’t work), I focused on creating conditions where emotions could return naturally. Instead of adding more to my already-overloaded plate, I started with tiny shifts—micro-engagements, small connections, moments of meaning. Instead of demanding that I feel better immediately, I trusted a slow process of restoration.

It took time. Weeks of small efforts before I noticed real change. But the change came. The flatness lifted, not all at once, but gradually, in waves, until one day I realized I was laughing at something—really laughing—for the first time in months.

Eventually, I learned what I’ll share with you in this book: how to understand what’s happening beneath the surface, why the typical advice doesn’t help, and what actually does. Not quick fixes. Not 30-day challenges. Not another self-improvement project to add to your already-full plate. Just gentle, sustainable steps back toward feeling like yourself.

This book won’t ask you to overhaul your life. You’re already running on empty—the last thing you need is more demands. Instead, we’ll explore small shifts. Micro-engagements. Moments of genuine connection. Ways to find meaning without finding more obligations.

I should be clear about what this book is not:

This is not medical advice. Languishing and depression can look similar, and sometimes they overlap. If you’re experiencing persistent hopelessness, inability to function, thoughts of self-harm, or symptoms that significantly impair your daily life, please reach out to a mental health professional. This book is meant to supplement professional care, not replace it.

This is not toxic positivity in disguise. I’m not going to tell you to count your blessings or think your way to happiness. That approach doesn’t work for languishing, and frankly, it’s insulting. Your feelings—or lack of them—are valid.

This is not another thing to feel guilty about. You’re not languishing because you’re not trying hard enough or because you’re ungrateful for what you have. You’re languishing because you’re human, and being human is hard, and the world asks too much of us.

Here’s what this book is:

It’s permission to acknowledge that you’re not fine.

It’s understanding of why you feel this way.

It’s a gentle roadmap back to feeling something—anything—again.

We’ll start by naming the experience in full, so you recognize yourself in it. Then we’ll explore why the typical advice fails—and why that’s not your fault. We’ll dive into the science of languishing so you understand what’s happening in your brain and nervous system. And then we’ll move into the solution: a three-part framework focused on engagement, connection, and meaning.

I’m not promising transformation. I’m not promising you’ll wake up one morning feeling joyful and complete. What I’m promising is this: You can feel more alive than you feel right now. The path back is smaller and gentler than you think. And you’re not alone in this.

Take a breath. Let’s figure this out together.
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Part I: The Problem
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Chapter 1: The Blah Feeling Nobody Talks About
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If you’ve ever answered “How are you?” with “Fine!” while feeling absolutely nothing inside, this chapter is for you.
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