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The promotion came through on a Tuesday.

After three years of proving himself, late nights, missed weekends, playing the game exactly right—he got the email. Senior Vice President. He read it twice. Then a third time.

He waited for the feeling to arrive. The elation. The vindication. The moment where everything clicks into place and you finally feel like you’ve made it.

Instead, there was a hollow thud in his chest. A flatness where the fireworks should have been.

This is it?

That executive was me. Or it might as well have been. Because I’ve lived that moment, and I’ve coached dozens of people through it. The specific titles change—partner, director, CEO, bestselling author, marathon finisher, mortgage holder—but the experience is the same.

You work for something. You sacrifice for it. You build your life around getting it. And then you get it.

And you feel nothing.

Or worse: you feel empty. Lost. Guilty for not feeling grateful when you know you should be. Confused about why the thing that was supposed to change everything didn’t change anything at all.

If you’ve ever had that experience—if you’ve ever achieved exactly what you wanted and felt hollow instead of whole—this book is for you.

Here’s the thing: what you’re experiencing has a name. Psychologists call it the “arrival fallacy”—the illusion that once you reach a certain destination, you’ll finally be happy. It’s the “when I finally...” syndrome. When I finally get the promotion. When I finally lose the weight. When I finally buy the house. When I finally close the deal.

The fallacy is believing you’ll arrive at lasting satisfaction.

You won’t. Nobody does. And nobody warned you.

I didn’t figure this out through wisdom. I figured it out through pain.

In 2015, I was a Senior Associate at McKinsey & Company. I’d spent a decade climbing the consulting ladder—analyst, associate, engagement manager. I’d hit every milestone, collected every credential, earned the respect of people I respected. By any external measure, I had won.

I was also exhausted, divorced, and so disconnected from my own life that I couldn’t remember the last time I’d genuinely enjoyed anything. The chest pains my doctor called “stress-related” had become a weekly occurrence. I slept four hours a night and called it discipline. I traveled forty weeks a year and missed my daughter’s school play, her birthday party, and eventually her willingness to share anything with me at all.

The morning I got the news of my latest promotion, I felt exactly nothing. Not joy. Not even relief. Just a tired thought: Is this really it? Is this what I was running toward?

I sat in an airport lounge—I was always in an airport lounge—and something cracked. Not dramatically. Quietly. Like a fracture you don’t notice until you try to put weight on the bone.

Six weeks later, I quit. My colleagues thought I was crazy. My ex-wife thought it was a midlife crisis. My therapist thought it was long overdue.

I spent the next several years trying to understand what had happened. Not just to me, but to every high-achiever who reaches the mountaintop and finds it surprisingly empty. I read the research. I interviewed executives, entrepreneurs, athletes. I paid attention to my own patterns as I started building a new life.

This book is what I learned.

Let me be clear about what this book won’t do: it won’t tell you to stop achieving. It won’t preach about the dangers of ambition or suggest you should embrace mediocrity. That’s not my message, and honestly, that kind of advice has never helped anyone. If you’re the kind of person who picked up a book called “Is This It?” you’re not going to be satisfied with “just be grateful for what you have.”

What I will do is give you a different relationship with achievement. One where you can still set goals, still push yourself, still build something meaningful—without needing the next win to feel whole. Where achievement is a byproduct of a well-lived life, not the desperate attempt to fill a void that achievement can never fill.

Because here’s the truth that took me years to understand: the problem isn’t what you’ve achieved. The problem is what you expected achievement to give you.

Once you understand that, everything changes.

Let’s get into it.
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Part I: The Problem


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Crash After the Win

[image: ]




Michael Phelps won 23 Olympic gold medals—more than any athlete in history.

After the 2012 London Games, where he added four more golds to his unprecedented collection, he sank into a depression so severe he didn’t want to be alive. He describes sitting alone in his bedroom for three to five days at a time, not eating, barely sleeping, contemplating whether life was worth living.

He had achieved everything an athlete could possibly achieve. And it nearly destroyed him.

“I thought of myself as just a swimmer,” Phelps said later. “And when that was gone, I didn’t know who I was.”

This is the story nobody tells you about achievement.

We hear about the medal. The celebration. The endorsement deals. We see the podium photos, the champagne, the interviews where athletes say it was all worth it. We don’t hear about the crash that comes after. The emptiness. The “now what?” that echoes through the days following a major win.

But the crash is predictable. It’s not a personal failing. It’s not ingratitude or weakness or some character flaw that makes you uniquely unable to appreciate what you have.

It’s how the brain works. And if nobody warned you, let me be the first.

The Achievement Hangover

Post-achievement emptiness looks different for different people, but the patterns are remarkably consistent:

A flatness where excitement should be. You got the thing, and instead of feeling alive, you feel nothing. The champagne tastes flat. The congratulations ring hollow. You smile and say thank you and wonder when the real feeling is going to show up.
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