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			For Deepika, 
who ran every mile beside me and never let me forget 
there was a finish line worth caring about.

			And for Dhruv, 
who made me stop running long enough to see where I was.

		

	
		

		
			Part I

			The Ache

			(Why This Book Exists)

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 1 
The Year You Can’t Summarize

			How Corporate Comfort Becomes Corporate Numbness

			I was on a call with my friend Sahu in late 2023, both of us more than a decade deep into corporate life, when one of us asked a simple question—What did you do in 2022?

			Silence.

			Not the thoughtful kind, where someone is choosing which highlight to share first. The empty kind. The kind where two grown men with comfortable lives and senior titles at companies you’d recognize are staring at their screens, scrolling through mental fog, trying to locate a single distinguishing memory from an entire calendar year.

			We tried 2021. Same problem. 2020, okay, that one had a pandemic, so it gets a pass. But 2019? The year before the world stopped? Nothing. Just... a vague sense of having been employed.

			Here’s what made it worse. When I thought back to my twenties (the early career years, the messy years), I could narrate them like a film. I remembered the apartment with no furniture, the first time I saw the IBM Research campus tucked into the hills at Almaden, the disastrous recipe experiments, the nervous energy of job interviews in borrowed blazers. Those years had texture. They had scenes. The years after? They had calendars.

			

			That phone call cracked something open for me. Not because it revealed some grand truth, but because it revealed the most ordinary one: I had been sleepwalking through my own career. Not failing. Not suffering in any way that would make a good TED Talk. Just absent. Functioning at a very high level while slowly becoming a stranger to my own life.

			This book is about that realization, and everything that came after it.

			In the chapters ahead, I’ll show you how to regain agency: without quitting, without burning it down, and without becoming cynical.
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			Let me tell you what this book is not.

			It is not a book by a corporate guru. I don’t have a framework named after me. I have never spoken at Davos. The closest I’ve come to thought leadership is arguing about Splunk queries in Slack channels that have eleven members.

			This is also not a book about quitting your job to find yourself on a beach in Bali. If you can do that, genuinely, God bless. Go find yourself. Send a postcard. But this book is for the rest of us. The ones with mortgages and aging parents and H-1B visas and children who are, at this very moment, expecting to be fed dinner. Not impossible in theory. Impossible on a Tuesday.

			I wrote this book after spending more than a decade inside the machine (IBM Research, Adobe, Apple) and somewhere around year ten, looking up from my laptop and realizing I had optimized my entire existence for a performance review. I also figured out, slowly and with zero elegance, how to make corporate life worth living without burning it all down. What you’re holding is the field notes from that messy, ongoing, definitely-not-finished process.

			And before we go any further, let me say something that might seem surprising given everything I’ve just written: corporate life gave me almost everything I have.

			It gave me health insurance when my son was born. It gave me a visa that let me stay in a country I love. It gave me colleagues who became lifelong friends, mentors who changed my trajectory, and problems interesting enough to keep my brain engaged for a decade. It paid for the apartment where I burned the rice and the house where I installed the second TV.

			Corporate is not the villain of this story. Sleepwalking is. The machine isn’t broken. The way most of us interact with it is.

			This book is not about tearing the system down. It’s about learning to live inside it with your eyes open.

			If I manage to make even one person reading this feel a little less stuck, then writing it was worth it.
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			To understand how I ended up sleepwalking through my thirties, you need to understand how I sprinted into my twenties. And to understand that, you need to understand Varanasi, a city on the banks of the Ganges in northern India that is older than history and louder than reason.

			I grew up in Banaras (that’s what locals call Varanasi, the way New Yorkers say “the city”) in a middle-class family where the word “middle-class” did most of the heavy lifting in every major life decision. Childhood was wonderful in the way that childhoods are wonderful when nobody has yet told you to be strategic about your future. We were outside constantly. Playing cricket in streets that were definitely not designed for cricket. Getting magnificently bored during summer vacations, which is a luxury I didn’t appreciate at the time. Boredom was just the weather in the nineties, not a condition requiring an app.

			I had developed, in no particular order, a deep love of cricket, an inexplicable ability to sing Bollywood songs, and an encyclopedic knowledge of Hindi cinema that I owe entirely to my father. My dad was the kind of man who watched every film ever made and narrated it live. Not the plot. He’d tell you the name of the guy who played the police commissioner in the background of an Amitabh Bachchan scene. The character actor who later did one Hollywood film. The music director who had a falling out with the lyricist in 1983. I absorbed all of this the way other kids absorbed cartoons.

			By ninth grade, I was a reasonably good cricketer who could spend the entire day and night on the ground and never get bored. Senior college teams were paying me spare change to play in their tennis-ball cricket tournaments. I sang Bollywood songs at school functions. I was, by any honest measure, a reasonably talented kid with interests that had absolutely nothing to do with computer science.

			Remember that. It becomes relevant.
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			In India, and I suspect in most of the developing world, there is an invisible committee that makes your life decisions. It consists of your parents, your older siblings and, for reasons that remain unclear to me, your neighbors. This committee operates by majority voting and the kid in question does not get a ballot.

			When the time came in high school to choose between Science, Commerce, and Arts (you’ll notice these are presented in a very specific pecking order), the committee convened.

			I was in the top ten of my class. The verdict was unanimous: Science. The fact that I had no idea what Commerce or Arts even looked like was irrelevant. The fact that I had a genuine flair for performance and an eidetic memory for cinema was irrelevant. Smart kids took Science. That was the algorithm, and algorithms don’t care about your feelings.

			Twelfth grade came. Another crossroads. Engineering, Architecture, or Medical? The committee reconvened. Engineering. By majority vote. Unanimous. I believe my neighbor uncle cast the decisive vote while eating samosa on our veranda.

			Then came the branch selection. Let me guess. Computer Science? By a landslide. One hundred to zero. My siblings, my parents, and once again, the neighbors. I’m fairly certain someone’s cousin’s wife also weighed in. The motion carried. The candidate was not consulted.

			I want to pause here because this is funny, but it’s also the entire point of this chapter. Every critical decision of my early life, every fork in the road that shaped the trajectory of my career, my income, my geography, my identity, was made by other people. Not maliciously. With love, in fact.

			

			My parents wanted security for their children. In a country where the middle class lives one bad year away from slipping, security means a stable profession, and a stable profession means engineering, and engineering means Computer Science, because that’s where the money is.

			The logic was airtight. The logic was also completely disconnected from who I actually was.

			But I didn’t know that yet. How could I? I didn’t know who I was, either.
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			A brief word about my academic career, which was less a pursuit of knowledge and more an exercise in strategic laziness.

			I have an elder sister who was exactly one class ahead of me. God only knows what this does to a younger sibling’s study habits, but I can tell you what it did to mine: it destroyed them completely. Why would I pay attention in class when I had a live-in tutor who had already taken the same exam twelve months ago? My sister would come home, and I would materialize at her desk like a politely demanding ghost. She had her own homework. She had her own life. None of this concerned me. Her notes were my notes. Her textbook annotations were my study guide. I was, in hindsight, history’s most affectionate academic parasite.

			It worked. I hovered around the top ten consistently, and once, exactly once, I hit number one. I should disclose that this happened the semester our perennial topper transferred to another school. I will take the win regardless. A championship is a championship. Nobody puts an asterisk on the trophy.

			

			I also had what I now recognize as ADHD, though at the time it was just called “not paying attention.” Five minutes into any lecture, my eyes would drift to the window, to the fan, to the deeply fascinating crack in the ceiling. But I had developed a workaround early: I memorized my father’s Oxford Pocket Dictionary. The entire thing. Cover to cover. I could tell you the meaning of “abysmal” in fifth grade. This was not intellectual curiosity. This was a kid from a small town who had been made fun of for his English and decided the nuclear option was the appropriate response.
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			By the time I entered the corporate world at twenty-one, I had no knowledge of my own strengths, no understanding of what alternatives existed, and no experience making decisions for myself. I was a reasonably good cricketer and singer who had been packaged, by love and by circumstance, into a software engineer. I arrived at the train station of professional life and boarded the first coach that looked clean. I had no idea where it was going. I just knew everyone else was on it.

			And then I started running.

			I don’t mean this metaphorically at first
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