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                  “Either Adam will end up in jail, or he’ll become a millionaire.”

            —Adam Neumann’s high school driving instructor

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         ON THE MORNING of April 12, 2019, Adam Neumann welcomed me into his office for one of the final interviews he would give as the cofounder and CEO of WeWork. Visitors to Adam’s office over the years, as WeWork moved from one headquarters to another, were often struck by the fact that as his company got better at squeezing workers into ever-smaller spaces, Neumann’s personal office kept getting bigger and bigger. He no longer had the punching bag, the gong, or the bar that occupied his previous suite, but this version had a private bathroom with a sauna and a cold-plunge tub. As we sat down at a round table so large it wouldn’t fit inside many of the glass-walled cubicles for which WeWork had become known, Neumann apologized for the fact that his time was limited. “It’s hard in a short time to get to know someone,” he told me. “And to authentically describe truth.”

         Neumann had been running late, as he often was, which gave me time to survey the main floor of WeWork’s headquarters, a workday playland at the top of a six-story building in New York City. It was late morning, and a barista was serving a second helping of caffeine to WeWork employees and their smiling visitors—refugees from stale offices elsewhere in the city. A large foyer was filled with couches and low-slung lounge chairs upholstered in bright primary colors, foosball and bumper-pool tables, and three flat-top arcade machines where pairs of employees were taking meetings.

         Beneath a kitchen canopy draped with hanging plants, several water coolers were stuffed with a rotating orchard of fruit—watermelon, pineapple, cantaloupe—and a dozen taps serving beer, cider, cold brew, seltzer, Merlot, Pinot Grigio, and kombuchas, plural. A placard helpfully explained to the company’s fresh-faced workforce, where thirty-year-olds felt like senior citizens, that tilting your glass while dispensing a beer would lead to a smoother pour. The kitchen was flanked on one side by a series of restaurant-style booths, for casual meetings, and on the other by several long tables with no assigned seats. Each position had a sensor allowing any WeWorker to digitally mark that territory as his or hers for the day.

         This was a version of the offices WeWork operated in more than four hundred locations around the world. People seemed to be getting work done, but it was hard to tell. The whole floor was crowded and noisy. The speaker system loudly played Lenny Kravitz’s “Fly Away.” A sign advertised a happy hour celebrating the final season of Game of Thrones.

         When Neumann appeared, he strode into the room from the back of the sixth floor past the long tables where a few dozen of his employees worked on laptops. At six feet five inches, he towered over the trio of businessmen he was escorting to the exit, along with everyone else in the room. Neumann had come to induce fear in many of the WeWork executives who worked most closely with him, and caution among those wary of his ambition. But to many others—the employees inspired by his motivational speeches, the landlords who happily fed his insatiable appetite for real estate, the investors eager to latch themselves onto the next rocket ship—Neumann had become a millennial prophet for a new way of working and living, brushing back his flowing dark hair as he dispensed koans and made bombastic proclamations that somehow came true.

         WeWork’s core business was simple. It leased space, cut it up, and rented out each slice with an upcharge for hip design, flexibility, and regular happy hours. Other companies had risen, and in many cases fallen, by offering more or less the same service, which amounted to a straightforward arbitrage: lease long, rent short, and collect the margin. What separated Neumann’s company was not only the impressive amount of physical space it occupied, with locations across thirty countries and counting, but also the grandeur of Neumann’s vision for what the company would become. He had long resisted the obvious—that WeWork was a real estate leasing company—insisting that it was anything but: it was a tech start-up, a social network, a “community company,” an organization bent on reshaping society. “We are here in order to change the world,” Neumann once said. “Nothing less than that interests me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         IN THE NINE YEARS since WeWork’s founding, practically every New York landlord, investor, and industry titan could tell a personal story about Neumann punctuating a business meeting with tequila shots. When we met, Neumann was wearing sneakers, black jeans, and a gray T-shirt—a study in nonchalance—and asked one of his assistants for hot water with lemon and ginger. He was still five months from the swift and sudden events that would find him walking the streets of New York barefoot, trying to maintain control of his company in the middle of the most humiliating attempt at a public offering in American business history, followed by his ouster with what appeared to be a billion-dollar exit package that fell apart once the world became a place where the last thing anyone wanted was high-density office space.

         If Neumann sensed that the seeds of his demise had already been planted and were beginning to sprout, he showed no fear. “Our trajectory looks like Amazon’s,” Neumann told me, with a Magic 8 Ball resting behind him on his desk. “Except our market is larger and our growth is faster.”

         The boast was one Neumann had repeated many times, but he had a way of delivering canned lines with an enthusiasm that made each one feel handcrafted for its recipient. By 2019, every hyperambitious start-up founder—was there now any other kind?—presented his or her business as having the makings of a world-changing global behemoth. But it took a special kind of hubris to claim you would one day stare down Jeff Bezos in the rearview mirror. “Think of the stage that we’re in as the books for Amazon,” he said. “They used books to enter into the Everything Store. We used the work mission to enter into a larger category.” What category was that? “The larger category of life.” WeWork had just announced a new location in Johannesburg, putting the company on its sixth continent. “We’re not going to Africa because we think that’s a huge growth opportunity,” Neumann told me. He described the decision to open in South Africa as a duty, given what he says he knew about “how we affect the GDP, how we affect employment.”

         Claiming an ability to bend entire economies to his will was a bold declaration for an entrepreneur just shy of his fortieth birthday. But Neumann had reason to feel confident. WeWork had become the largest office tenant in New York City, and second in London only to Her Majesty’s Government. The company had tapped into a desire, especially strong among young workers, for an in-office experience more fulfilling than the one their parents’ cubicles offered. The company’s revenue had more or less doubled every year for a decade, and Neumann had raised more than $11 billion of investment capital. The vast majority came from Masayoshi Son, the founder of SoftBank, a Japanese technology conglomerate, and one of the few executives in the world whose ambition exceeded Neumann’s. Son had first invested in WeWork in 2017, partly through the Vision Fund, a $100 billion venture capital bazooka funded primarily by the Saudi Arabian government. He spent the final years of the 2010s investing previously unimaginable amounts of venture capital in an attempt to reshape a range of industries around the globe: $7.7 billion for Uber, $300 million for a dog-walking app, $375 million for pizza-making robots. Son had judged WeWork, and in particular Neumann, as uniquely capable of disrupting the roughly $200 trillion global real estate market. In January 2019, a few months before I sat down with Neumann, SoftBank had invested again, boosting WeWork’s theoretical value to $47 billion and making it the second most valuable private start-up in America. WeWork bought Lord & Taylor’s flagship Manhattan department store with plans to make it the company’s next headquarters—a metaphor for the economic shifts of the 2010s: an old-world institution gobbled up by a fresh-faced newcomer fueled by Middle Eastern oil money, a sheen of technological disruption, and an impulse toward empire.

         In his office, Neumann pulled out the pitch deck that he and his WeWork cofounder, Miguel McKelvey, had made in 2009, before WeWork opened its first space. The document imagined a variety of We-branded business lines: WeBank, WeSail, and so on. “This is clarity,” Neumann said of his early vision. A few months before we spoke, WeWork had rebranded as the We Company, with three separate business lines—WeWork, WeLive, and WeGrow—under the banner of a new mission statement: “To elevate the world’s consciousness.” I told Neumann that when I shared the slogan with others, their first reaction was often to ask, What does that even mean? “That’s a good thing,” he said. “If they say, ‘What does that mean?’ it’s a conversation topic. We’re already there!” He said that each branch of the company aimed to make the world a better place—while making plenty of money in the process. WeWork’s mission was to help people “make a life and not just a living.” He believed that WeLive, which rented out microapartments with large communal spaces, could mitigate increases in loneliness and suicide so that “no one ever feels alone.” WeGrow, the newest venture, was an elementary school run by his wife, Rebekah, with an annual tuition of up to $42,000 and a goal of “unleashing every person’s superpower.”

         I asked Neumann what his superpower was. “Change,” he said. “It’s the best superpower to have.” He said that this ability gave him “access to all superpowers,” and asked if I had seen the TV show Heroes, which aired its final season on NBC in 2010, just as WeWork was launching. The show featured a cast of ordinary people who found themselves suddenly endowed with various powers: telepathy, precognition, the ability to fly. Neumann self-identified with one character in particular. “There was one that was very strong,” he said. “He had the ability to have all superpowers.” The show in fact had two characters with this particular gift. Sylar, a serial killer, takes on the powers of people he murders. Peter Petrelli, the show’s protagonist, absorbs the powers of those around him, becoming so strong at one point that the energy building inside him nearly blows up New York City.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “WHAT’S YOUR INTENTION when you came here today?” Neumann asked me toward the end of our interview. “Are you looking for good? Bad?” I had spent the latter half of the 2010s as a staff writer at New York magazine, exploring the increasingly warped start-up economy. I wrote about a rap lyrics website aspiring to “annotate the internet”; about Vice, a punk magazine looking to become “the new CNN”; and about Uber, the ride-sharing company that insisted it was much more than that. I visited Uber’s headquarters in the spring of 2017, just as Travis Kalanick was being chastened for recklessness in the rabid pursuit of global domination. It felt as if most start-ups could think of no other worthy goal, and now an office-management company in New York City was deploying the same bravado as the new class of world-altering tech companies emerging from Silicon Valley.

         WeWork seemed to capture both the early hope of the 2010s and the fractures forming as it came to a close. The company promised community to post-recession millennials entering the workforce with Obama-era ideals—Yes, we can. Neumann himself had been a college dropout, an immigrant on the verge of being forced to leave the country, and a failed entrepreneur. Yet through a mix of grit, luck, charm, ruthlessness, impeccable timing, and chutzpah, he had become, on paper, one of the world’s wealthiest people—a bipartisan American hero. He mixed spirituality and business more intimately than any other entrepreneur, at a time when the line separating the two became especially blurry, and the world was embracing a new generation of messianic start-up founders who emerged in the wake of Steve Jobs’s death, in 2011. “The past ten years was the decade of ‘I,’” Neumann said then, passing the torch to himself. “This decade is the decade of ‘We.’”

         As the Obama era faded, Neumann watched his friend Jared Kushner, whom he met as a boyish New York landlord, follow his father-in-law to the White House. Hyperbole, autocratic leadership, and a disconnect from reality were suddenly assets on the path to power. Neumann attached himself and his company to the fire hose of cheap capital that washed over entrepreneurs willing to take giant risks, enabling new fortunes to be made on little more than ambition and an insistence that your company was harnessing the power of technology—no need to say exactly which one—to disrupt a new industry. Elizabeth Holmes, another once-lauded start-up founder, was revealed to be a fraudster who promised something her company, Theranos, couldn’t deliver. Spreadsheets were out; megalomania was in.

         For all of WeWork’s success, its employees had followed the Theranos story with a growing sense of unease as cracks began to appear in WeWork’s ever-optimistic narrative. SoftBank’s investment was gargantuan by any measure, but Masayoshi Son, Neumann’s chief advocate and business mentor, had backed out of an even larger deal at the end of 2018, as the blistering economy of the previous decade showed signs of quavering. Neumann’s company spent so much money expanding around the world in 2018 that it lost nearly $2 billion, and even his employees didn’t know exactly what it meant to say that they were now trying to elevate the world’s consciousness. Neumann had been racing against time for the past decade, riding the longest economic expansion in American history while telling anyone who questioned his risky growth strategy that he wasn’t playing by traditional business rules: he had launched WeWork on the heels of the Great Recession, and his goal was to become the kind of institution deemed Too Big to Fail before the next one arrived.

         Now, in the decade’s final turn, he was racing to the finish line. WeWork was running out of money. Neumann had tapped out the world of private capital and racked up hundreds of millions of dollars in debt. He was preparing to take WeWork public: the only viable path to continue its growth, as well as an opportunity to cash in on what he and others at WeWork had built. Neumann had played the post-recession economy to perfection. The challenge, as his company’s stock market debut loomed, was whether he could get out in time.

         “Before you ask, let’s set an intention,” Neumann told me in his office, when I started to pose a final question. “Ask a question that has an opportunity to give something to your readers that could make them grow. And maybe take a second to think.” I paused and thought about something that had been bothering me. As WeWork snatched up real estate and expanded into various categories of life, the community Neumann was building seemed to be an insular one that excluded rather than embraced the rest of the world. He liked to call WeWork a “physical social network,” in homage to the tech companies he hoped to emulate, but those companies had begun the decade as paragons of a new era only to reveal themselves to be doing as much harm as good. I asked Neumann if he worried that he was building a dystopian WeWorld separate from everything around it, benefiting a few, like him, to the detriment of everyone else. “It’s a good question, so you did very well under pressure,” Neumann said. He believed that his company was positioned to bring about positive change. “Instead of thinking of it as a WeWorld, let’s just think of Powered by We,” he said. “Think of it as what we call internally a WeOS. An operating system that makes work better, living better.” He wanted to share a new company ethos that he said would define the year ahead: “We are captivated by the limitless potential of We.”

         Neumann got up to walk me to the door. “I saw you change as we were talking, just so you know,” he said, standing over me. “You took in what I said about the fact that you could set an intention. It doesn’t mean you’re not going to find things that are problematic.” He said that if I had any other questions as I spent more time looking into his company, he would happily talk with me again. “We’re getting to know each other, and I hope we have a long relationship,” Neumann said. “I’m planning to be here for some time.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Capitalist Kibbutz

         

         WHEN ADAM NEUMANN was a teenager and still living with his mother and sister in Israel, he started taking lessons from a driving instructor. The Neumanns had bounced around for much of Adam’s childhood—he lived in thirteen different places before he got to New York, at age twenty-two—and like any teenager longing for some sense of control over his fate, a car offered as much ownership as one could hope for. His mother, Avivit, spent some time teaching Adam the basics on quiet desert roads just east of the Gaza Strip. But toward the end of high school, Adam enrolled in classes with Arie Eigenfeld, who taught driver’s ed in Kfar Saba, a town just north of Tel Aviv where the Neumanns had settled.

         Eigenfeld didn’t need long to recognize that Adam stood out among his peers. He had transferred to the school in eleventh grade, and his classmates remember him as being shy on the first day but never again after that. He wore his hair long, made casual conversation with teachers, and dated older students. More than twenty years later, one of his classmates can still remember Adam walking down the hallway past a group of girls who turned their heads in unison to follow his trail. Arie Eigenfeld liked Adam, too, but worried that he might be too charming for his own good. After watching Adam, with his hands at the wheel of a fast-moving vehicle, Eigenfeld declared at the time that he saw only two paths for Neumann. “Either Adam will end up in jail,” Eigenfeld said, “or he’ll become a millionaire.”

         Adam was not born with his high school confidence. He was the child of two doctors, Avivit and Doron Neumann, who met in medical school at Ben-Gurion University. Avivit became an oncologist, while Doron went into ophthalmology. They married in 1978, and a year later, when Avivit was twenty-two, she gave birth to Adam in the desert city of Beersheba. Adam found his hometown so unremarkable that, years later, when WeWork employees suggested the company open one of its offices there, he objected. Beersheba, Adam said, was “a dump.”

         Adam endured what he often described as a difficult upbringing. (His great-grandfather emigrated from Poland to Israel in 1934 but failed to persuade his ten brothers and sisters to join him before it was too late.) The Neumanns moved from one small desert town to another, then to the suburbs of Tel Aviv, a nomadic life that forced Adam to break into strange communities as the new kid again and again. He was an indifferent student, and no one noticed that he was dyslexic until second grade, when his grandmother took him to lunch and realized he couldn’t read the menu. He had become skilled at fooling his teachers and coaxing others to do what he needed. His parents, meanwhile, were distracted by struggles in their marriage, and Adam had a strained relationship with both of them. Avivit often brought Adam and his younger sister, Adi, to the cancer ward where she worked. “He always saw people suffering,” Avivit later told an Israeli publication. “I didn’t conceal suffering from them.” The long hours at the hospital could be exhausting, and one night after work, Avivit was reading the tale of Snow White as a bedtime story to her daughter when she blurted out, “Snow White had growth in her liver and went to hospice.”

         Two weeks before their tenth wedding anniversary, Avivit and Doron got divorced. Adam later described this as the hardest moment of his life. He grew bitter toward his mother as she dragged Adam and Adi to more new homes. Soon after the divorce, the three Neumanns moved to Indianapolis, where Avivit finished her medical residency. Adam struggled to adapt again, this time to a new country where he didn’t speak the language—the American government chopped off the last n from the family surname—at an already difficult juncture. “He fell apart,” Avivit said of her son.

         In Indianapolis, Avivit took Adam to see a child psychiatrist, who handed him a glittery wand. Adam had been asking his mother when she would reconcile with Doron. “Wave it around your parents three times, and they’ll get back together,” the doctor said. Adam told him that he didn’t believe in magic. If that was the case, the psychiatrist said, why was he still clinging to a fantasy? “We went for eight sessions, and I got a brand-new kid—no drugs required,” Avivit said later. But the Neumanns were unhappy in Indianapolis, living on Avivit’s meager salary. Adam started working a newspaper route and insisted on giving half his earnings to his mother, to cover his share of the rent.

         After two years in Indiana, the Neumanns moved back to Israel in 1990, settling in a small town called Nir Am, a mile from the Gaza Strip, in a rocky desert lined with date palms and pomegranate trees. Nir Am is a kibbutz, one of the utopian communities that had sprung up in Israel over the preceding decades, initially defining themselves through a mixture of socialism and Zionism as part of an effort to build self-sustaining communities across the country. Kibbutzniks share both child-rearing duties and professional responsibilities, working different jobs for the same salary.

         Even in a more egalitarian setting, Adam struggled to make friends. Most kids on the kibbutz had lived there since birth, and Adam was bullied when he first arrived. One early attempt at fitting in was foiled when he invited several kids to watch a movie on the Neumanns’ VCR only to arrive home and find that his mother had taken the device to the hospital to entertain one of her cancer patients.

         Adam would eventually look back fondly at his time on the kibbutz. He made friends and grew into the kind of teenager residents recall wearing his hair in a ponytail and breaking into the kibbutz swimming pool to go skinny dipping. But he would also claim to recognize something rotten at the core of Nir Am’s utopian idealism. There were crops to till, citrus groves to pick, and dairy cows to milk, but the primary industry was a silverware factory. Adam observed that one man worked grueling sixteen-hour days running the factory that kept the kibbutz afloat while another man only had to spend half as much time taking care of the kibbutz garden. “I knew that they both made the same amount of money,” Adam said later. “And it never made sense.” Having lived a disjointed life, marked by divorce, displacement, and a perpetual sense of feeling left out, he had finally discovered a community that filled some of those gaps only to find it lacking. The Neumanns spent just a few years at Nir Am, but when Adam began building WeWork, he said that he had learned some foundational lessons from his time there. WeWork would be “a capitalist kibbutz,” he said. “On the one hand, community. On the other hand, you eat what you kill.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         AFTER HIGH SCHOOL, Adam surprised his classmates by enrolling in the Israeli Naval Academy, an officer training program that typically requires at least six years of military service rather than the usual three. Adam’s fellow cadets remember him as a talented sailor who seemed to treat officer school as a game, bucking protocol to do whatever he wanted. One of them recalled Adam being reprimanded after giving an unauthorized TV interview with his sister, who had won a national modeling competition that made her famous and turned Adam into a mini-celebrity by proxy. “Every system should have an Adam,” one of Neumann’s fellow officers said. “It makes life more interesting.”

         Adam graduated officer school and served on a missile boat stationed in Haifa, but he left before his full term of service was up. He later described his navy career in varying terms depending on his audience, telling early WeWork employees he was a flunky who applied for submarine duty despite his height, while boasting to a friend, over drinks at a chic bar in the West Village, that he had been in command of a warship in the Persian Gulf.

         Among the virtues of moving to New York: you can tell your story however you want. Adi had moved to the city to pursue modeling and called every now and then to implore Adam to join her. He arrived in Manhattan shortly after 9/11, with little idea what he wanted to do. Adi had already built a successful career as a model, appearing on the cover of Russian Vogue and Elle Spain. She rented a fifteenth-floor apartment at the top of a building in Tribeca, ten blocks north of Ground Zero, and let her older brother move in rent-free. Adam’s grandmother covered his tuition at Baruch College, in Manhattan, where he enrolled as a twenty-two-year-old freshman.

         Adam arrived in New York eager to build a new life while adjusting to a different culture yet again. One New York friend didn’t know what to think when Adam walked barefoot down St. Marks Place, the bohemian strip in the East Village, to buy a marijuana pipe from a hookah shop. Adam hated the fact that no one made conversation on the elevator in the Neumann’s apartment building; an Israeli wouldn’t hesitate to simply knock on his neighbor’s door if he needed something, but Adam hardly knew any of his new neighbors. “Is this an American thing, or do people really not want to talk?” he asked his sister. Adi tried to explain that sometimes people just want a little peace and quiet at the end of the day, but Adam wouldn’t have it. He persuaded his sister to take part in a competition. For a month, they would try to befriend as many neighbors as they could, as measured by their ability to comfortably knock on someone’s door for a cup of coffee or something stronger. Adi won—“She was a supermodel,” Adam said, explaining her advantage—but her brother claimed victory. The building became friendlier. Tenants threw welcome parties for new neighbors and sent people off with gifts when they left.

         The contest gave Adam an idea. At Baruch, he was part of the first class of undergraduates to be offered courses in a newly popular field: entrepreneurship. Adam decided to enter a start-up competition at school, pitching the idea of a real estate company that would operate communal apartment buildings designed to bring people out of their units and into shared common spaces. He lost in the first round when a professor deemed the idea impractical: even if Adam could figure out how to coax people into giving up their personal space, the professor said, he could never get enough money to disrupt the residential real estate market in New York City.

         Adam still wasn’t much for schoolwork, but he embraced New York as a living classroom for practicing the art of negotiation on bouncers and by “hitting on every girl in the city,” as he later put it. (Much of his course work, Adam said, focused on “women’s studies.”) The Neumanns made for an attractive duo in the bars and clubs of New York, where Adi’s modeling success earned them entry into fashion shows and appearances in society-page photographs. Religion had never been a big part of the Neumanns’ life in Israel, but Adam and his sister joined SoHo Synagogue, a religiously inclined social club that aimed to become “the world’s first-ever lounge-themed sanctuary” by catering to a young and hip crowd. (Its contact form offered an age range from twenty-one to thirty-eight.) The Neumanns’ Tribeca apartment became a gathering point for a clique of young Israelis on the make, with attractive people coming and going on their way to and from a good night out.

         But the apartment and the reputation were largely Adi’s, and Adam was still figuring out how to establish a presence apart from his younger sister. He told some acquaintances that he might try modeling, but what he cultivated most was an image as someone always there at the end of the night, boasting about how he intended to fulfill his driving instructor’s prophecy and get rich—or despairing about how broke he was and would always be.

         Over time, the partying grew old. Adam started to wake up after a night out with a sick feeling in his stomach that was different from a hangover. Two years after Adam moved to New York, a friend visiting from Israel surveyed Adam’s life and asked whether it was enjoyable enough to compensate for leaving his family and country behind. Adam woke up the next morning and decided to make a change. He decided to start his first business.

         
            *  *  *

         

         IN THE MID-2000S, a new economy was emerging from the wreckage of both 9/11 and the dot-com crash that scarred the beginning of the decade. YouTube was beginning to stream videos, and Baruch College students were being invited to sign up for Facebook. In this environment, Adam decided that the most promising business he could start would be manufacturing high-heeled women’s shoes that transformed into flats. The idea was to allow someone like his sister, and the subjects of his women’s studies fieldwork, to walk to and from auditions without stumbling across the cobblestone streets of Tribeca. He later described the concept as “Hunger Games meets Sex and the City,” but the actual shoe leaned more toward the former. When the first sample arrived, its collapsible mechanism kicked in so sharply that it nearly sliced a finger off one of his employees.

         Adam spent a month stewing and thinking about what had gone wrong with his “very dangerous shoes.” During a night out with friends, one of them jokingly asked why baby clothes didn’t have knee pads. Wasn’t it painful to crawl across hardwood floors? The next morning, Adam registered a trademark for a new company called Krawlers, replacing the c with a k, “for extra coolness,” he later said. He came up with a tagline: “Just because they don’t tell you, doesn’t mean they don’t hurt.”

         Adam threw himself into Krawlers, working out of Adi’s Tribeca apartment, with a seed investment of $100,000 from his grandmother. (Adi herself invested several thousand more.) His Baruch classmates were skeptical, but he persuaded one of his professors to fly to China and help source a supply chain. They found a willing manufacturer, but the samples arrived in disarray. The buttons were sharp and had a tendency to stab; the legs were long and baggy, with knee pads the size of oven mitts. As he pitched the product, experienced retailers, not to mention anyone who had ever cared for a child, weren’t certain that knee pads were necessary to service the few months that babies spent crawling. But Adam already had a reputation at Baruch as a skilled presenter, and he was something of a unicorn in his chosen industry—a single, childless twenty-something man with a table at the baby clothes trade show, where people lined up to hear his pitch: “My generation will not accept our babies crawling on the floor with their knees hurting!”

         Adam later made narrative hay out of his Krawlers experience—a charming story about a young entrepreneur with a harebrained idea. But he took the business seriously, pivoting from knee pads to a wider range of baby clothes. As he finished up his final semester at Baruch, Krawlers was large enough to have several employees. But for all his charisma, Adam struggled to close deals, not to mention make payroll. “I was doing about $2 million in sales,” he said later. “And $3 million in expenses.” The stress had him smoking two packs of cigarettes a day. Ravenously competitive and fearful of another failure, he decided that Krawlers needed his full attention. It was time to double down. Adam dropped out of Baruch just a few credits short of graduating, upsetting his grandmother, and prompting his own employees to tell him he was being a fool.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ONE DAY IN 2007, Stella Templo was sitting in her office at Spar & Bernstein, a Manhattan law firm that specialized in immigration work, when a coworker stormed in. Templo and her colleagues were used to dealing with people in their most desperate moments, but a potential client who had come in that morning was talking so frantically that Templo’s coworker could barely understand what he was saying. She offered to buy Templo lunch if she would take the client off her hands.

         “You can’t smoke inside, can you?” Adam said to Templo as he settled into her office. Templo tried to keep up as Adam explained his situation. He had come to New York on a student visa hoping to get rich in America, then go back home to Israel, but he hadn’t done the former and wasn’t prepared to do the latter. He had dropped out of college to run his baby clothes business, and his visa was expiring. He had already consulted several other immigration attorneys in the city, none of whom offered much hope. If he couldn’t figure out a solution, and fast, he would have to leave the country.

         Templo found the conversation exhausting and difficult to follow, but there was also something appealing about Neumann’s manic energy. He was fun to talk to, even if she wasn’t sure what to take seriously. When Templo asked what Adam wanted to do, he replied instantly that he hoped to leave a positive impact on the world.

         Templo laughed. Didn’t Adam just say that he ran a baby clothes company?

         Adam admitted that his current occupation wasn’t the most likely path to making a difference, but he thought it might be the start of something. “Would I want to be prime minister of Israel?” Adam said. “Maybe.”

         Templo ran Adam through his options. He wasn’t an ambassador, and he wasn’t going back to school. He had recently started dating an American, but they weren’t rushing into a green card situation. Eventually, Templo arrived at the O-1A, a visa reserved for “individuals with an extraordinary ability in the sciences, education, business, or athletics.” It was meant for people in the top 1 percent of their fields, Templo explained; the paraplegic race-car driver she had recently helped could claim to be the world’s best paraplegic race-car driver because he was the only one. As Templo put it, “A Nobel Prize gets you in.” Adam, meanwhile, was a dropout selling onesies.

         “I don’t even know if you believe you’re extraordinary,” Templo told Adam as he fidgeted in her office, still desperate to get outside for a cigarette.

         “Right now,” Adam said, “I’m not sure, either.”

         Templo got to work on the application. (She gave several pairs of Krawlers to her sister, who had recently given birth, and received an unhelpful review: “A baby could never even fit into this.”) When she asked Adam to drum up letters of support, he sent recommendations from his Baruch professors, the operator of a baby clothes trade show, and Susan Lazar, his new business partner. Lazar was a fashion designer who had shut down her successful clothing line in 2000. (Lauryn Hill, the R&B singer, was such a fan that she bought out the denim from Lazar’s warehouse when it closed.) A year later, Lazar launched Egg, a high-end baby clothes brand that sold a cashmere onesie and matching hat for $195. Neumann met Lazar through a mutual rabbi at SoHo Synagogue, and while Krawlers and Egg covered different markets, they started talking about how they could work together. Celebrities bought Lazar’s clothes from Manhattan boutiques, but she didn’t know how to expand the brand; Adam’s product left much to be desired, but he knew how to make a pitch. They decided to combine Krawlers and Egg under a parent company called Big Tent.

         To save money, Adam moved the company to Dumbo, a gentrifying neighborhood just across the bridge from Manhattan. The rent was cheap, and it afforded Adam a private office while his employees handled the merchandise in another room. At the time, he didn’t talk much with his staff about making an impact on the world; he seemed more focused on establishing his place in it, and boosting his company’s bottom line. Adam liked to walk into the room where his employees stuffed boxes and tally up the dollar value of every shipment going out the door. When one employee asked him what parent would pay $400 for a baby-size leather jacket, Adam replied that moms and dads weren’t the audience. “These are ‘Granny Grabbers,’” he said. “No parent would buy this, but every grandparent will spoil their grandchild.”

         To keep the business growing, Adam needed to raise money. Adi had recently started dating Nathaniel Rothschild, an heir to his family’s fortune who was also a partner at a hedge fund. Adam eventually scored a meeting with Rothschild, who didn’t typically invest in baby clothes companies, but agreed to throw in several hundred thousand dollars.

         By early 2008, Templo’s application had worked. Adam could stay. His clothes were available in hundreds of stores, mostly mom-and-pop boutiques, all around the country. But as the recession hit, even grandparents reined in their spending. “We are already noticing the tough economic times,” Adam told Women’s Wear Daily in early 2008. (The company got a brief bump later that year when Sarah Palin appeared at the Republican National Convention with her youngest son, Trig, wearing a $60 blue-striped Egg romper.) Adam had burned through the initial investments from his family and was making his way through the Rothschild money. His hands shook constantly from all the cigarettes. Desperate for cash, Adam decided to rent part of his Brooklyn office space to another company, becoming a landlord for the very first time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         ON A HOT New York evening, while still puzzling over what to do with his baby clothes business, Adam arrived at Rebekah Paltrow’s apartment in the East Village, sweating from a bike ride across Manhattan. He was there to pick Rebekah up for their first date. The pair had been set up by Andrew Finkelstein, a college friend of Rebekah’s who had met Adam at a party. Adam was twenty-eight with a reputation as a playboy; Rebekah was a year older and hadn’t seriously dated anyone in six years. After attempting to make it in Hollywood like her cousin Gwyneth Paltrow, the actress, Rebekah had moved back east and spent a month at Omega, a retreat center outside New York, to become certified as a Jivamukti yoga instructor. “My intention when I met him,” she said later of Adam, “was just, ‘How do we expand this good vibration to the planet?’”

         The couple’s first moments were tense. “You, my friend, are full of shit,” Rebekah told Adam on their first date. “Every single word that comes out of your mouth is fake.” Adam was brimming with confidence yet couldn’t afford to pick her up in a taxi and didn’t offer to pay for their meals. He talked constantly about money, a sure sign that he didn’t have any.

         “You’re obviously broke,” Rebekah told him.

         “I’m not broke,” Adam said. “I’m an entrepreneur.”

         Rebekah responded that her father had been an entrepreneur but still managed to make sure she ate. Adam clearly didn’t care about baby clothes and wasn’t all that good at selling them. Maybe he was just in the wrong business.

         Adam would later refer to meeting Rebekah as a transformational event. “Rebekah and I are cofounders in life,” he told me. No one had ever held Adam to account in the way Rebekah had, and he started to think she might be right. He was a big talker with little to show for it. Rebekah, meanwhile, saw a potential in Adam she couldn’t easily describe. “There was an energy between us that felt like it was larger than just the two of us,” she said later. Adam might be full of shit, but their first date seemed like a moment when time stopped, and she could see into their future together. After just a few months of dating, they got engaged. Adam later cited Rebekah as his inspiration to leave baby clothes behind in search of something more. “I knew that there was no ceiling on his potential—or on our potential together,” Rebekah said. “I just knew that he was going to be the man that was going to, hopefully, help save the world.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Green Desk

         

         “I’VE BEEN THINKING a lot about the future,” Miguel McKelvey wrote to his mother in a postcard from Greece. It was 1999, and he was on a postcollege trip around the world, having just graduated from the University of Oregon with an architecture degree. “I’m sort of losing the idealistic dream of being a 110% architect because it seems like an incredibly hard way to have a good relationship and have kids and all that,” he wrote. He was thinking of going back to school or maybe starting a business with a childhood friend. But his friend wanted to stay in the Pacific Northwest, and Miguel couldn’t shake a lingering ambition for more. “I still know I want to move to New York,” he wrote. “I still have the need to build something great.”

         Like his WeWork cofounder, Miguel was raised in unusual circumstances. His mother, Lucia, was living in Taos, New Mexico, in the 1960s when she and three friends became mothers in quick succession. The dads left, one by one, and the newly single moms came together in what Miguel described as a matriarchal collective. They lived separately while raising their children communally and found ways to support themselves outside of ordinary social structures and expectations—an American kibbutz.

         The group lived a “gypsy-like” existence, as one of Miguel’s fraternal “siblings” put it, and ultimately settled in Eugene, Oregon. The mothers objected to the word hippie, but if someone insisted on using the term, they preferred “country intellectual hippie.” Miguel was “a weird name for a white kid,” McKelvey admitted, but it wasn’t any stranger than his middle name: Angel. The family ate tofu and tempeh before doing so was fashionable and often sat around in a circle analyzing one another’s dreams. Miguel remembers losing sight of his mother at a music festival when he was seven, and instead of growing anxious, he simply lay down in the grass and fell asleep. One of his siblings said it felt like the ad hoc family had created its “own religion.”

         As in most collectivist efforts, money was hard to come by. The mothers were community organizers and activists, dragging their kids to antiwar protests; when they had to get jobs, Lucia explained to Miguel, “We were all smart enough to fake our résumés.” (Much later, Miguel would cite What’s Happening, the local events newspaper his mother started, as a foundational example of how to engage your community in an entrepreneurial way.) They went dumpster diving behind grocery stores and otherwise subsisted largely on food stamps, splurging for an annual trip to King’s Table Buffet, where Miguel ate bowls of soft-serve until he felt sick. For entertainment, he made a game out of dropping bouncy balls through the holes in the rusted floor of the family Volvo and watching them bound down the road.

         Miguel rebelled against his upbringing. “I wanted to eat McDonald’s, not co-op tempeh,” he said. He told other kids that he couldn’t talk about his dad because he was an undercover cop. Miguel was tall, and sensitive about both his height and the fact that he was overweight; he tried to hide in the background whenever he could. He played on the South Eugene High School basketball team, where the coach had strict rules—no jump shots from outside the key, never dribble with your left hand—that Miguel found refreshing in their rigidity. He spent the summer after high school working twelve-hour days at a fish processing plant in Alaska, often taking on six extra hours of overtime to make more money.

         When Miguel arrived at Colorado College, a private liberal arts school that recruited him to play basketball, he had a vision for his life that bore little resemblance to the one he had lived. He planned to major in business, but quickly found himself hating economics and having a great time in art. During a sculpture class, his professor, Carl Reed, identified something “architectural” in Miguel’s work, as if he were trying to solve spatial problems through art. Reed suggested that architecture might offer a happy medium between his interests and ambitions.

         Miguel left Colorado College and spent a year busing tables while reading any architecture book he could get his hands on. When he arrived at the University of Oregon, back home in Eugene, he stood out even among the odd coterie in the school’s architecture program. (One of his classmates built a shed around his desk, took off all his clothes, and started living inside it.) He was six feet eight inches tall, and landed a spot on the Oregon basketball team, but he was quiet for a jock. Miguel often spent fourteen-hour days in the architecture studio with his headphones on, listening to the same song over and over. He went into what he described as a state of “suspended unconsciousness,” only to snap out of it hours later, bewildered by his own myopia. His quiet intensity could be intimidating. One day, a classmate walked up and asked if she could talk to him for a moment. “You know everyone thinks you’re a total asshole, right?” she said. “I just want to tell you, you’re actually really nice.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         MIGUEL GRADUATED IN 1999 with a 4.0 GPA but no clarity about his future. He had planned to move to New York but instead followed a friend named John Hayden to Tokyo, where they went to clubs and found themselves being asked to translate the vernacular of American pop lyrics into Japanese. (There were a lot of questions about TLC’s “No Scrubs.”) Over sushi one night, Hayden and McKelvey came up with an idea for a website to help people learn colloquial English. They called it English, baby! and gave it a tagline: “Learn English. Find friends. It’s cool.”

         English, baby! didn’t have anything to do with architecture, but Miguel had graduated into the peak of the first dot-com bubble. Young entrepreneurs who didn’t seem any smarter than he was were suddenly becoming unfathomably rich. “There were so many people getting so much investment money for what seemed like such trivial ideas,” he said later. Miguel went back to Eugene and became the chief creative officer of English, baby! By 2000, the site had three thousand users in sixty countries with hopes for much more. Miguel figured that within a year English, baby! would raise a chunk of venture capital, scale up to a hundred employees, and hit the stock market at a nine-figure valuation.

         The frothiness of the start-up economy was so extreme that Miguel’s projection wasn’t entirely unreasonable. The value of the S&P 500 tripled in the latter half of the ’90s, with new companies appearing each week and claiming to harness the nascent power of the internet to disrupt one industry after another. In 2000, a few well-placed tech bets allowed Masayoshi Son, from SoftBank, to rise from relative obscurity and briefly become the world’s richest man.

         Even as the internet bubble began to burst, Hayden and McKelvey believed they were well positioned compared to other upstarts. “Unlike online bookstores, English, baby! can’t be easily duplicated by merely walking down the street to the nearest book vendor,” an Oregon newspaper wrote about the start-up in 2000. They adopted the hyperbole that was endemic to every tech company: English, baby! was “reshaping the way people around the world learn.”

         But Hayden and McKelvey made a critical error: by 2003, English, baby! was profitable. They had downsized their goals, pivoting the business to cater to American universities that might pay for the service to help foreign students. The spoils of the boom, meanwhile, were going to companies that pursued the most ambitious version of themselves. “In retrospect, it didn’t go far enough into becoming a social network, and we missed out,” McKelvey said later. His vision for the company simply hadn’t been large enough.

         As Miguel approached his thirtieth birthday, he wondered what he was doing. English, baby! wasn’t his passion, and if he wasn’t going to get rich, why was he still there? He missed architecture, and the itch to get to New York remained. In 2004, he applied for architecture jobs in the city. When a firm in Brooklyn got back to him, asking if he could come for an interview the next day, he lied about his whereabouts, bought a plane ticket, and showed up the next morning. He’d never been to Brooklyn before, but he got off the F train in Dumbo and walked into a beaten-up building where he found JORDAN PARNASS DIGITAL ARCHITECTURE on a company directory that had been scrawled in black Sharpie on the wall.

         The two architects at JPDA didn’t seem to care that Miguel had been out of the field for half a decade. (He’d followed his mother’s example and puffed up his résumé.) They were desperate for help meeting the demands of a new client: American Apparel, the clothing company, had hired JPDA to open its first New York locations. Could Miguel start the next day? It was a Thursday, and he persuaded them to give him until Monday. He flew home, packed up his stuff, and arrived back in New York with only a duffel bag. Miguel’s birthday was July 4, and not long after arriving in New York for good he celebrated turning thirty by watching fireworks along the East River from a Brooklyn rooftop. This is it, he figured. I did it.

         Miguel was prepared to begin the long career journey facing every young architect—he was the firm’s junior draftsman at $10 an hour—but he found himself on an unexpected rocket ship. American Apparel was taking off, and Dov Charney, the firm’s founder, asked JPDA to help open stores all over the country. Miguel was suddenly working less as an architect than as the manager of a national rollout. In four years, he helped open more than a hundred American Apparel locations. He enjoyed the work and liked the fact that American Apparel professed to be doing good by making its clothes in the United States. “We can create jobs in the U.S., and we can treat workers well, and we can use immigrant labor in a positive way,” Miguel told a newspaper in 2006.

         But cranking out one more or less identical white box after the other grew old, and the company’s culture, beneath the surface, was taxing. Charney was a demanding and volatile boss with ambitions to turn his boutique into an empire. “This is the most important moment of your life,” he yelled at Miguel when it appeared that a new store in Denver might not open in time for Black Friday, threatening him with serious consequences if it didn’t. Miguel held on while Charney pressed everyone forward, and the pace gave him a firsthand look at the pitfalls of unrestrained growth. “We’ve decided to slow down slightly in order to focus on organization and management,” Miguel told a newspaper in South Carolina, explaining why American Apparel was postponing a store opening there.

         New York had begun to wear on McKelvey, too. Everything was expensive, and his apartment was tiny. As Miguel surveyed the work he had done, he realized that his greatest sense of achievement had come when he stayed up late to solve a rat problem at JPDA’s office in Dumbo. He had watched a rat enter and exit the room by flattening itself like a pancake to squeeze beneath the door; he googled “Can rats flatten themselves?” discovered that they could, and devised a solution to close the gap. But Miguel had not come to New York to score minor victories. One day he decided to take a walk and ended up wandering the city for hours. He thought about where his New York dream had taken him and found the results disappointing. He decided to open himself to whatever opportunity wandered in through the door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A FEW WEEKS LATER, Miguel took the train from Brooklyn to Tribeca to hang out with Gil Haklay, an Israeli architect who also worked at JPDA. At Haklay’s building, Miguel was followed into the elevator by a man who announced his presence in multiple ways: his height, the volume of his voice, his lack of a shirt or shoes. It was a sweaty summer day in New York, but even so, this was odd. On the ride up, the man chatted with the other passengers, holding the door open to continue the conversation as they exited. This dude is crazy, Miguel thought. The man introduced himself to Miguel as Haklay’s roommate, Adam Neumann.

         Miguel wasn’t quite sure what attracted him to Neumann. They were both children of single mothers from atypical upbringings who could talk to each other more or less at eye level: at six feet eight, Miguel was one of the few people Adam had to look up to. In most every other way, they were opposites. Adam’s hair flowed neatly down to his shoulders, while Miguel wore his short with a trim, loosely maintained beard—the aesthetic divide between Manhattan and Brooklyn personified. Miguel was shy and methodical, shrinking his personality to rightsize himself; Adam was brash and kinetic, growing taller as he spoke. He was the kind of person you found a reason to keep talking to, and when Adam moved his baby clothes company into 68 Jay Street, the same Dumbo building where JPDA had its office, the two quickly became friends. Miguel’s stability and even-keeled nature seemed to serve as a balm for Neumann, while Miguel saw in Adam “a brashness, which I think is cool, but which I don’t have,” he said. “I like to be next to the center of attention.”

         In Brooklyn, Adam was still struggling to get his business on course. He was pacing constantly around the office, which he did whenever he needed to think, and started wandering around Dumbo, often with Miguel. Both men were angsty about their careers and shared similar feelings about New Yorkers—Miguel couldn’t understand why he knew almost none of the other residents in his Brooklyn apartment building. Adam mentioned his old idea from Baruch about building more communal living situations, and the pair spent a few months looking for a residential building to convert.

         Eventually they noticed that their landlord was renovating 68 Jay Street. Adam knew from experience that managing real estate was among the most trying aspects of running a young company and told Miguel about an acquaintance of his who ran a business that sliced up a big office space into smaller units and rented out the individual parts to small companies. Miguel had been thinking about office design since his days in Oregon. His walk to the English, baby! office went past a building with a ground-level window that let hardly any light into a basement filled with drab cubicles. There had to be something better.

         On a whim, Adam decided to ask Joshua Guttman, their landlord, if Guttman would let him turn one of the empty floors he was renovating into a version of the office suite business he had seen. “You know nothing about real estate,” Guttman said.

         “Your building is empty,” Adam replied. “What do you know about real estate?”

         Adam knew this was a bluff. Guttman owned buildings throughout Brooklyn, while Adam sometimes struggled to pay his rent on time. But he kept asking until Guttman decided to show him another building he had purchased nearby. It was a century-old coffee factory, with exposed brick, wooden beams across the ceiling, and views of the East River. Guttman asked Neumann what he would do with the space. Instead of putting up a bunch of walls, Adam said he would divide up the floor into semiprivate offices with a single receptionist handling everything. He and Guttman would split the profits. Guttman told him to come back with a formal business plan.

         Adam found Miguel and told him what had happened. “What are we gonna do?” Miguel said.

         “I don’t know,” Adam replied. He didn’t have a name for the business or much more than an outline of how they might operate it. Adam had talked his way in the door but needed someone to build the thing he imagined.

         “Okay,” Miguel said. “I’ll figure it out.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         THAT NIGHT, Miguel pulled an all-nighter to craft a business plan. He decided the new space would be called Green Desk, to target eco-conscious consumers. Adam and Miguel weren’t climate warriors; they simply thought the branding would attract the kind of customers they wanted. Miguel designed a logo, wrote a mission statement, and went to Kinko’s to print business cards and flyers. The next morning, Miguel came in with a rough floor plan and a one-page spreadsheet laying out a basic business model, hoping that if he got everything done overnight, Guttman would presume they had been planning for months.

         The pitch worked. Guttman agreed to renovate the space, while the partners each put in $5,000 to start building it out. Adam kept running his baby clothes business but Miguel threw himself into Green Desk full-time, designing the space along with Haklay, who joined as a third partner. They bought butcher blocks at Ikea to serve as desks and put up glass walls between each of them. Miguel posted ads on Craigslist and started giving tours to interested tenants with nothing more than masking tape on the floor to mark where the offices would be.

         As they prepared to open in the spring of 2008, the timing seemed as if it couldn’t be worse. The global economy was in free fall. Guttman warned them that people don’t rent new offices in a down market: big companies consolidate, small businesses collapse, and freelancers work from home.

         But when Green Desk opened in May, it was an instant hit. “Everyone who had been fired from their jobs came,” Adam said. “Everyone who didn’t want to be at home because they were depressed.” Green Desk leased offices to a fashion designer, a private equity firm, a calligrapher, and the website Gothamist, among others. “I distinctly remember Adam and Miguel building all the Ikea furniture for the office,” Jen Chung, Gothamist’s cofounder, said. The space developed into a mini community, with happy hours and chats around the coffeepot; disagreements emerged, but a certain civility prevailed. When Gothamist fought with Green Desk over who should pay for a conference room setup, they came to a compromise. Miguel bought the table; Gothamist bought the chairs.

         Green Desk grew quickly, adding floor after floor in Guttman’s building, and Adam and Miguel started thinking about what made the business work. The sustainability pitch was all well and good—fair-trade coffee, Seventh Generation cleaning supplies—but they weren’t going to solve climate change. As a business proposition, environmentalism didn’t offer much more than a marketing gimmick. What people seemed most attracted to was the flexibility of a month-to-month lease and the feeling of camaraderie. When Adam and Miguel filled up the entire building, they threw a party on the ground floor to celebrate and had everyone participate in an icebreaker. Much as Neumann’s competition with his sister had opened up their apartment complex, Green Desk became a friendlier place.

         Guttman wanted to expand Green Desk into the rest of his Brooklyn real estate portfolio. But Adam and Miguel had begun to think bigger. “We’re not gonna change the world with ‘green,’” Adam said. They had already run businesses they didn’t really care about. Bringing people together sounded exciting and potentially lucrative. Workers were increasingly disillusioned by corporate America and looking for physical connection in a digital era. With the recession lifting, there was money to be made for those willing to take a risk. This could go national, they thought—maybe even all over the world.

         In 2009, Neumann, McKelvey, and Haklay sold their Green Desk stakes to Guttman, who set about growing the business in his other buildings. The three cofounders each netted roughly half a million dollars, paid out over the next several years. Haklay decided his share was more than enough and flew home to Israel—the dream Adam had laid out for himself when he first came to the United States. But after years of barely getting by, he had turned a small investment into a lucrative payout in just over a year. Adam wasn’t ready to go home. He wanted more.
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