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This is a work of creative, narrative nonfiction based on interviews and reporting done by the author. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the identity of certain parties, and some characters are composites reflecting characteristics of several individuals. Dialogue and some character perspectives have been reimagined, and the dates of some of the events have been adjusted or compressed to improve the narrative.












For Tonya, proof that this is all one wonderful simulation. I’m the luckiest NPC in the game.










A Note from Bestselling Author Ben Mezrich


Breaking Twitter is a dramatic narrative account of one of the most unique and fascinating corporate takeovers in history, based on dozens of interviews, multiple first-person sources, and thousands of pages of documents. Though there are different and often contentious opinions about some of the events in the story, to the best of my ability, I re-created the scenes in the book based on the information I uncovered. Some dialogue has been reimagined, and the dates of some of the events have been adjusted or compressed. Also, at some points in the story I employ elements of satire. In some instances, composite characters have been created or descriptions and character names have been altered at the request of my sources to protect privacy.


This is not an authorized narrative of the events surrounding Elon Musk’s takeover of Twitter—as was his wont, Elon chose not to respond to requests for his participation. I can only imagine that this is not a version of the story Elon would be eager to see told: a narrative that isn’t just about the ends, but about the means used to get there, and the consequences of those actions. Scenes and comments from Elon’s perspective are triangulated from various inside sources, and are based on my own speculation as well as deep reporting.


I’ve been an avid Twitter user since November 2008. I’ve watched the site grow from a scrappy start-up to one of the most important social media sites online, with an outsized imprint on culture, journalism, and politics. When the news of Elon Musk’s interest in the site first broke—on Twitter, of course—I was instantly intrigued. To me, Elon is one of the most complex characters I’ve ever encountered: one of the richest men on Earth, the brilliant entrepreneur behind Tesla and SpaceX, and at the same time, the most outspoken “troll” on the internet, a man who seemed as comfortable baiting the Securities and Exchange Commission with humorous memes as he did running a trillion-dollar company.


Even so, I never could have predicted the wild, and sometimes absurd, dramatic turns that ensued as he set his sights on Twitter. From the serpentine road that led up to Elon’s takeover of the platform, to insiders’ accounts from within the San Francisco headquarters as the billionaire took control and began his chaotic first few weeks, to the much wider political and cultural implications of the privatization of our global town hall, Breaking Twitter is populated by outsized personalities with polarizing ideologies.


I believe it is one of the most important and thrilling stories I’ve ever told, the incredibly public, sometimes darkly comic battle between one of the most influential men of our time and the platform that sits at the center of our shared conversation.










PROLOGUE


November 29, 2022


Ten minutes past midnight on a Monday in late November, one of those crisp San Francisco evenings where the breeze sweeping up from the bay hit with the subtlety of a fist bristling with razor blades, Esther Crawford found herself in a dimly lit conference room, desperately trying to talk the richest man in the world out of starting the Silicon Valley equivalent of World War III.


It was just the two of them, alone and next to one another at a ridiculously long, rectangular table that sliced through the center of the tenth floor of Twitter’s main headquarters. Esther had her laptop open in front of her, the screen casting a cone of light across her porcelain skin. Elon Musk, hovering over her right shoulder, was in shadow, his wide, square face, impish eyes, and ever-present smirk barely lit by the fluorescent ceiling panels high above. Beyond the table stood a wall of glass that had once looked out onto the bustle of the rest of the floor, an open design that encourages a collaborative culture that the company had once been known for. After choosing the space as one of his preferred roosts, one of the first things Elon had done was to frost the glass—unintentionally transforming the once-lively room into a dark, cavelike bunker. During the day, the change was subtle, a muted glow from the office beyond; but at night, ominous shadows crept over the ergonomic furniture and lacquered wood fixtures.


Esther had been in the bunker since noon. Though colleagues had filed in and out during the day, she had been mostly on her own since sundown, when the view from the windows on the other side of the room had shifted from a vibrant cityscape of marble, glass, and steel, and the San Francisco State House offset by a pincushion of office buildings, to little more than a sea of flickering lights struggling against an ink-black sky.


She was hungry and tired, and hadn’t slept more than a few hours over the past forty-eight; she had just been contemplating heading home to her husband and three kids when Elon had wandered in, ten minutes before, flanked by his two hulking bodyguards, who were now positioned just outside the conference room door, like oversized gargoyles.


It wasn’t out of character for Elon to stop by the conference room without notice, even at odd hours of the evening. For weeks now, he’d been living in Twitter’s headquarters, sleeping on a couch in the library on the eighth floor until someone had carted a handful of beds up the service elevators for the billionaire and his team. Nor was it abnormal for him to meet one-on-one with Esther, even though she wasn’t officially upper management, and before the takeover she had been low enough on the chain of command that she’d have more likely found herself with the gargoyles on the other side of the frosted glass.


Her life had taken some dramatic turns in the past four weeks, since Elon had famously walked through Twitter’s front doors carrying a kitchen sink—“let that sink in”—and Esther was now, arguably, one of the most important people at the company. She might not have officially been in Elon’s “inner circle,” which was comprised almost entirely of middle-aged men, friends from outside Twitter; but she was one of the few people left at the company who had a direct line of communication with the mercurial, self-described “Chief Twit.” That put her in the privileged, and often terrifying, position of being the person in the room tasked with steering Elon away from the edges of cliffs he seemed so particularly fond of racing toward.


Tonight, it seemed, was going to be another one of those moments.


He’d burst into the room, crossing the conference area in three determined steps. The nearest chair to Esther had happened to be a miniature design piece that someone had wheeled over from a privacy alcove by the windows, and it took Elon an extra beat to stuff his boxy, six-foot-two frame into the confining apparatus. With arms and legs tucked awkwardly in front of him like a praying mantis, he’d launched right into it, continuing a conversation that had begun almost two days earlier. His tone had remained controlled, his volume low, but Esther had been able to tell from the start that he was already headed toward that cliff. If she didn’t act quickly, there was a real chance he was going to barrel right over the edge.


It didn’t help that the issue that had him so worked up at midnight on a Monday had begun as a simple misunderstanding. During the weeks she’d worked with the billionaire, she’d learned that at his core, he wasn’t driven by facts or expertise, but by instincts and intuition. Neither did it matter that in her heart, Esther actually agreed with Elon’s take on the situation, and shared his frustration: the system he had run up against was clearly unfair, and possibly even legally untenable.


But she was also certain that the decision Elon was heading toward, at breakneck speed, publicly declaring war on Apple, the world’s biggest tech company—and barely a month into his tenure at the helm of Twitter—would end in disaster.


To be fair, Elon wasn’t the first CEO to balk at Apple’s weighty fee structure, which took a 30 percent tithe on any in-app purchases made by customers; nor was he the first entrepreneur to have been under the illusion that he’d be able to work around this seemingly usurious fee by sending subscribers through a custom system of his own design. But when it had been made clear to him, in a meeting two days before in this very room—the long table sparsely attended by what remained of Twitter’s upper-level marketing and sales department—just how binding Apple’s payment structure was, Elon’s face had blanched, and his eyes had begun to blaze. Clearly, he didn’t see Apple’s fees as a simple, heavy-handed, profit-driven business strategy; to Elon, Apple’s behavior was a direct affront to his belief system of innovation, freedom, and competition.


At first, Esther had done her best to just listen to Elon’s concerns, acting as a sounding board. Maybe, despite his dismay at Apple’s policies, the rational portion of his brain would take over and he’d come to the conclusion that it was simply a noxious pill Twitter would have to continue to swallow. But very quickly, it had become clear that Elon wasn’t interested in accepting the status quo. By their third conversation on the subject, he’d told her that he intended to fight Apple, make it a legal battle, bring it all the way to the Supreme Court if necessary. Sensing that he was beginning to spiral, Esther had offered a potential solution; what they really wanted to do was divert Twitter’s paying customers to the web, and away from Apple’s platform—but Elon had immediately shut that idea down. The web, he had exclaimed, was an insecure place for payments; pushing paying subscribers toward the web would open Twitter up to bot attacks, a fear so antiquated that it had caught Esther by surprise. She’d tried, gently, to explain the safety of modern web payments. Esther herself had been on the team that had integrated Stripe as Twitter’s payment provider—to which Elon had icily replied, “I know more about payments than any of you.”


To better make the point, he’d demanded that Twitter immediately turn off all web subscription. Meaning, from that moment on, the only way anyone could make a payment to Twitter was via the app—primarily, via Apple. To Esther, this had been a bad business decision, stemming from paranoia. But she’d also realized that she herself had misstepped; rather than attempting to steer Elon away from that ephemeral edge, she’d confronted him—which had only sent him hurtling further forward.


There was a right way to handle Elon, and more important, a decidedly wrong way to handle Elon. And it wasn’t simply experience that had taught Esther this maxim; the day after she’d first met the billionaire, she’d been taken aside by a member of his entourage—the impressive young COO of his Boring Company, Jehn Balajadia, who in recent weeks had become Elon’s main operational liaison.


“You should know some things,” Jehn had told her, after sitting her down in a quiet corner of the headquarters. “Elon is a very special guy, and as someone who is going to be close to him, your job is to help take care of him, protect him, to make things go well for him. The world is going to want to get in through you, and you need to be really careful from now on. . . .”


In the previous few weeks, Esther had experimented with different ways to communicate with the billionaire, and had found that what worked best was a combination of humor and appeal to ego. What Elon seemed to love the most were memes, emailed to him at night (never in the morning), the edgier the better; what he feared most was anything that might damage his public reputation. For years, he had been known to most of the world as a genius, one of the greatest entrepreneurs in history. Since his takeover of Twitter, though, the conversation surrounding him had shifted in a decidedly negative direction, and he was extremely sensitive as to how people viewed him.


Over the past few days, as Elon had become more entrenched in seeing Twitter’s battle with Apple in ideological terms, Esther had attempted to use humor to placate the billionaire—sending him meme after meme poking fun at Apple, their fee structure, whatever she could think of that might defuse his growing vitriol. But just glancing at his Twitter account from the past twenty-four hours, she could see that her strategy was failing.


Calling Apple politically “biased” in a tweet to his one hundred million-plus followers, Elon had further expounded that “Apple has mostly stopped advertising on Twitter. Do they hate free speech in America?” He’d accused Apple of threatening to “withhold Twitter from its App Store.” Worse yet, at seven a.m. that very morning, he’d tweeted an image of a highway dominated by an exit sign offering two choices: “Pay 30%” accompanied by an arrow pointing straight ahead, and a left turn signal aiming toward “Go To War.” Though he’d since deleted the “Go To War” tweet, it was clear the idea had lodged itself in his mind.


Rocking slightly in the minuscule chair next to Esther, he was almost rambling now, deep in a monologue about Apple’s authoritarian behavior. How their in-app fees were a form of robbery, proof of their monopoly over the tech sector; how they needed to be broken up, fought legally. Then he began to go further, testing what she perceived to be another potential tweetstorm, setting off alarm bells within Esther that had her sitting straight up in her chair. He began talking about rallying his followers to go after Apple, not just online, but IRL, some sort of loosely defined protest at Apple’s headquarters. She could hardly believe she was hearing him right—he was essentially talking about sending people with pitchforks over to Cupertino.


Now she knew she had to act quickly. This path would not only have serious repercussions for Twitter’s future, but also wider implications that might destabilize the entire tech sector. A war between Twitter and Apple wasn’t an act of genius; it would be more akin to madness, and would surely tarnish the reputations of both companies.


She put her hands down on the table and rose out of her seat, all four foot eleven inches of her, now eye to eye with the mantislike entrepreneur. Then she laid it out in a way that Elon would understand. Twitter 1.0, as Elon had been calling the past regime, had left skeletons in Twitter’s closets that made a war with Apple unwinnable. So through no fault of his own, Apple had the billionaire by the balls.


Specifically, Twitter 1.0 had done a very poor job of monitoring adult content on the platform. In fact, pornography was a much bigger driver of engagement than anyone in former management would have cared to admit. It was a “don’t ask, don’t tell” side of the business. Even worse, it was no secret that over the years, there had been an even darker, and continuous infiltration of the platform: child porn, which had proliferated despite the best efforts of Twitter’s security and moderation teams to snuff it out.


Not only did Apple know about Twitter’s adult content and its troubles with child porn; since the Twitter app ran primarily through them, they must have the receipts. If Elon went to war with Apple, they might use these receipts against him. Apple could remove Twitter from their platform, as Elon had tweeted—but not for violating a payment issue. They could go after Elon with real dirt, adult content and child porn, sullying him in a way that would resonate on the world stage.


For the first time since he’d sat down at the conference table, Elon went silent as she finished speaking, staring at her as she stood next to him. Then he finally shook his head.


“That was before I was in charge. None of that was my fault.”


“But you’re in charge now,” Esther responded.


She realized she was trembling. Another beat passed, and then, thankfully, he nodded. He was obviously contemplating how it would look to the outside world, if Apple began to lob accusations involving child porn at Twitter, while he was CEO. He knew what that would mean: another hit to his reputation, which was already being dragged through the mud daily by the mainstream media.


Esther felt relief move through her. She lowered herself back into her seat, as Elon began dialing back the vitriol, suggesting that instead of sending lawyers—or a pitchfork-waving mob—it would make more sense for Elon himself to head to Cupertino. Talk it out, find a middle ground, a peaceful way forward.


As Esther listened to him talk, she noticed she was still trembling. She knew how easily things could have gone differently. What a tightrope she had walked, getting through to Elon before the idea of war became imbedded. Because once it became imbedded, once it became about winning and losing:


Elon didn’t lose.


But he did have the capacity to change course, if someone got to him in time. Lately, it was becoming more and more difficult to know when that moment had passed. Worse, Elon’s paranoia seemed to be growing—and not just about bots attacking payment platforms. He now seemed to barely trust anyone outside of his inner circle. His fears weren’t entirely unwarranted; just a few days ago, Esther had been secretly contacted by a handful of the second-level managers who were still employed by the company, informing her that they were planning a “mass quitting event,” asking if she’d add to their number.


She had turned them down, but not turned them in. She still believed she could do more good having Elon’s ear than by walking out the door. But every day, she felt her ability to redirect him away from those edges and cliffs was deteriorating; sooner or later, it seemed likely, his paranoia, his genius, maybe even his madness would get the better of him.


Once that happened, no amount of memes, threats of lost approbation, or frosted glass would keep him from plummeting down the other side—and taking Twitter, or what remained of it, along with him.












PART ONE


“I say something, and then it usually happens. Maybe not on schedule, but it usually happens.”


—ELON MUSK













CHAPTER ONE


More Than Two Years Earlier, January 15, 2020


The George R. Brown Convention Center, downtown Houston, Texas.


Spotlights danced over a packed auditorium, in sync with a hyperkinetic throb of music spilling out of speakers on either side of an immense stage. Five flat-screen video monitors hung from the ceiling above, casting a neon blue haze over the crowd. The atmosphere was more rave than corporate conference; even now, minutes before the CEO would take his place before the monitors, the electricity in the air was palpable. This was a moment, a happening.


Mark Ramsey, a boyish and fit thirty-two, with a shock of brown hair and shoulders that betrayed his brief military past, navigated through the throng of his fellow Tweeps. He’d always found the term, Tweeps—adopted by his colleagues to refer to anyone who worked at Twitter—mildly nauseating. But after a decade with the company, it had wormed its way into his vocabulary. Picking his way through the crowd to one of the rows of cushioned seats closest to the stage, he could feel the deep bass from the speakers vibrating in his chest and couldn’t deny a tingle of anticipation spreading down his spine.


This was the near-orgiastic keynote at the center of a three-day off-site studded with team-building exercises, lavish cocktail parties, and overtly ambitious public works excursions. Four thousand colleagues with a shared sense of purpose, many of them lifers, who together had built and maintained one of the most powerful, talked-about, far-reaching—if not profitable—social media companies on Earth.


Mark didn’t consider himself an emotional guy; his friends, workmates, and fiancé might have even described him as stoic. But even he had to admit that the excitement in the room was contagious. Or perhaps it was simply a lack of sleep. The events of the past seventy-two hours had been nonstop, veering from the inspiring—handing out bottled water at a homeless kitchen—to the ridiculous—attending an astronaut-themed cocktail party at the Johnson Space Center.


And yet, as Mark took his seat in the third row, he felt more energized than he had in months. Next to him was a young woman he recognized from the National Diversity Outreach Committee, and on the other side, an engineer from the San Francisco headquarters who couldn’t have been older than twenty-four. So many young, passionate faces.


Mark’s own Creative Strategy Team was spread out farther back throughout the auditorium. A decade ago, he’d started out lean, a dozen new hires who’d joined him in his satellite office in Charlotte, North Carolina, mostly advertising and marketing refugees who’d jumped at the chance of being part of something artistic and imaginative. His CST was something special, described in internal company memos as a “secret weapon” aimed at pitching large advertisers on unique social media campaigns. Now Mark had a hundred talented creatives beneath him, living in a half-dozen cities all over the world. Not that physical location meant much anymore. Twitter had veered toward a “work-from-home” model since its inception, and had gone totally remote since Jack Dorsey—the goateed guru who had started it all—had resumed his role as CEO in 2015.


Mark was proud of what he’d accomplished at Twitter, which was why his sudden burst of energy and enthusiasm was bittersweet. In all likelihood, this was his last OneTeam Conference, and it was amazing. What had begun years ago as a small off-site gathering of a bootstrapped, tech start-up—just a few hundred employees—had grown into a full-sized convention, thousands of his fellow Tweeps filling hotels all over the city. And the venue, Houston itself, seemed a fitting exclamation point to how far the company had come.


Three years before, Hurricane Harvey had barreled through Texas, flooding the streets of Houston and turning this very convention center into an emergency shelter. This same setting had shown the world the importance and power of Twitter, how the app could, overnight, become a force for good. Even as power across the city had turned spotty, Twitter users had been able to share information with each other in real time. Likewise, emergency personnel had been able to tweet resources out to the public, guiding people to shelters, along evacuation routes, to first aid stations.


Mark had grown up in North Carolina, but he’d gotten his MBA in Austin, so the events of that day had hit him particularly hard. As the storm had raged, he’d watched friends and distant family connecting with one another on Twitter from his glass-walled office eight hundred miles away. It was the best that Twitter, the app, could be; Mark only wished that Twitter, the company, could have remained anywhere near as effective in maintaining its internal sense of shared purpose.


He felt his body tense, even as the auditorium darkened and the music rose in volume. For months now, his frustration had been building, and just two days before he had told his immediate supervisor of his plans to leave at the end of the year.


For Mark, it was hard to imagine what life would be like outside of Twitter. He’d joined in 2008, shortly after Dorsey had been removed as CEO for the first time, something most outsiders had seen as a natural progression. The growing needs of a company graduating from guerrilla-style infancy to corporate adolescence were seen to be at odds with Dorsey’s laid-back, philosophical personality.


Two years before that, Dorsey had cofounded the company under the name “Twttr,” along with entrepreneurs Noah Glass, Biz Stone, and Evan Williams, sending the very first tweet on March 21 of that year: “just setting up my twttr.” Though there were differing narratives about the origins of what was originally a simple way to send status updates, it was generally accepted that Dorsey had come up with the idea. He’d pitched it first to Glass, then to Stone and Williams, who had been partners in a podcasting startup called Odeon, a company that had just been doomed to irrelevancy by Apple’s announcement that they’d be including podcasting in their iTunes application.


Dorsey, a self-described hacker, had dropped out of New York University after a stint at Missouri University of Science and Technology. He had been a licensed masseur working at a coffee shop in 2006 when he’d randomly met Williams, who hired him to work at Odeon. Dorsey had built the prototype of his messaging—or “status” service, as he’d originally called it—during a hackathon competition between Odeon employees, set up to generate ideas in order to save the company. Four months later, on July 15 of that year, Twitter had gone live to the public, generating around 20,000 tweets in its first few days.


A year later, after winning “best start-up” at South by Southwest, Twitter’s usage had skyrocketed to 60,000 tweets a day—a number that would grow to nearly 50 million by 2010. Mark had enjoyed a front-row seat to the meteoric rise, as well as the quick succession of CEOs. Dorsey had been replaced in 2008 by Williams—also a college dropout, and the serial tech entrepreneur who’d invented the term blogging before founding Odeon. Williams had only lasted a couple of years as CEO, replaced by Dick Costolo, with Dorsey remaining as a powerful member of the board. Despite this instability, Twitter had risen to prominence, with an assist from celebrity “tweeters” such as Oprah Winfrey and Ashton Kutcher. By the end of 2012, the social media start-up had gone mainstream, accruing more than 200 million active users. Barack Obama had used Twitter to announce his victory in the presidential election—and the following year, the company had gone public with an initial valuation of $31 billion.


Twitter continued to gain ground over the next few years, as Mark had worked his own way up through the marketing wing of the company. Even so, as Mark launched his Creative Strategy Team and began building a stable of high-profile advertisers—advertising made up nearly 90 percent of Twitter’s revenue—Twitter’s growth had still lagged behind other social media behemoths like Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and Google. It was obvious that Twitter had a vastly outsized impact on the public consciousness, as the focal medium for conversation, especially in the fields of journalism, politics, and entertainment. But it was also a messy playground that seemed to lurch from one controversy to the next.


Keeping the site clear of online harassment, abuse, and hate speech had become a full-time occupation, eventually involving thousands of employees, numerous algorithms, regulations, councils, and loosely controlled gatekeepers. When daily use eventually plateaued in 2015—followed by numerous dips in advertising revenue, the lifeblood of the company—Dorsey had returned as CEO to try to right the ship. The next twelve months had proven to be the most tumultuous in the company’s history. The 2016 presidential race divided the country, as the national conversation turned contentious—a barrage of demagogic voices, viral misinformation, competing messaging, and, perhaps, foreign intrusion pitching the medium toward madness.


By 2017, Donald Trump had become the biggest show on Twitter, with an influence far outreaching his 30.7 million followers. Advertisers, already skittish pitching campaigns into the maelstrom of a cultural and political landscape that seemed continuously on the verge of civil war, tightened their purse strings. But as destructive as the growing conflict could be, it was undeniably entertaining; despite advertisers’ concerns, engagement had risen nearly every month of the following year, reaching a height of over 321 million monthly users.


In September 2018, Dorsey and Sheryl Sandberg, the COO of Facebook, had gone in front of the Senate Intelligence Committee to discuss alleged Russian interference—by way of social media—in Trump’s victory over Hillary Clinton in the 2016 election. Rumors of potential acquisition offers escalated, with megacompanies including the Walt Disney Company, Google, and Verizon all floated as possible buyers.


For Mark, the tail end of 2018 had seemed a turning point in his journey at Twitter. Although the sailing had never been smooth in his early years with the company when it was in a continuous race against bankruptcy, he’d always felt a sense of purpose at Twitter. He and his fellow Tweeps had been trying to do something good and important. Representing the medium where the public conversation took place had been a responsibility Mark and his colleagues had taken seriously. His team hadn’t just been pitching creative advertising campaigns to reluctant soda companies, software behemoths, and auto manufacturers. They had been propping up a platform where anyone, anywhere, could have a voice, be heard, and yes, shout at a rival, or into the void. That had been Dorsey’s vision, and Mark had bought in entirely.


Settling back into his seat in the auditorium, which had suddenly gone quiet, he glanced at the woman to his left, who had her phone out in front of her so she could snap a selfie with a smiling PR rep seated directly behind her. Then he looked to his right, at a pair of engineers turning to the stage from discussing their plans for the next morning—something about a golfing excursion. They all looked so young to him, even though he was probably only a few years their senior. It wasn’t their actual physical age that bothered him, nor was it their enthusiasm for the off-site in Houston; in the past, the OneTeam Conference was indeed a chance for Tweeps from all over the country—all over the world—to celebrate, face-to-face, the part they were playing in building something positive. But today, looking at these happy, smiling faces, everything felt wrong.


In Mark’s eyes, what was lacking in those smiling faces, for lack of a better word, was gravitas. Somewhere along the way, the lean, bootstrapped, purposeful company he had joined a decade ago had gone soft.


He’d always hated the term snowflake—even more than he’d been disturbed by the word Tweep—but it seemed apt. Over the past couple of years, he’d seen his colleagues at the company swept up into a veritable snowdrift, putting creature comforts, personal conflicts, and extracurriculars ahead of company work at every turn. Maybe it was part of a larger, cultural shift, maybe it was in conjunction with a wave of excess and decadence sweeping through Silicon Valley itself, or perhaps it was just a symptom of the company’s own success, but in any case Twitter’s mission had become secondary to employees’ lifestyles. Two-hour lunch breaks morphed into two-month leaves of absence. New committees on every possible imagined cause were formed almost daily, eating up hours of productivity and usually collapsing over petty disagreements without ever accomplishing a thing. When people did, eventually, show up to work, there was a noticeable lack of focus. The most passionate movement Mark had witnessed as of late had occurred when management had removed the main headquarters’ smoothie bar as part of the latest round of cost-cutting measures.


Mark had insulated his own team from the cultural drift as best he could, even as his group had grown to over a hundred members—in part because chasing advertising dollars had always been fundamental to the survival of the company. Revenue kept the lights on and the smoothies churning: for Twitter, advertising equaled revenue. But Mark yearned for the days when his colleagues showed up at the office—or for a Zoom call—ten minutes early, not because they were lining up for perks like a cereal dispensary or a video game room, but because they wanted to grow the core business.


Mark’s attention shifted back to the stage, and he realized that the audience around him was on its feet. He could see why; even in silhouette, Jack Dorsey cast a striking figure. Five eleven, a hundred and sixty-five pounds of lithe, laid-back charisma; a soft-spoken guru who, with his long beard, oversized hoody sweatshirt, pierced nose, and perpetual slouch, looked like a cross between some sort of Jedi warrior and an antique marionette whose strings had just been cut. If Jack had pulled a lightsaber out from under his sweatshirt, nobody would have batted an eye.


The fact that Jack was CEO again thrilled Mark’s colleagues, but Mark himself was ambivalent. He didn’t entirely blame Jack for the shift in culture at Twitter, but he suspected Jack himself would have accepted some of the responsibility. Jack was a philosopher at heart, and though Twitter had made him a billionaire multiple times over, and he’d gone on to found the payment processor Square in 2009, he didn’t seem particularly fond of capitalism. Putting him in charge was, to Mark, like voting the popular stoner as president of the class. Everyone loved him and would happily follow, as he floated by in a cloud of marijuana smoke, toward the nearest abyss.


Maybe Mark knew he was being harsh; Jack was odd and untraditional, but he was clearly a genius. So what if he ate only one meal a day, took regular ice baths, went on weeklong yogi retreats, and walked five miles to work every morning? He had the Tweeps eating out of his hands, and if he’d wanted to shake the company back toward a culture that worked as hard as they used to, he certainly could have. Sadly, Jack’s aspirations seemed more ethereal, as far as Mark could tell: a general sense of oneness with the universe, along with a decentralization of commerce—great if you were running a Jedi temple, but not so useful when you were managing the day-to-day operations of a multibillion-dollar social media site.


As much as Mark wanted to remain a Tweep, as much as he enjoyed his good salary and stock options, he knew the clock was ticking, the snowdrift was rising, and sooner or later, the company he had dedicated himself to for the past ten years would become so weak from the inside as to be unrecognizable.


He intended to get out before that happened.


Somewhere during Mark’s bittersweet musings on his future, the audience had gone quiet again. Jack had his back to the crowd and was facing one of the huge monitors hanging from the ceiling. In the center of the screen a glowing rectangle had taken form, and it took Mark a moment to realize it was a video call coming in; he saw an office appear, sleek, framed by a massive wall of windows and a lot of modern-looking furniture. Another wall was taken up by a large poster showing what appeared to be a satellite of some sort, or maybe part of the International Space Station. Which made more sense, as Mark’s focus shifted to the man in the center of the video call.


The audience recognized the man, instantly identifiable, at the same moment, and an excited murmur moved through the auditorium. Elon Musk was one of Twitter’s biggest users, with over 30 million followers, and his tweets were a constant source of entertainment and controversy; at times, he’d wax philosophical, at other times, he’d shoot for humor—and once in a while, he’d play the character of an internet troll, tossing off memes and comments that seemed purposefully designed to piss people off. But he was mostly beloved by the Tweeps, as much as he was revered by the general public as one of the most successful men on Earth, the genius who had revolutionized the auto industry with Tesla and was changing the face of space exploration with SpaceX—where he was presumably calling in from, by the looks of the office behind him.


Mark gazed at the billionaire’s vaguely cubic features, his slightly slouched shoulders, his fidgeting hands, his small, bright eyes. Elon’s outfit fit his personality; a hip leather jacket, left open over a T-shirt emblazoned with the phrase “Occupy Mars.” Face-to-face with an enormous digital Elon, Jack began the conversation, obviously as thrilled by the entrepreneur’s presence at the conference as the audience was. The two men seemed to have an easy rapport, and it was clear they shared a lot of respect for one another.


“Give us some direct feedback,” Jack began. “Critique: What are we doing poorly, what could we be doing better, and what’s your hope for our potential as a service? If you were running Twitter—by the way, do you want to run Twitter?”


At this Jack paused, giving the audience time to laugh, then continued:


“What would you do?”


Elon’s answer began as a trickle, off the cuff, growing into a stream.


“I think it would be helpful to differentiate between real and—to differentiate between real and, you know, like is this a real person—not just like a verified person—but like is this a real person, or is this a botnet or a sort of troll army or something like that . . . basically, how do you tell if the feedback is real or someone tries to manipulate the system? Or probably real or probably trying to manipulate the system?”


Elon went on from there, and as he spoke, it was evident that he’d given a lot of thought to these concerns. His main critique seemed to be that it had become harder and harder to know what was real on the site and what wasn’t. Not just accounts, which were largely anonymous, but the tweets themselves, people’s thoughts, opinions, arguments. Had the playing field been overrun by inconspicuous interests trying to manipulate users—to guide the public conversation toward certain outcomes?


Mark was intrigued by this line of criticism; as someone who constructed advertising campaigns on Twitter for paying clients, he understood that the market of ideas was, indeed, a market. But he’d always done his best to draw a clear line between posts and comments that had been paid for, to try to sell something, and posts and comments that were supposed to be “real.” Elon was making a very important point: bots, which were automated, fake accounts, and trolls, which were human, and often collaborating to operate primarily fake accounts, could muddy the medium to the point where it was impossible to know where those lines were, or if they even existed.


As the conversation continued, Elon pushed toward an even bigger point. If Twitter was supposed to be the medium where the public conversation took place, a sort of Global Town Hall, they had to do more to make sure the playing field remained free of manipulation. The more Elon spoke, the more passionate he became. This was something he believed, deep in his soul.


It was exactly the sort of devotion that Mark had felt had gone missing in many of his colleagues at Twitter. Although the audience around him was clearly enraptured by the wealthy, charismatic entrepreneur, Mark had only recently seen that level of intensity from any of them when a free smoothie was being taken away, or a vaguely defined personal leave was being cut short by the drudgery of actual work.


By the time the tele-conversation with the entrepreneur came to a close (and after Jack asked Elon when the first tweet from Mars might come: “five years from now, probably not more than nine years from now”), the deafening applause seemed to suggest that some of the entrepreneur’s optimism had caught the Tweeps’ attention. It was an even bigger ovation than the other act of the evening: a video call from actual astronauts, aboard the International Space Station. When Jack finally left the stage and the music throbbed back to life, Mark definitely felt something new in the air.


Before Mark’s MBA at the University of Texas, before his four-year stint in the army to pay off his college loans, Mark had grown up in an extremely rural area, outside Huntersville, North Carolina. Not on a farm, but farm adjacent. The feeling he had now reminded him of what he’d often felt, back in the country, during the hours before a storm came through.


A sense, intuition, maybe. Clouds gathering, humidity rising, a tightness in the air. Deep down, in his molecules, he had the sudden feeling that something was heading his way.










CHAPTER TWO


March 25, 2022


A little after 1:30 a.m.


Elon Musk, CEO and techno-king of Tesla, CEO and chief engineer of SpaceX, founder of Neuralink and the Boring Company, soon to be the richest man in the world, lay on his back in an alcove tucked into the labyrinthine, glass-and-steel entrails of a ten-million-square-foot alien spaceship, crash landed on a scar of sand and brush twelve miles outside the city of Austin, Texas. Twenty-foot ceilings, glistening catwalks, Plexiglas safety windows, polished floors; endless corridors of white on white snaking past workstations occupied by bright red, giant, dystopic metal creatures, things with treads and claws and swiveling electronic eyes. An awe-inspiring glimpse forward toward a technologically advanced future ruled by silicon networks and interlocking gears.


Elon’s thumbs hovered over the glowing screen of his cell phone, which rested on his chest. His shoulders ached against the hardness of the floor beneath him. Somewhere between the hours of midnight and one a.m., someone had loaned him a yoga mat to separate his body from the unforgiving surface, but it was little more than window dressing, like a scarf against an arctic wind. Three straight weeks sleeping on a floor took its toll, no matter how futuristic your spaceship.


It wasn’t really a spaceship, of course, but a factory—although that, too, was inaccurate. The massive building, filled with tech straight out of a science fiction movie, was as similar to the grimy assembly lines and mechanical sweatshops of its forebears as a supercomputer was to an abacus.


Gigafactory Texas was a great leap forward in both engineering and ambition, the largest production facility in the Tesla portfolio. The factory was also the second-largest building in the world, the size of fifteen city blocks, utilizing more steel than the Empire State Building, and still expanding as the company continued filing plans to grow. Although construction of Giga Texas had only begun less than two years earlier, in July 2020, the first Model Ys of the company’s popular electric car would be delivered within days, at a planned “Cyber Rodeo.” The event would draw thousands of attendees and highlight upcoming products such as the Cybertruck, a robotaxi, and a humanoid robot called Optimist. Musk would take the stage in a black cowboy hat after a drone show in which the sky would explode with images including physicist Nikola Tesla, the Model Y, and the canine mascot of the cryptocurrency Dogecoin.


The theatrics, and Giga Texas itself, were signature Elon: dramatic, bold, satiric, and tending a little bit toward madness. But beneath the spectacle lay something serious—another step forward in the entrepreneur’s goal to revolutionize the auto industry. Not only would Giga Texas produce sustainable electric vehicles—with a goal of a million cars a year, and a finished car every forty-five seconds—the facility itself was equipped with a solar panel system and Powerpack batteries, making it a showcase for the company’s clean energy vision. It was Elon’s latest masterpiece, a monument to his quest to save the world, one electric vehicle at a time.


Elon lifted his head from the yoga mat, just high enough to see around the edges of his alcove. The scene around him was beautiful chaos: the huge, futuristic machines interacting in a tightly choreographed dance, while engineers in Tesla uniforms flitted in and out between them. To Elon, the humans looked like ancient people tending to great mechanical gods.


At the core of the complex were the most powerful of those gods, a pair of Giga Press manufacturing rigs: massive six-thousand-ton aluminum die-casting machines, each approximately the size of a train car, painted in bright swaths of white and red. The Giga Presses, sprouting hydraulic tubes and snakelike metal cylinders, had a clamping force of over sixty thousand kilonewtons and could turn a superheated mix of molten aluminum and silicon into the rear end of a Model Y in mere moments. Five such machines, spread out between Giga Shanghai, California, and Berlin, were already pumping out Teslas to feed the growing international demand for what was inarguably the most advanced electric car on the market; but at Giga Texas, foundations had already been laid for a number of even more massive versions—a nine-thousand-ton iteration that would construct more Ys as well as the coming Cybertruck’s body in a single piece—spitting out full-sized cars and trucks in much the same way toy cars were made by Mattel.


The Giga Press, built specifically for Tesla’s Giga factories, represented a key component in Elon’s mission. He hadn’t set out to build an electric car, but rather to change the face of transportation. To Elon, sustainable energy was not just a trend or a buzzword that college kids might spray-paint on a picket sign; it was a carefully crafted business strategy, and part of a much larger vision.


Awake now, he rose to a sitting position, stretching his aching shoulders. Of course, he could have found a bed somewhere in the giant building, or made the short trip to a luxury hotel in nearby Austin. He didn’t have an actual home at the moment, because he was in the process of selling most of his possessions. He’d never really cared much about creature comforts, and in a world of vast inequalities, he’d noticed that things like mansions and yachts made easy targets for the many critics looking for ways to puncture his image. But sleeping on the floor of his newest factory for nights on end wasn’t a PR stunt, nor was it purely performative.


The aching in his body reminded him of a period of time he’d often called the most painful in his life. During late 2017, the run-up to the launch of the Model 3, the company’s first attempt at a high-volume product with an affordable base price had turned into a nightmare of delays and manufacturing problems. Elon had taken over the production line himself. He’d spent many nights on the floor of the Fremont, California, factory, often under his desk, later telling Bloomberg, “I wanted my circumstances to be worse than anyone else at the company. Whenever they felt pain, I wanted mine to be worse.” Unbeknownst to the outside world, the company had been a month from bankruptcy, dangerously close to joining the crowded graveyard of automotive start-ups.


The current moment was worlds apart from those difficult times; Tesla was humming forward at an insane pace, and just that week, the stock had crossed three hundred dollars a share. Its total valuation was well over a trillion dollars, one of only six companies in the world to cross such a benchmark. But Elon knew that what he’d accomplished so far with Tesla was just the beginning. The success of the Model S, and now Giga Texas, were part of a mission that kept him awake most nights, whether he was on the floor of a factory or on his jet traveling between his businesses.


Elon had first hinted at that mission two years after he’d helped launch the company. Shortly after the debut of the Tesla Roadster, Tesla’s first hundred-thousand-dollar electric sports car, Elon had published a blog post explaining himself, titled “The Secret Tesla Motors Master Plan (just between you and me).”


“The overarching purpose of Tesla Motors (and the reason I am funding the company),” the blog post had announced, “is to help expedite the move from a mine-and-burn hydrocarbon economy towards a solar electric economy. . . .” To that end, the plan for Tesla was simple: “1) Build a sports car. 2) Use that money to build an affordable car. 3) Use that money to build an even more affordable car. 4) While doing above, also provide zero emission electric power generation options.”


“Don’t tell anyone,” Elon had signed off, and over the next decade and a half he had followed that game plan surprisingly well. After barely surviving the 2008 financial crisis, firing a quarter of the company’s staff, and attaining financing on Christmas Eve of that year, in the last hour of the last day possible to save the company, Tesla had followed up the Roadster with the more affordable Model S sedan in 2012, then an SUV called the Model X in 2015, then the Model 3 in 2017–18. Along the way, Tesla had reached profitability by July 2009, and in June 2010 had become the first automaker to go public in the US since Ford, back in 1956. Tesla’s initial IPO valuation of 2.22 billion had grown as the company debuted more models, like the Model Y crossover, and more innovations, such as rapid charging stations in 2012 and an automotive holy grail: a sophisticated autopilot system in 2014.


Although the company itself was no longer facing any sort of existential moment—quite the opposite, Tesla was flying higher than it ever had—to Elon, the stakes were much too high to take his foot off the gas, even for a moment.


Now, in the spring of 2022, Elon had set his sights on new problems to solve. The country—the world—had just survived a second pandemic winter, but Elon was eager to put Covid in the rearview mirror. Economies across the globe seemed poised for turbulence, which only made Elon’s instinctual need to press forward more urgent. Pushing sustainable energy and helping humanity to escape dependence on fossil fuels might have been the company’s initial mission statement, but it was only one part of a much bigger vision.


Rising from the yoga mat, Elon lifted his phone from his chest and glanced down at the glowing screen. He read the words he had just typed, only moments ago:




Free speech is essential to a functioning democracy.


Do you believe Twitter rigorously adheres to this principle?


1) Yes


2) No





Not a text, or an email, or a blog post—a tweet. A Twitter poll, offering anyone on the social media site a chance to choose between the two answers to his question, which Elon had blasted out to his nearly seventy-nine million followers. Already, hundreds of thousands of people had responded, with votes, likes, and comments. By the time the poll would close, twenty-four hours later, over two million people would have voted, with 70 percent choosing “No.”


To Elon, the results of the poll weren’t surprising; in the past year, the social media site had become particularly tumultuous, in tune with a society that had been reeling from multiple traumas: vicious political battles, numerous media scandals, a once-in-a-century pandemic that had already killed over six million people worldwide. But it wasn’t the general sense of hostility, of argumentation, that had inspired Elon’s tweet. He had been aiming at something bigger—something that had been bothering him for some time.


He headed out of the alcove, skirting around a self-guided smart cart moving along a predetermined track, then by a group of engineers huddled around an automatic multipoint welding machine. The welding machine was one of the more complex pieces of equipment in this part of the factory; from Elon’s vantage, it looked like some sort of bright red robotic spider flipped on its back, articulate arms sprouting upward, each tipped with a glowing, superheated point. The engineers were in the process of training the machine, using a handheld digital deck; though they didn’t pause as he walked by, he could sense the excited tension in their posture. He could be a demanding boss, but he was there with them, well beyond midnight. In his own mind, and perhaps in the minds of his engineers:


Hardcore.


In an auto factory, even one as futuristic and automated as Giga Texas, there was no room for anything less. Mistakes, strategic or operational, could be dangerous, even fatal. Engineers, as a breed, were methodological, detail oriented, results focused, and careful. Elon was an engineer; but there was a whimsical side to his personality, which often came out late at night, or when something was aggravating him.


Often, during those moments, he turned to Twitter.


Elon had a special and complicated relationship with the social media app that went back almost thirteen years. Not only did he have one of the biggest followings on the site, but he was one of its more prolific tweeters, having posted nearly twenty thousand times—as often as six times a day in recent months. It was common for him to whip off a thought, retweet a meme, or make a philosophical statement while in transit, late at night, or when he woke up in the morning, sometimes while sitting on the toilet. Famously, he’d gotten himself into trouble with the SEC because of a tweet in 2018, when he’d announced “funding secured” to take Tesla private at $420 a share—resulting in a trading frenzy, driving up Tesla’s stock price by 10 percent. He’d had to settle with the government agency for $20 million, making it the most expensive tweet in history.


If Twitter was the greatest show you could access with your thumbs, Elon was one of its biggest draws. Over the years, he’d developed a personal friendship with Jack Dorsey; the two billionaires shared libertarian philosophies, especially around decentralized money and the importance of freedom of speech. Jack was once again no longer the company’s CEO—likely forced out by Elliott Management, a hedge fund with a major financial interest in Twitter. He had handed the reins off to the company’s chief technology officer, a previously obscure engineer named Parag Agrawal. Still, Dorsey remained an outsized influence on the sensibility of the site, the blueprint for which he’d been the primary architect.


Something that Elon understood, better than most, was that even the most brilliantly drawn blueprint was only as good as the engineers who developed and maintained the product that came from it. Jack’s blueprint—a global town hall of ideas—had been revolutionary; but Elon was beginning to believe that the product had frayed, and was coming dangerously close to disintegrating.


When he’d crafted his Twitter poll, moments before, he hadn’t been trolling, or simply posting a thought to garner a response. He’d been as intent as an engineer watching a product he loved beginning to go off the rails.


His poll had been triggered by something that was arguably quite foolish. A site that Elon often followed, calling itself the Babylon Bee, had just been suspended for posting an off-color joke. The Bee—a conservative parody site—had posted a picture of the US assistant health secretary Rachel Levine with the caption “The Babylon Bee’s Man of the Year Is Rachel Levine”—purposefully misgendering the transgender official, in response to USA Today naming Levine as one of its Women of the Year.


The banning of the account had struck a nerve with Elon. Not necessarily because he agreed with the Babylon Bee’s politics—although he would, many months later tweet that his pronouns were “Prosecute/Fauci” and follow that up by explaining, “Forcing your pronouns upon others when they didn’t ask, and implicitly ostracizing those who don’t, is neither good nor kind to anyone”—but because he saw the suspension as the latest in a cascade of overreaching moves by the site, to stifle what he believed should be protected free speech.


Elon understood that his views were not always in line with the mainstream; he described himself as being along the Asperger’s spectrum, which made it difficult for him to read social cues and often caused him to interpret things literally. Despite a difficult childhood, spent isolated, bookish, and bullied, he’d become fascinated with the idea of fundamental truths, which had led him to study physics and computer science. Understanding the universe was a central part of Elon’s philosophy—but he believed that this could only be achieved through asking questions and expanding the scale of human consciousness.
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