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For Steve Grind.

Even though I dedicated my first book to him, he deserves it even more this time.

—Kirsten

For my mom

—Katherine






You will never be happy if you continue to search for what happiness consists of. You will never live if you are looking for the meaning of life.

—Albert Camus








NOTE TO READERS

Tony Hsieh’s sudden death in late November 2020 at only forty-six years of age sent shock waves through the business community and around the world.

One of America’s most beloved entrepreneurs, Tony was adored and respected for his unconventional ideas on workplace culture and happiness, which he detailed in his best-selling book, Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose. A near billionaire, he had almost single-handedly developed downtown Las Vegas over the previous decade. He had built one of the most joyful companies on earth as chief executive officer of the shoe-selling site Zappos, now owned by Amazon. Thousands of people around the world, many of whom didn’t even know him, loved him because of his singular ability to lift people up and see the best in them.

His story might have ended there, with the beautiful obituaries published in newspapers and magazines that detailed his life and accomplishments, including where we work as reporters, the Wall Street Journal.

But Tony died under mysterious circumstances at a young age in a shed fire in Connecticut. Almost immediately after his death, we began hearing stories about his last year as he embarked on a new vision in a new town, Park City, Utah. He had surrounded himself with people who were taking advantage of him. We were told that alcohol and drugs had played a role in his death, but we weren’t sure how. We learned that he might have suffered from mental health issues, possibly worsened by the isolation of the Covid-19 pandemic. Meanwhile, few details about the fire that had killed him were released in the weeks after his death, including why Tony was in New London, Connecticut, at all. A much bigger story needed to be unraveled.

As a result, we were faced with a challenge. On the one hand, we had a mystery: How did Tony Hsieh die? But we also had a biography, the storied career of a person who saw the world differently and encouraged others to believe in themselves, to write. And so we ended up with two intertwined stories: one about Tony Hsieh’s life and one about his death. Because this is a deeply personal story, and to differentiate from other members of the Hsieh family, we have opted to refer to Tony by his first name throughout, while we use the last names of other people who are mentioned in this book. The exception is Jewel, who is commonly referred to by her first name.

Tony Hsieh moved to Park City—which he had often visited for the Sundance Film Festival—in early 2020 after leaving rehab with big plans. He wanted to boost arts in the community, support local businesses, and bring people together. It was in some ways modeled after his famous Las Vegas Downtown Project, in which he had invested $350 million in the development of a struggling part of the city. But like so many of us, he was privately struggling. He began heavily abusing drugs, exacerbating lifelong mental health issues that he had always hidden from others. He spent tens of millions of dollars in just a few months, with people around him vying for pieces of his fortune. It all caught up with him one night in a riverside house in New London, Connecticut, when a shed he was in caught fire.

We have based this account on more than two hundred interviews with his close friends, employees, business associates, and others such as lawyers, doctors, consultants, and professors who interacted with him in the last year of his life and throughout his career. Some people are quoted on the record; others spoke to us anonymously.

This book is also based on thousands of documents, photos, and videos. We obtained hundreds of police, local government, business, and court records—from New London, the San Francisco Bay Area, Las Vegas, and Utah. Some we received through filing Freedom of Information Act requests or from public disclosures, others from people involved in the story.

Related to Tony’s last year in Park City, we viewed dozens of pictures taken of Tony’s multimillion-dollar mansion in Park City known as the Ranch, watched videos taken by those who had interacted with him, and reviewed dozens of employees’ schedules during the summer and fall of 2020. We viewed internal communications, such as emails and text messages, between members of Tony’s inner circle. We have detailed our sourcing in full at the back of the book, including our efforts to obtain some documents that have not been released by Park City officials and responses from some of the parties involved.

We have also benefited from Tony’s own book, Delivering Happiness, which he published in 2010, as well as a more recent book about Zappos in Tony’s and his employees’ own words, The Power of WOW: How to Electrify Your Work and Your Life by Putting Service First.

We ask you not to assume that a person or a business that appears prominently in the narrative, or is mentioned, participated in this book, although every person and entity cited was given the opportunity to do so. Dialogue is in quotes only when it is described in a record, or when it was relayed by someone directly involved, or by someone who witnessed a particular scene. Please keep in mind that even in seemingly private moments, Tony was nearly always surrounded by multiple friends or employees.

A note about Cirque Lodge, the rehabilitation facility in Utah, in particular: it was enormously generous in granting us access to its owner, therapists, and other staff. We were allowed to tour its facilities and experience its program (including a helicopter ride!). However, the employees did not breach doctor-patient confidentiality by giving us information about Tony Hsieh’s stay there or his medical condition in general, nor did they discuss any other patients who had visited the facility.

Some of the scenes in this book, particularly at the end, will be hard to digest. We’re especially aware of how difficult it might be for Tony’s loved ones. This is a story of a business pioneer who pushed countless boundaries throughout his career but also suffered from addiction and mental health issues, particularly in his last year. From the very nature of his death, parts of the story will be disturbing. But at the heart of Tony’s life story is his drive to connect with people—to solve problems for others and generally make the world a kinder place in which to live—a legacy that has continued even after his death and that we hope this book will contribute to.

Know that we have chosen the descriptions of his mental, emotional, and physical states with the utmost care and that we have not included many devastating accounts and details from friends, employees, and visitors that would have only served to repeat descriptions of his condition or make the story appear salacious. What we did choose to use, we did so with the intention of showing his unfortunate decline at a time when many people around him were taking advantage of his condition. Our primary hope, however, is that through these carefully selected scenes and details, Tony’s story will serve as a warning to many others not to ignore looming mental health and addiction issues.

Indeed, many of the people we spoke to for this book were understandably concerned about how Tony’s last year would ultimately reflect on his legacy as a vaunted entrepreneur and beloved CEO. We would argue that not only will that legacy remain but one of his more unexpected gifts to the world will be to serve as an example of someone who could have been saved, by himself or others, if mental health issues weren’t so stigmatized. Tony’s struggles are also emblematic of the impossible expectations, often unspoken, that we place on society’s most respected figures—those whom we look to for answers and perfection. It is our hope that his story will shine a light on these issues, possibly helping others in the process.

If you or someone you know is struggling, we have included an appendix with information on mental health and substance abuse resources. Our goal in telling Tony’s story is to break the cycle of silence and isolation around these issues with the hope of destigmatizing reaching out for help when you’re struggling. People are there to help, even when it might not seem like it, and the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline, 1-800-273-8255, and Crisis Text Line, 741741, provide immediate, around-the-clock assistance.

A fuller list of mental health resources can be found at the end of the book.






PROLOGUE “A FREAK ACCIDENT”



New London, Connecticut, November 18–19, 2020



Fire Chief Thomas Curcio drove across the dark neighborhoods of New London, Connecticut, in the early morning of November 18, 2020, the crackling sound of his car scanner the only noise breaking the silence in his SUV.

He had been awakened by a call to his cell phone around 3:30 a.m. by dispatch with reports of a fire and a person trapped inside a house or possibly a nearby structure.

That wasn’t unusual. New London is only six square miles, with a population of about 27,000, but it is a densely populated urban area—“like someone took a slice out of New York City,” his fire marshal, Vernon Skau, likes to tell people. The small department is busy enough on most days, handling about 7,500 calls a year. A large glass cabinet at the fire station showcases pictures and artifacts from some of New London’s most memorable fires, large and small: a blown fuse at a fast-food restaurant that had charred the inside; a Samsung cell phone that had exploded.

Once the largest of a string of affluent coastal towns in southeastern Connecticut, New London has been in decline since the 1980s, when the Crystal Mall opened on the outskirts of town, sucking business away from local shops on State and Bank Streets in the downtown area. A recent attempt to infuse arts into the city stalled during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Chief Curcio was born and raised in New London and has worked at its fire department since he was twenty-two. As a kid, he pretended to respond to fires using his Matchbox toy cars. He had been given the top job at the department two years earlier, at an official ceremony covered by the local newspaper.

Fifty-eight now, with salt-and-pepper hair and a pleasing New England accent, Curcio knows many of New London’s residents by name and its streets by heart. The address of the fire, 500 Pequot Avenue, was only half a mile away from his house in a high-end neighborhood of New London. It was the middle of the night and freezing—about 20 degrees Fahrenheit.

He was not the first to arrive. It was a serious incident, and New London’s three fire trucks, including a ladder truck, had been dispatched to the scene. Several police cars and an ambulance had also pulled up in front of a fairly large gray house, not unlike others on the residential street overlooking the water. Curcio knew its previous owner, a local doctor, but not who lived there currently.

If it was a house fire, it didn’t look serious upon arrival. A thin plume of smoke rose from the backyard. The front of the house, with a sloping roof and a round attic window, appeared undamaged. Most of the lights were on, turning the property into a glowing beacon in the middle of a very dark street. Curcio stepped out of his SUV in his firefighting gear and a face mask, a department precaution during the pandemic.

As he hurried across the street, he could see the ambulance crew loading a man on a stretcher into the back of the ambulance. The person appeared to be alive but unconscious, with an oxygen mask strapped around his head.

Curcio didn’t stop to examine him further. His job as chief was to direct the firefighters at the scene while also performing an initial evaluation of what had occurred. He went to the backyard, where several of his colleagues were gathered around a small shed attached to the house.

The shed faced a rectangular pool, which was covered for the winter months, and beyond a short wall at the end of the property, Curcio knew, was the Thames River, although he couldn’t see it in the darkness. In New London, the Thames River spills into Long Island Sound.

The shed was where the man who had been pulled out had been found. He had been lying on a blanket inside, unconscious. The wooden door had been locked, and firefighters had had to pry it open with “forcible hand entry tools” to pull him out, a later fire department report said. “He’s barricaded,” one rescue worker shouted into her radio to a dispatcher. The man hadn’t been badly burned, and the fire had been put out right away.

Parts of the inside still smoldered, and it was a jumble of beach chairs and long foam floaties used in pools. A propane space heater was partially charred, as was the edge of the blanket the man had been lying on. A candle had tipped over, spilling wax over a plastic ziplock bag stuffed with Post-it notes. Small metal canisters littered the ground that fire investigators later identified as cartridges of nitrous oxide, the kind you might attach to a whipped cream dispenser, known as whippets. Cigarettes were strewn around, and a pool of Tiki torch fluid had spilled onto the floor. All of those objects Curcio’s department would later describe as possible causes of the fire.

Curcio moved on to the basement of the house, which was attached to the shed and could be accessed by sliding doors from the backyard. The basement could theoretically have been harmed during a fire. It was there that he saw something unusual.

All of the walls of the finished room were covered in bright yellow sticky notes, a mosaic of paper squares that traveled all the way to the ceiling. Words and messages were scrawled on them, but Curcio couldn’t make out what they said. “The man must be a scientist or an engineer,” he thought to himself, “someone who lays out their thoughts on many pieces of paper, like a map.” In addition to his day job, Curcio worked part-time at Lawrence + Memorial Hospital nearby, performing stress tests on patients in the cardiology department. He would sometimes see sticky notes or other scraps of paper tacked up on meeting room walls.

Soon Curcio’s phone lit up with a text message. The New London police chief, also on the scene, had sent the name of the victim to everyone else working there: Tony Hsieh. The chief speculated in his text that he might be the CEO of the online shoe retailer Zappos. Later the fire chief researched Tony more.

He found that Tony Hsieh (pronounced “Shay”) was only forty-six and had become something of a business legend through his nearly two decades at the helm of Zappos, the online shoe company now owned by Amazon. Tony was known worldwide for his radical ideas about company culture and had led a redevelopment of downtown Las Vegas, plowing hundreds of millions of dollars into the downtown area of the city and funding dozens of new companies. Early in his career, before Zappos, he had sold a startup to Microsoft during the internet boom of the 1990s, cementing his reputation as a genius entrepreneur. Later Chief Curcio would ask his wife to buy him a copy of Tony’s best-selling book, Delivering Happiness, for Christmas. The book, published in 2010, detailed Tony’s life and the company culture at Zappos, inspiring business leaders, government officials, and readers around the world.

Tony’s ties to New London were unclear; the articles Curcio found all showed that Tony lived in Las Vegas but had recently been buying properties in Park City, Utah.

In a later police report, one officer at the scene of the fire had also googled Tony and written the barest of details, likely from his Wikipedia page: Anthony “Tony” Hsieh was an “American Entrepreneur and venture capitalist who has a net worth of $850 million dollars. He was born in Illinois on 12-12-73 and grew up in California. He earned his Computer Science degree at Harvard University. He retired as the CEO of Zappos in August 2020, after 21 years.”

The night of the fire, the firefighters and police noticed three large Mercedes passenger vans, the kind that transport celebrities to events, parked in front of the house on Pequot Avenue. In New London, where the streets are filled with more economical vehicles, they stood out. Inside one of the vans, a group of men and women sat silently, looking shaken.

Curcio and his team soon learned that many of them were employees of the wealthy businessman. The fire department had split up the interviewing with the police, a standard procedure in an investigation with many witnesses. An officer spoke to one of them, Brett Gorman, who described himself as an employee of Tony’s. Gorman said he was engaged to another employee, a young woman named Elizabeth Pezzello.

When the officer asked for more information about Tony, Gorman explained that Tony had several investments in and out of the country. The officer asked him to elaborate, but he just shrugged.

“Does the business have a name?” the officer prodded.

“No,” Gorman replied.

“Well, how does the business make money?”

Gorman laughed. “I don’t mean ‘business’ in that way, as in making money,” he said. “Tony is very rich, and he is retired except for a project we have going on in Utah.”

He, Pezzello, and three other employees, he told the officer, were part of Tony’s “core team.”

The Mercedes vans had been waiting to take them all on a trip to Hawaii.



How does an accomplished chief executive officer, one of America’s most beloved entrepreneurs, end up in a burning shed thousands of miles away from his home city of Las Vegas in the middle of a devastating pandemic?

As reporters at the Wall Street Journal, we wanted to find the answer. In stories for the Journal in 2020 and 2021, we explored Tony’s struggles with alcohol and, later, drugs. We deeply examined the entourage who surrounded him in Park City, Utah, during 2020, a group of friends and employees—including his own brother—many of whom enabled Tony’s worsening drug addiction while feeding off his wealth.

But we quickly realized that Tony’s path to the burning shed in New London, Connecticut, was much more complicated and heartbreaking than we had first realized. His journey had actually started years earlier, with a fundamental goal that many people can surely relate to: he wanted to be happy. His desire to achieve happiness, and especially to spread it to those around him, was so great that he staked his entire career, and his livelihood, on that goal. It was his life’s mission, and it was ultimately his downfall.

At Zappos, he infused the company with a culture known for its outrageous parties, constant happy hours, and a list of values that encouraged workers to be “a little weird,” an unusual workplace renaissance he detailed in his book, Delivering Happiness. Determined to bring joy to people who bought shoes from Zappos and those who worked for him, he believed strongly in the value of customer service and in building a workplace culture that would allow all employees to be themselves.

With the line between friends and employees already blurred, Tony took his happiness goal one step further by empowering his workers to take on more responsibility in a much-watched management experiment called holacracy. This decentralized organizational theory meant that he refused to adhere to a traditional company structure or the confines of a chief executive officer role; he thought everyone should be empowered to achieve his or her own goals.

In downtown Las Vegas, Tony Hsieh dedicated $350 million of his own fortune to turning the forgotten corner of the city into an urban theme park filled with brightly colored art, bars, and event venues. He wooed entrepreneurs from across the country, investing in their businesses in exchange for their moving to Vegas. He asked his friends and acquaintances, “What do you need to live up to your full potential?” and then gave them the money or time they required. He rarely directed those questions inward, in part to avoid addressing his own problems. He failed to take care of himself.

Tony was endlessly generous. He never asked for anything in return.

Across the tech industry, charismatic, eccentric innovators have often been exalted—lifted up and put onto unrealistic pedestals for the rest of us to admire or vilify. Tony Hsieh was no different, and he was viewed as a sort of business culture messiah, a leader who could solve all the riddles plaguing the workplace. Thousands of business owners, government officials, and academics made the pilgrimage to Zappos each year to learn from his genius.

But the relentless pursuit of happiness has a darker side. Beneath his public, happiness-focused veneer, Tony struggled privately: he had undiagnosed mental health issues and facial recognition problems that he kept hidden from even some of his closest friends. Across Silicon Valley, a work-until-you-break ethos is common as superstar CEOs and founders race to build products they believe will help humanity, whether they are operating social media platforms, renting out coworking space, or selling shoes. There is no time to stop. There is no room to stumble.

Only recently has it become more accepted for high-performing people such as CEOs, celebrities, and athletes—the tennis star Naomi Osaka and the Olympic gymnast Simone Biles, for example—to admit that they need a break. There is, however, still a great stigma.

Tony, despite his close friendship with the singer and songwriter Jewel, a mental health expert in her own right, refused to seek help, always believing, as many in the tech industry do, that he could somehow hack his own problems through diet or exercise or cold baths. The Covid-19 pandemic and the resulting quarantine away from his closest friends took a terrible toll on him. Tony never married or had children.

Always a heavy drinker—a way of life, particularly at ZapposI—Tony increased his drinking in the latter years of his life as he continued to ignore his own internal suffering in the pursuit of others’ happiness. Even in his darkest moments, he wanted to make sure that those around him felt they were loved and taken care of.

Ultimately, he turned to drugs—ketamine and nitrous oxide—to help free his mind and to try to find some relief.

His life reached a devastating conclusion in Park City, Utah, where he tried to build a utopian community in 2020. He wanted his loved ones, and the people of the world, to live together free of Covid-19 and achieve the lasting peace he sought. By that time, though, his mental health problems had worsened, and he suffered a series of breakdowns that could no longer be ignored.

By that point in his life, though, a new entourage surrounded him, including his brother. At their best, many of these people, paid handsomely from Tony’s fortune and beholden to a man they worshipped, simply stood by as he unraveled before them. At their worst, others enabled all his most terrible instincts and drug use. By the time he locked himself into a shed in New London, Connecticut, in November 2020 at a house owned by a woman considered to be his “soul mate,” Tony was lost, a wisp of the man so many people had loved.

The man peddling happiness couldn’t make himself happy. By the time his friends and family tried to save him, it was too late.

This is the story of one great and flawed entrepreneur and the long, fateful journey he took to try to make the world a better place. It is also the story of a man who struggled silently with his inner turmoil for decades, even as he was surrounded by dozens of people who loved him and, in the end, some others who didn’t.

More than anything, it is the story of the great desire in all of us to find happiness, and bring happiness to others, at any cost.



Two days after the shed fire in late November 2020, a neighbor, Patricia Richardson, was at her house in New London, which shared a side yard with the site of the shed fire, 500 Pequot Avenue.

The former publisher of the local newspaper, The Day, Richardson didn’t know her neighbors well, since they were almost never home. When she did see them, they seemed nice, and polite.

A group of them had moved in that September of 2020, but the house appeared to be owned by just one of them, Rachael Brown, whom Richardson had greeted on several occasions. Brown was a middle-aged woman, friendly enough, with light brown hair that looked like it had been dyed blonde.

One day in the fall of 2020, Richardson had looked down into her side yard to find a small lavender metal canister that fit into the palm of her hand. She had no idea what it was and, after examining it a little, had thrown it away. By that time, she had heard about Tony Hsieh and knew he was somehow affiliated with the property. She’d looked him up but had never seen him.

The house at 500 Pequot Avenue stood empty for weeks at a time, and when Brown was home, she was usually with a small group of people. They were generally quiet, but one time in the fall of 2020 the neighbors were treated to an unusual spectacle. Spotlights were set up on the side of the house, and a wrestling ring was assembled. A group of people came out dressed in costume, including the actor David Arquette. Arquette is a former professional wrestler and a friend of Tony’s, but the neighbors didn’t know that.

On the night of the fire in late November 2020, Richardson woke up to the sound of several people screaming outside. “Tony!” she heard the people yell. “Tony!”

She rushed to open her sliding glass door and looked over her balcony, from which she could see Brown’s backyard. A woman was on the neighbor’s balcony, pacing and yelling “1014!” over and over. Richardson later learned that it was the code to the nearby pool shed. Below, she saw two men clawing desperately at the door of the shed, which appeared to be locked. An alarm blared.

Richardson couldn’t figure out what was going on until she heard one of the neighbors yell something about a fire. She immediately ran back inside and called the police. Later she watched from her yard as thick smoke poured from the shed. It smelled acrid, like an electrical fire.

Across the fence the next morning, she saw one of the neighbors, a man named Anthony Hebert who visited there sometimes with Brown. There was a memorial on their side of the fence, a tacky, brightly colored thing that appeared to be marking a small grave. The memorial included a stack of white rocks, a bird feeder, two Tiki torches, and plastic flowers arranged over an arch.

Hebert greeted her and explained, “Rachael’s dog died. It was really old and blind and sick, and she’s really upset.

“And now her friend…” he trailed off. Richardson told him she had called the police the night before and said she hoped their friend would be okay. The details of who had been pulled from the shed had not yet made national news. Soon reporters from all over the country would be stationed on the residential street, and Richardson would be followed by camera drones as she walked down the beach.

“It was a freak accident,” Hebert acknowledged, “but he’s young. He’s going to be okay.

“It was really just a freak accident.”


	
I. Zappos has a drug- and alcohol-use policy that prohibits illegal drug use in the workplace and requires that any alcohol consumption at company offices or at work-related events be done responsibly.








PART I






CHAPTER ONE “A VERY OPTIMISTIC, INNOCENT TIME”



Park City, Utah, February 2020–March 2020

San Francisco, California, 1995–1998




My role is about unleashing what people already have inside them. That is maybe suppressed in most work environments.

—Tony Hsieh



Tony Hsieh was free.

He pushed through a set of double glass doors, pulling a suitcase with several changes of clothes, cell phone in hand. His eyes were clearer than they had been in weeks, and his face looked fuller. His black hair, which he had recently shaved off completely, had grown back into little spikes. He already needed a haircut.

Tony paid little attention to the majesty of his surroundings as he hurried to a Mercedes van waiting in the sprawling parking lot. Directly in front of him towered the Provo Peaks, a set of mountains in Utah’s Wasatch Range, only miles away. To his left was what the locals called the “Wasatch front” side of Mount Timpanogos, one of the largest mountains in the range. On the “Wasatch back” side of the mountain, out of Tony’s view, was the Cascade Cirque. Even at a distance, the Cirque, a glacier-carved amphitheater, is recognizable by the dark, jagged slashes across its white surface, as if a tiger had run its claw horizontally across the snow.

It was the end of February, and a light snow was falling. Earlier in the month, there had been several blizzards in the area, and snow from those storms was still piled high in some corners of the parking lot.

The drug and alcohol rehabilitation facility in the town of Orem, Utah, that Tony had just left was named for the glacier—Cirque Lodge—and Tony would have seen plenty of the surrounding area during his stay. The facility, known as “the studio,” because of its affiliation with the Osmonds singing band in the 1970s, has a panoramic view of the mountain range through large windows in its dining room and common areas, and winding hallways that resemble dorm rooms. Cirque Lodge charges most patients $38,700 a month to stay in the studio, typical for a celebrity facility.

Cirque Lodge was founded in 1999 by Richard Losee, a devout Mormon whose background was in the beauty and jewelry industries. After watching a relative deal with drug addiction without the right mix of treatment options, Losee made a life-altering decision to change the plans for a wellness center he had been planning to build in the mountains. Instead, he turned it into a rehabilitation clinic. He has since turned down several offers from private equity firms to purchase it. Losee, who keeps an office at the studio location, is known by clients for his quiet kindness and flexibility. Despite its reputation as a facility for the rich and famous, Cirque Lodge routinely cuts its prices for clients who can’t afford it, and many staff members have worked there nearly since it was founded. Others have been addicts themselves or watched loved ones suffer.

Because of his stature, Tony would normally have been staying at Cirque’s smaller, more private facility, a mountain chalet known as “the lodge,” about a twenty-minute drive away, hidden at the top of an unmarked driveway in the mountains near Sundance, Utah. The treatment plan is about the same, but the rooms are private and guests are allowed more access to phones and computers. The monthly cost is also higher, about $64,000 a month.

Big-name former clients such as Lindsay Lohan and Kirsten Dunst typically preferred to stay at the more intimate lodge facility because of its privacy and because it looks more like a cabin retreat. Never more than sixteen clients are in residence at any one time. But Tony stayed at the studio location, which resembled dorm rooms, instead so that he could quickly adapt to his preferred habitat—with a lot of people around him.

He did not want to stay at either location—or any facility at all, for that matter. But his friends had insisted. By the end of 2019, Tony had begun acting erratically. He had always been a heavy drinker—his cologne was the smell of his favorite drink, the Italian liqueur Fernet-Branca, his friends liked to joke—but he had begun experimenting with more drugs as well. He had started taking ketamine, a drug used medically as an anesthetic that can cause hallucinations, but also thought to help with inspiration and creativity. The practice had been encouraged by a shaman, a religious leader believed to fall into a trancelike state to communicate with the spirit world. Tony told his friends that the shaman was taking him on trips into the desert. Usually Tony reserved his drug use for his annual trip to the Burning Man art and music festival in the Nevada desert, one of his favorite events.

His strange behavior started becoming noticeable at Zappos, where he had been CEO for two decades, veering from his standard silliness to downright puzzling. Working on his acres of new development plans, Tony was talking a lot, all the time, about outlandish ideas and plans as he walked around downtown Las Vegas. Usually reserved, he was even chatting to strangers, who didn’t know him and would stare curiously at him on the street.

His friends really began to worry in January 2020, after he decided to throw one of his close friends, Ryan Doherty, a surprise party. Doherty, a clean-cut Boston native, is a longtime, well-known bar owner in Las Vegas. One of his most popular bars in the downtown area, Commonwealth, has a secret speakeasy tucked inside the back. Called the Laundry Room, the small brick-walled room has plush brown couches, small tables, a chandelier hanging from the ceiling near the wooden wraparound bar, and framed black-and-white portraits lining the walls.

Tony had spent his life throwing parties for his friends, often with themes. And this time he wanted to give the entire parking lot where he lived in an Airstream trailer with a dozen other Airstreams and a scattering of tiny, wooden homes the same old-timey feel of a speakeasy in honor of Doherty. He wanted to somehow recreate the feeling Doherty gave others when they walked into his popular bar. So his plans weren’t unusual. But the entire night seemed off-kilter.

The party started in downtown Las Vegas. Someone picked up Doherty, blindfolded him, and handed him a cold package wrapped in paper, instructing him to hold it. He was then placed in a car that sped around the city, so he wouldn’t know where he was going. Doherty needed to brace himself in the car during the crazy drive, so he stuffed the package awkwardly down his shirt. He knew the Airstream park where Tony lived, but when the car pulled up and his blindfold lifted, he found a maze of sheets and makeshift walls, an experience that someone later explained had been aimed at “sensory deprivation.” In the twenty-four hours spent constructing the party, Tony had dispatched friends to Doherty’s speakeasy to borrow some of the furniture, arranging it in front of the Airstream trailers.

The cold package Doherty carried was a bundle of raw fresh fish. He was expected to hand the fish to a waiting chef, who would cook it for the group’s dinner. Its significance was unclear. Attendees, most of them wearing white, speculated that it must be Doherty’s birthday for Tony to plan such an elaborate celebration. It wasn’t.

His friends were confused, with the night not coming together fully and Tony acting strangely, and they tried to make sense of what was unfolding. Perhaps Tony was trying to create his own version of the Jejune Institute, an underground alternative universe in which players complete tasks based on a made-up story line that an artist invented in San Francisco. “A fake protest, drawing 250 people, was enacted for a ‘minichapter,’ created to delight hard-core gamers,” the New York Times wrote about the experience in 2012. Tony had recently discussed a vision of an immersive, real-life “game” experience in downtown Las Vegas like the one organized in San Francisco years earlier, and maybe, they thought, they were living through a trial run.

The party became one of the incidents that ultimately convinced Tony’s friends that he might need help. Soon after, several of them began to broach the subject of Tony going to rehab. Talking him into something, however, always required careful framing, especially about more delicate issues. Some of his friends came on too strong, telling him that he was an addict or that he had a problem. Doherty, who knew Tony well, took another tack, persuading him in an hours-long conversation that if he went to rehab by his own choice, he could control the narrative. He wouldn’t want Zappos to discover that something was wrong and then force him to go, Doherty argued.

Doherty had prepared for the conversation, having researched the best rehab facilities in the country. He ultimately landed on Cirque Lodge, chosen in part because Tony loved the area. Almost every year he and his group traveled to the annual Sundance Film Festival, and they typically stayed in a rental in Park City, Utah. Tony was actually in the process of buying a property there in the winter of 2020 for vacation use, a wood-frame house across from the ski resort on Empire Avenue. It provided a cover for him to be out of town.

Of utmost importance was keeping it quiet. Tony was a business celebrity, and Las Vegas was insular; word could spread quickly. No one wanted executives at Amazon, which had bought Zappos in 2009, to find out. Zappos operated largely autonomously from Amazon, but the parent company was likely to get involved if the company discovered that Tony had a drug problem. If anyone in Las Vegas asked, they were told that Tony and Doherty were visiting the new vacation property, getting it ready for visitors. The Sundance Film Festival would also have just ended, and parties sometimes continued in the days after.

The program at Cirque Lodge seemed perfect for Tony. It is “experiential,” relying on various activities throughout the day to help treat patients. Its facility in the town of Orem, Utah, about an hour from Park City, has a state-of-the art ropes course housed in a 17,000-square-foot room that also features an indoor rock-climbing area and storage closets packed with outdoor gear. A recording studio featuring musical instruments and equipment that would make any professional band jealous is on hand for music therapy. In the summer, Cirque Lodge employees lead clients on hikes through the rising rock walls of nearby Provo Canyon, often taking the 1.5-mile trail to Bridal Veil Falls, a two-tiered waterfall gushing from the rocks. They go rafting and tubing down the Provo River. In the winter, they snowshoe. Most clients participate in equine therapy with a skilled, long-standing staff member, Dave Beck, an intense man with piercing blue eyes who is himself a recovering alcoholic. At indoor and outdoor staging areas, Beck teaches patients how to issue commands to the horses, trying to get them to trot in a circle around the client or change the direction in which they are walking. It is a challenge, even for people used to animals, so Beck hopes to break through patients’ egos so they will ask for help when they are struggling. That is a skill he is hoping they will take back to the real world.

Though the program at Cirque Lodge employs the twelve-step program of Alcoholics Anonymous, among other traditional therapies, Beck and Losee early on introduced experiential therapies as a way to get clients distracted and perhaps interested in another activity besides their addiction. This awakening to something new is what Beck refers to as an “internal spiritual experience,” one of the main steps in the AA manual. “This is a very simple program,” said Beck, as he picked up his own manual, which was falling apart and duct taped in some places. “It’s very difficult to execute.”

Tony agreed to go to Cirque Lodge after Doherty spoke to him and left Las Vegas in a private jet. When Doherty had broached the topic with Tony, much of their conversation had involved Tony negotiating his length of stay at Cirque Lodge, refusing to go for the full thirty days that is common in most addiction programs today. It is very rare for a client to stay at Cirque Lodge less than a month. Usually it takes a week or ten days just to become adjusted to the daily schedule and acknowledge the need for help. Some centers now promote stays as long as three months. “The longer someone stays, the more likely their chances are of staying sober,” Losee said later.

Tony agreed to two weeks total. On day thirteen, he left. Though there is a small front desk, there is no security, only a reception desk. Clients can leave at any time.

As he walked out, Tony climbed into the waiting Mercedes Sprinter van in the parking lot, and it drove through a pair of wrought-iron gates and away from the treatment facility.



It wasn’t the first time Tony had left somewhere important early.

In 1995, he sat at a desk in a row of other desks in a large room full of rows of desks at the database management giant Oracle Corporation. He had just graduated from Harvard University with a degree in computer science. Oracle had hired him for a software engineering position, even though Tony didn’t really know what the job entailed.

He was twenty-two, the son of Taiwanese immigrants, with a penchant for playing pranks, programming computers, and eating at Taco Bell. He wore his black hair shaggy, and it crept down the back of his neck. He looked no older than fifteen.

Oracle’s business is not exciting; it helps companies around the world manage information. But it is one of the founding companies of Silicon Valley, and its chief executive officer, Larry Ellison, remains well regarded as one of the area’s original tech founders. When Tony arrived almost two decades after its 1970s founding, Oracle, located in the small South Bay community of Redwood City, was one of the Valley’s greatest success stories. Its custom-built headquarters spanned several multistory green glass towers that half circled a small lake. Employees called it “Larry’s Lagoon.” Oracle had gone public in 1986 and was bringing in more than $2 billion in revenue each year.

The $40,000 salary that Oracle offered Tony straight out of college seemed like a staggering amount at the time. He had been raised in nearby Marin, California, just north of San Francisco, so he would be returning home, sort of, and definitely to warmer weather than in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he had spent the last four years of undergrad.

Tony was one of hundreds of software engineers at Oracle, and he quickly became bored. His parents, Richard and Judy, a chemical engineer and a psychologist, had imposed intense structure and discipline on his life and that of his two younger brothers, Andy and Dave, while they were growing up. As a result, Tony hated monotony and routine. He had gone to Harvard for his parents’ sake, but what he really wanted to do was start his own business. He wanted to make money, not because he needed it—his family had always lived comfortably—but because he wanted to build something that would deliver freedom from having to worry about the cost of anything. He didn’t have expensive tastes; he preferred jeans and a T-shirt over any other outfit and was happy sharing a rental with his roommate, Sanjay Madan, who also had graduated from Harvard and taken a job at Oracle. Madan was an ultrasmart computer programmer of Indian descent who, improbably, spoke less than Tony did.

Tony learned that at Oracle, no one was tracking his time in the office. He came in late and left early, taking an hour-long nap break during the day at his apartment nearby. He waited it out a few months and then quit.

Madan also left his job at Oracle. Together the two planned to design company websites, a venture Tony’s parents did not support. Richard Hsieh told him frankly, “It didn’t really sound like that could ever become a big enough business to be meaningful.”

Back then, the internet was in its infancy, a novelty called the World Wide Web—which helps explain why Richard Hsieh was doubtful about his son’s new career path. In 1995, only about 3 percent of the US population had ever signed on to the Web. Yahoo! had launched the previous year, and Craigslist, eBay, and Amazon all got their start as Tony was thinking about a web business. Oracle became one of the first software companies to design a strategy for the internet.

It was a defining moment for Silicon Valley, a feeling in the air that people there were on the verge of something big, a small quivering that was about to turn into an earthquake. “It was all brand new to everyone,” recalled Alan Shusterman, one of the founding team members in the business Tony would start at the time, LinkExchange, and the director of product management. “It was like ‘Oh, my God, I could have my website visited by people all over the world! I can sell golf balls or anything I want online!’ It was a very optimistic, innocent time.”

In August 1995, the web browser Netscape went public, with shares priced at $28 each. Demand for the stock was so high that the opening of trading was delayed by almost two hours. It closed at $58 a share that day. The frenzy set off what would later be described as a gold rush, a flood of money set to spill into the coffers of startups across the region. “Until then, Silicon Valley was just a place where microchips were made, not the fountainhead of global commerce,” the business magazine Fortune wrote a decade later.

Tony and Madan had an idea for how to revolutionize internet advertising. The industry was burgeoning at the time, and few companies allocated any of their advertising budget to websites. Most of the money still went to traditional media such as television, radio, and print. When they did advertise online, companies purchased banner ads, usually directly from the website where they wanted to advertise. The banner ads were cartoonish and clunky; the first one had launched in 1994 on HotWired with faded white text on a black background: “Have you ever clicked your mouse right HERE? → YOU WILL.”

Tony and Madan came up with an idea for a collective advertising system, one that would lower the barrier to entry for smaller websites especially. It worked like this: any business could join the network for free and insert a code on its own website; banner ads from a variety of other businesses would then start showing up. The website would earn half a credit for every ad it displayed. The credits would rack up, and then the website could use them to purchase its own advertising banners on other sites in the network. Tony and Madan called the business LinkExchange. (LinkExchange kept about half of the advertising from its member businesses and sold it for a profit to larger companies. Members could also purchase advertising.)

LinkExchange grew much faster than Tony and Madan had anticipated. After only a few months, they had tens of thousands of customers. After six months, they had fielded their first purchase offer from a private investor, for $1 million. They turned it down. LinkExchange was growing so rapidly that it seemed like a bad idea to sell so quickly.

By 1997, LinkExchange had about fifty employees and had moved out of the cramped San Mateo apartment that Tony and Madan shared where it had been housed for almost a year. Now employees worked from two floors of a nondescript brick building in an area of San Francisco that was less than desirable at the time, the South of Market neighborhood known as SoMa. A sign in the lobby of the building warned tenants that it was not earthquake safe. Rather than pay for desks, which were expensive, Tony and Madan bought dozens of doors that came with holes for doorknobs from a local hardware store. Computers sat on the wooden doors, which rested on concrete blocks and sawhorses, their power cords snaking through the doorknob holes and into wall outlets.

Underneath the desks, Tony and most of the other employees kept sleeping bags. They often worked late into the night, crashing on the floor afterward only to start over in the morning. Internet advertising had taken off, and LinkExchange had fierce competitors, including its biggest one, DoubleClick, which would be acquired about a decade later by Google.

When an important World Wide Web conference, Internet World ’97, was held in Los Angeles, LinkExchange couldn’t afford to pay for flights, admission, and the cost of an entire booth. But the conference was an important chance for startups to be noticed and promote themselves—Microsoft was introducing its next web browser, Internet Explorer 4.0, and AOL was showing off its latest software, Casablanca. Tony wanted to be there, so he rented a Winnebago, nicknamed it “Web-a-bago,” and drove a small group of employees the six hours to Los Angeles. He parked the RV, littered with junk food, guitars, and pagers, at a prime spot at the conference. He draped a banner with the LinkExchange logo across the front, a much lower-quality version of a booth than the nearby flashy digs of AltaVista, a new web search engine.

The LinkExchange executives sent an email blast to their customers, telling them that they would get a free T-shirt if they showed up at the “booth” by noon on the day of the conference. Soon dozens of people were lined up and then walked through the conference venue wearing bright blue shirts with LinkExchange’s logo, far outpacing the impact of the more upscale booths.

Tony had brought in two more recent Harvard graduates: his former college classmate Alfred Lin and the identical twin brother of an Iranian-American friend, Ali Partovi, to help with the business. Lin, whose parents had also immigrated from Taiwan, had met Tony at Harvard when Tony had devised a scheme to sell slices of pizza to his classmates, buying and installing a pizza oven in a campus hangout area. The way Tony remembered it and later described it in Delivering Happiness, Lin had one-upped him by buying whole pizzas and reselling slices to other students at a higher price. Though Lin wasn’t trying to make money off his roommates, he found that when he charged $1.25 or $1.50 per slice, his customers gave him $2 anyway. No one wanted to give up the precious quarters needed for laundry, vending machines, and arcade games. He and Tony would joke about Lin’s apparent pizza arbitrage.

However it happened, the move impressed Tony, forever endearing Lin to him. The pizza story became their origin story. They shared a similar upbringing, both having been raised by strict parents who had high expectations for their sons. In their early years in business, they also shared a feeling of not always fitting in at the party and hated being onstage to make presentations before both grew into business leaders with big successes.

Tony didn’t know Partovi well, but his identical twin brother, Hadi, had been on the Harvard computer programming team with Tony. They had competed together at a renowned worldwide coding competition in 1994. Ali Partovi, Tony joked, was basically Hadi’s stunt double.

Ali Partovi, who was also twenty-three at the time, helped Tony with aspects of management that didn’t suit him. LinkExchange was so small that Tony was essentially a co-CEO with all his other business partners: no one really held the formal title. Tony preferred it that way. He didn’t like bureaucracy and had chafed at the company structures set up by Oracle. At LinkExchange’s monthly all-hands meetings, Partovi would often handle the speaking, while Tony might say something brief and then step to the side. A San Francisco Focus magazine article on startup culture at the time referred repeatedly to Tony and his partners as “the kids,” and the reporter described how Tony, in his T-shirt and running shoes, “stares ahead, looking bored.” Partovi, by comparison, was a “chatterbox,” the article reported.

In one-on-one meetings with employees, Tony sometimes never spoke. He sat silently, absorbing what the other person was saying. Some employees were disarmed by this and sat awkwardly waiting, while others kept talking to fill the silence. “It was the ultimate Socratic method,” observed Scott Laughlin, who headed up LinkExchange’s sales department at the time. “He would look at you until you asked all the questions you should have asked yourself. He didn’t like to hear himself talk.”

Laughlin, who had moved over to LinkExchange after working at a popular Web magazine, recalled a meeting he had had with Tony and LinkExchange’s engineering director. In the meeting, Laughlin and the engineering director explained to Tony that some customers were unhappy with an aspect of the website—they couldn’t easily find the types of businesses where they wanted to place their own ads. But fixing the problem would require a massive overhaul of the website. Tony remained mostly quiet as the two detailed the problem, and the meeting ended without a solution.

The next morning, Laughlin woke up to a one-sentence email from Tony: “Is this better?” with a link to the LinkExchange website. Tony had spent the whole night since the meeting rewriting code so that the issue was fixed. He had done it himself, rather than assign it to someone else. “I was swayed by your argument,” he told Laughlin.

There was a playfulness about Tony, a wry wit that shined through even when he wasn’t talking much. Despite his awkwardness, he had the ability to connect with people in a way that others didn’t, mostly because he truly seemed to care about everyone around him.

It was clear that he thought about the world in an unusual way, with an almost childlike enthusiasm. “If you’re looking at a model of something, he would go off to the side and look at it at a twenty-degree angle because he saw the contours differently,” said Shusterman. “He would say these things all the time that were just really remarkable insights.”

Tony once decided to take a road trip across the country to talk to other companies about advertising—itself an extraordinary move for a young startup founder. After he returned, he sent off a detailed email to the LinkExchange team with his predictions about how the advertising industry would change over the next decade, including how companies would want more control over their advertising by managing their own in-house platforms, a seemingly unlikely trend at the time. All of Tony’s predictions ultimately came true, Shusterman recalled later.

At a time when workplace culture looked more like The Office or Dilbert, Tony instituted silliness. He hazed new employees, customers, and even prospective business partners. Shusterman was deputized as the “pledgemaster,” in charge of planning whatever zaniness might occur. Ahead of one companywide meeting, Shusterman asked Tony what was on the agenda from the executive team.

“Oh, we have nothing,” Tony replied. The meeting was being held strictly to make the new employees dress up in business suits and do push-ups and jumping jacks in front of everyone else. Though it might sound harsh to some and could have been under a different CEO, Tony encouraged LinkExchange employees to have fun and laugh at themselves, as opposed to a suit-and-tie culture of seriousness and business metrics.

Tony came up with an unusual low-cost marketing strategy, dispatching his team to email thousands of customers, asking them to display the LinkExchange logo in an unusual way and then mail in a picture of it. Within weeks, the company was overwhelmed with postcards. One customer was shown walking through a mall holding a large, homemade LinkExchange sign; another mowed the logo onto his suburban lawn. One man had shaved it into his hair, another had painted it across his pet snake. The photos covered an entire wall of LinkExchange’s San Francisco office and frequently delighted visitors and job candidates. Ultimately Tony helped create a loyal, devoted customer base not unlike the fans of Steve Jobs’s Apple products.

Tony and Partovi—who was much more anxious than Tony, even in his early twenties—one day discussed LinkExchange’s customer service department. Typically companies don’t like to focus on customer service because it doesn’t make money and in fact usually drains money because of the cost of employing people to answer phones and emails of existing customers. Partovi was brainstorming ways that LinkExchange could automate aspects of customer service to keep costs from ballooning as the business continued to grow.

Tony thought about it and then challenged Partovi: “What if instead of controlling customer service costs, we just paid the employees more?” Tony theorized that if the division was handled well, it would translate to good marketing for LinkExchange. He also seemed to genuinely care about the people working in the department. The strategy worked.

Sometimes Tony’s ideas didn’t translate to the real world, though, and it was up to Partovi and Lin to rein in his most outlandish schemes. “He had an extremely positive, creative energy,” Partovi said later. “There had to be a counterbalance to temper that.”

Soon Jerry Yang, a cofounder of Yahoo!, came calling, interested not in investing in but in possibly buying LinkExchange. At the time, Yang was a legend, the Mark Zuckerberg, before the tech backlash, of his day. Yang had cofounded Yahoo! with a colleague, David Filo, in 1994 while a PhD candidate in electrical engineering at Stanford, and the company’s success had been rapid, attracting many big-name investors. Named for Gulliver’s Travels—a “yahoo” is an uncouth and uncivilized being, a description that attracted Yang and Filo—Yahoo! tried to list websites for users in a directory format. It later became one of the first internet search engines.

Yang wanted to buy LinkExchange for $20 million, a massive amount in the 1990s that would give Tony and his executive team the gift of financial independence at a very young age. Yang invited Tony and Partovi to Yahoo!’s small office in Sunnyvale to discuss a potential deal. For days leading up to the meeting, Partovi felt stressed. He wanted to talk about it constantly, weighing the pros and cons of selling versus growing more. Tony, in contrast, seemed unconcerned and not at all focused on the coming meeting. He continued addressing day-to-day issues at LinkExchange that seemed trivial in the context of the potential windfall at stake.

When they met Yang, Tony smiled and shook his hand. “Hey, I heard you just got married—congratulations,” he said warmly. Yang had indeed just married a Costa Rican woman he had met in Japan.

Immediately the tension in the room dissipated, and Partovi marveled at his twenty-four-year-old friend. “His ability to think about the other person and connect at a human level was amazing,” Partovi said later.

The group debated selling to Yahoo! but ultimately decided against it. Again, LinkExchange’s rapid growth convinced them to hang on, although a second deal months later for five times as much nearly came together before Yahoo! got cold feet.

After Tony and Madan turned down Yahoo!’s first offer, they drew the attention of Michael Moritz, a forty-two-year-old Welsh former journalist turned venture capitalist, who was a Yahoo! investor and aware of the company’s courting of LinkExchange. Moritz was among the best-known Silicon Valley investors, representing Sequoia Capital. His reputation would only grow due to his then-recent investment in Yahoo! and his early, prescient bet on Google. Meanwhile, Sequoia’s stature also increased, and it became one of the most sought-after venture capital firms by startups. Moritz invested $3 million in LinkExchange and was forced by Tony to awkwardly perform the macarena in front of employees.

LinkExchange continued to grow, and around it, San Francisco was going through a renaissance. Raves had become part of the culture in the late 1980s and early 1990s, starting with meetups after dark hosted by bands with names such as Wicked that grew a cult following. Sometimes parties took place under the Golden Gate Bridge, along the wild, unpopulated shoreline of Baker Beach, and then moved to repurposed garages and underground clubs in the city’s iconic Haight-Ashbury neighborhood. In the earliest meetups on Baker Beach, attendees constructed a giant statue of a person using driftwood that had washed up along the rocks. They then lit it on fire, creating a “burning man,” the genesis of the art and music festival that would later gain popularity after it moved to the Nevada desert.

Before the days of group invitations on social media, ravers joined secret listservs, calling a phone number the day before to figure out the location. Much like the 1970s-era hippies before them, the ravers were a community, and they operated under the acronym PLUR—Peace, Love, Unity, Respect. Many of them wore bright-colored necklaces, shirts, or backpacks, but there was no real dress code.

Tony was skeptical of raves, even though he was slowly realizing how much he valued his close friends and having a group of them around all the time. He liked to throw parties, in large part because he wanted to make his friends happy and observe them as they enjoyed a well-planned get-together. At parties, he could also usually avoid one-on-one conversations.

One night, he tagged along with his friends to a rave. They drove outside of the city to a warehouse with nothing else around it, except for hundreds of cars parked outside. The warehouse was massive, “the size of ten football fields,” Tony later wrote in Delivering Happiness. Green laser beams crisscrossed the crowd, and a machine churned fog into the cavernous space. Ultraviolet lights stationed around the warehouse caused the decorations on the wall to light up, giving the room an eerie glow.

Not a fan of techno music—the backbone of raves—Tony didn’t understand the draw of the constant, repetitive thumping with no words. But then he entered the warehouse and, unlike in a typical nightclub, where people dance in small groups, often facing each other, here everyone moved at the same pace, bouncing up and down, looking toward the DJ. Tony was struck by an inexplicable feeling of awe and was greatly moved by the scene.

“As someone who is usually known as being the most logical and rational person in a group, I was surprised to feel myself swept with an overwhelming sense of spirituality—not in the religious sense, but a sense of deep connection with everyone who was there as well as the rest of the universe,” he later wrote.

“It was as if the existence of individual consciousness had disappeared and been replaced by a single unifying group consciousness, the same way a flock of birds might seem like a single entity instead of a collection of individual birds. Everyone in the warehouse had a shared purpose. We were all contributors to the collective rave experience.” He would spend the rest of his life chasing that feeling and trying to recreate what he called a “tribe” wherever he went.

At raves, he also discovered ecstasy, a staple of the culture, and enjoyed the intense feeling of happiness and energy that spread through him after he placed the small round pill on his tongue. He’d usually add to the mix with vodka—Grey Goose was his favorite brand—straight or with soda. His friends noticed that drinking made him more confident and less shy, a feeling he seemed to crave.

At LinkExchange, Tony supported Partovi and Shusterman when they organized a social club called DrinkExchange, open to anyone in San Francisco. The club held events at local bars, usually once a month, with operating rules similar to those of LinkExchange: attendees were asked to buy two drinks and give them away to two people they didn’t know, and then they would theoretically receive drinks back the same way. Hundreds of people showed up.

One clunky online invitation read, “We’re hoping to build THE definitive social event for Wuppies (Web Yuppies), and we need YOUR attendance to get us there. Make sure you come and buy somebody a drink! Invite as many Internet-savvy people as you’d like, but make sure to tell them about the important DrinkExchange model.”

At LinkExchange, the culture was souring. Tony, Madan, and Partovi had operated as a three-pronged chief executive officer team for most of the company’s existence. But LinkExchange had grown too large to sustain that unusual approach. Moritz stepped in to run it temporarily, but then the group hired an outsider, Mark Bozzini, the former CEO of Pete’s Brewing Company. Bozzini, who had no real internet experience, brought in senior executives, and the group did not mesh well with the younger team.

Bozzini and his team planned to take LinkExchange public, but a financial crisis in Russia suddenly triggered a temporary shutdown of the public market in the United States. Instead, LinkExchange began looking for buyers. The LinkExchange team found itself in a bidding war between Netscape and Microsoft, sparked in part by Partovi’s twin brother, Hadi. Hadi worked at Microsoft and told then president Steve Ballmer, “I haven’t talked to you about my brother’s company before, but they’re about to get acquired, and I’ve spent the last five years competing with Netscape.”

Microsoft won the bid. The Seattle-based software behemoth, at the time the “evil giant” among tech companies, paid $265 million, more than ten times Yahoo!’s offer only a year earlier. In the local San Jose Mercury News, a story about the deal ran on the front page, packaged next to the day’s events in the government’s antitrust lawsuit against Microsoft.

Tony was only twenty-four, part of the first crop of startup superstars who helped create the myth of the fortune to be found in Silicon Valley.

“Against the backdrop of a booming economy, capital aplenty and the wide open frontiers of technology, a new generation of entrepreneurs are utterly prepared to amass their fortunes under their own steam,” the Wall Street Journal wrote in 2000, describing Tony and other entrepreneurs’ good fortune.

Startups that sold themselves or went public during those two years were affectionately called 98ers and 99ers, a reference to the wildly successful 48ers and 49ers during the Gold Rush. eBay, the online auction site, went public a few months before LinkExchange was sold in 1998, priced at the top of its range (and breaking the earlier IPO dry spell that had dissuaded LinkExchange from going public).

“The 98ers cleaned up in the same way that the 48ers did,” said David A. Kirsch, an associate professor of management and entrepreneurship at the University of Maryland, in an interview. Kirsch had once maintained a giant database of Silicon Valley startup failures in the 1990s.

Tony earned $32 million from the LinkExchange sale. He would have earned 20 percent more if he had stuck to an agreement with Microsoft to stay with the company for a year.

But Tony no longer liked the culture, even though LinkExchange had of course hazed Ballmer and his deputies after the sale, making them don silly clothes and dance. He found Microsoft to be much more political, and more formal. Tony dreaded getting up in the morning to go to work. He quit a few weeks after the deal was signed.






CHAPTER TWO TREASURE MOUNTAIN



Park City, February 2020–April 2020

San Francisco and Las Vegas, 1998–2008




To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. To not dare is to lose oneself.

—Soren Kierkegaard, quoted in Delivering Happiness by Tony Hsieh



In the 1950s, Park City nearly disappeared.

Today, the town is nestled among ski slopes and rustic mansions carved high into the craggy Wasatch mountain rocks. Cross-country skiers glide across snowy paths that become biking routes lined with wildflowers in summertime. Ski lifts ferry vacationers up the tree-lined mountainside, where Wild West miners once dug for silver in the hope of becoming rich. The town sits a thirty-minute drive east—and roughly three thousand feet above—its neighbor Salt Lake City.
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