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For Nikko and Ruby
The journey is no less important than the destination. Also, it’s garbage night. Please take out the trash.






INTRODUCTION


You realize I could spend $3 million a day, every day, for the next 100 years? And that’s if I don’t make another dime.

—BILL GATES



Nick Hanauer is “NOT a billionaire.” It says so right there in his Twitter profile, which also describes him as an entrepreneur, venture capitalist, civic activist, philanthropist, author, and podcast host. He included the addendum because people kept mislabeling his economic status.

One might be forgiven for such a mistake. Hanauer, a youthful sixty-one years old with nut-brown eyes and neatly cropped curly brown hair, has held significant stakes in nearly three dozen companies, including aQuantive, an online advertising firm Microsoft purchased in 2007 for $6.3 billion in cash. He hops around the globe in his Dassault Falcon 900LX, a sleek private jet that accommodates up to a dozen passengers. His children attended a prestigious private high school. He owns “a beautiful house here in Seattle and a beautiful house in Mexico and a beautiful ranch in Montana and a beautiful ski house at Big Sky and a beautiful weekend home in the San Juan Islands.”

He also has a share in a large yacht harbored near the Mexico house, and co-owns, with another investor, an “absolutely beautiful” 1960s-era wooden boat, a ninety-five-footer his family plans to use for an upcoming Alaska vacation. “People think I’m a billionaire because I live like a billionaire, because practically there’s no difference in terms of your lifestyle,” he says between bites of salad in his downtown Seattle corner office overlooking the Puget Sound.

So how much are his assets actually worth?

“Hundreds of millions.”

“More than five hundred?”

“Less than a billion.”

He’s being coy now, but for years, Hanauer has gone around referring to himself as a “plutocrat” and talking about his “obscene” wealth. The fact is, he doesn’t know the answer to my impolite question: “How do you count it up, all the dozens of—God knows how many positions and private companies and the real estate and the art and…?”

He would love to be a billionaire, he says, not because he wants a bigger jet, but because it would help him achieve his current goal—one that seems counterintuitive for a guy who owns five homes, two yachts, and the rest. He hopes to persuade government officials and fellow plutocrats to support policies that will reduce the massive wealth and income disparities between 0.001 percenters like him and the rest of America. Not long ago, he was just another rich guy getting richer. Now he’s an anti-inequality crusader. And his transformation began with a jackpot.



Back in the early 1990s, Hanauer was a young capitalist doing what young capitalists do: looking for ways to turn a buck into five. The web was in its infancy, but he recognized sooner than most that it would one day revolutionize commerce, so he put up seed capital for the first online bookstore. It was he who helped convince Jeff Bezos, a friend of a friend and “the smartest, most capable person I’ve ever met,” to move to Seattle in the first place. When Bezos needed cash to launch Amazon, Hanauer put up $45,000. In return, he got 1 percent of the company.

Incorporated in the spring of 1994, Amazon became a poster child of the first dot-com boom, but unlike most of the era’s poster children, it had a solid business model. Amazon went public on May 15, 1997, opening on the NASDAQ for $18 per share. The stock lingered under $30 for a few months before taking off like a rocket. Roughly two years after the IPO, the split-adjusted share price was spiking north of $1,200. Nick and Leslie Hanauer left for their honeymoon soon after Nick’s investment went, to use his word, “parabolic.” He’d just watched $45,000 turn into $20 million… $30 million… $40 million…

He was doing pretty well before, but nothing like this. In the late 1800s, his great-grandfather had founded a successful pillow business in Stuttgart, Germany. When the Nazis came to power and began making life miserable for Jews like the Hanauers, Nick’s grandfather, Sigmund, emigrated to Seattle, where he teamed up with a cousin to revive the bankrupt Pacific Coast Feather Company. Nick’s father took over the business eventually, and when Nick and his two brothers weren’t in school, they could often be found at the factory doing scut work and learning the trade.

In his late twenties, Hanauer married a woman he’d been dating for years, but the match was short-lived. He met Leslie a couple of years later, just as Pacific Coast Feather was really gaining traction in the marketplace. By the time they were wed, annual sales exceeded $100 million, and Hanauer, now a part owner, was drawing a good salary. Then Amazon went bonkers. It made for a pretty surreal honeymoon. Suddenly, he was “insanely, incomprehensibly wealthy. So wealthy that it just was clear that the range of choices that I had about my future were categorically broader.” Even aQuantive wouldn’t feel like a big deal after this—another $350 million, whatever. Hanauer made a decision. He wasn’t going to do what a lot of guys in his position might, which is spend the rest of their days trying to make their big pile of money even bigger. “It was like, okay, that would be just stupid. I should do other things.”

Now he just had to figure out what.



This is the American fantasy: the jackpot. The windfall. The exit. The payday. We dream of being whisked from the toil of the rat race into a socioeconomic realm that will end our daily grind, solve our most pressing problems, and mark the start of a fabulous new adventure. We would set our financial house in order, help out friends and relatives, and support causes we cared about. There would be perks and parties, access and adventures, and, yes, stuff—houses and boats and cars and clothes and jewelry and $500 sneakers. We would be blissfully unshackled. This collective fantasy, or some version of it, helps explain why nearly half of American adults play the lottery. We spent a staggering $81 billion on lottery tickets in 2019, up 6 percent from the year before. That’s more than the GDPs of two-thirds of the world’s nations. It is also more than ten times the amount we spend each year on books.

In this era of pandemic and political turmoil, in a nation inching toward Dickensian inequality, the wealth fantasy is tinged with desperation, but it has always been with us. From prerevolutionary times through the cryptocurrency craze, few things have captured Americans’ imagination like the notion of striking it rich. The first colonists, a contingent from London’s Virginia Company, sailed into Chesapeake Bay in 1607 in search of gold and silver. They found famine and misery. These precious metals were to be discovered in large quantities centuries later in the West, whose rapid development was driven by our lust for instant wealth. “Men are here nearly crazed with the riches forced suddenly into their pockets,” one 49er wrote in a letter to his hometown Tennessee newspaper.

The fantasy has survived through harmony and unrest, war and peace, expansions and recessions, plagues and recoveries, and economic bubbles of all stripes. In a national survey of college freshmen, more than 120,000 full-time college and university students from the class of 2021 were asked to rate twenty life goals on a scale from “not important” to “essential.” Most were lofty aspirations: becoming a community leader or an authority in one’s field, launching a successful business, creating artistic works, raising a family, developing a meaningful philosophy toward life, promoting racial understanding, helping the environment, things like that. The top choice, deemed “essential” or “very important” by more than four out of five students, was “being very well off financially.”

Thus the fantasy persists. But seldom do we interrupt our reveries to contemplate the social, psychological, and societal complications that come with great affluence and the reality that so few possess it. Superlative wealth is a blessing in many respects, but if not handled with care it can easily turn into a Pandora’s box, not only for its bearer but for everyone in their midst. If you don’t believe me, talk to sixty-six-year-old Richard Watts, a tall, silver-maned attorney who makes his living as a consigliere for some of America’s richest families. Watts is privy to his clients’ greatest joys and deepest sorrows. In the conference room of his wood-paneled legal offices in Santa Ana, California, he regales me with stories of aimless and ungrateful heirs, of philandering husbands and gold-digging spouses, of a client reduced to tears in her oceanfront mansion at the sight of a group of beachgoers grilling hot dogs below—because she could no longer relate. “She said, ‘I don’t have anything in my life that feels like that. It’s always charitable dinners and fancy things. Nobody is there to just share simple pleasures.’ ” Another client came to him in despair after yet another person in her life had revealed a hidden agenda. “She sat here and cried and she said, ‘Everybody ultimately wants something from me. Everybody. Even my own kids,’ ” Watts recalls.

We have difficulty empathizing with the pain of fortunate people because we believe, contrary to popular wisdom, that their resources would bring us contentment. But until you actually experience great wealth, you can never be sure how it will affect you. Coming into money in a culture that’s obsessed with it will alter your reality. And that might be very good. It might also be very, very bad.



What do we mean by “wealthy”? I’m old enough to remember when having a million bucks meant you were crazy rich. Now it won’t even get you into the wealthiest 10 percent. Decades of growth in the public equities markets and tax policies that favor investors over workers have turned millionaires into zillionaires and upper-middle-class Boomers with government-subsidized retirement accounts into multimillionaires. Tech IPOs, exotic Wall Street investments, and soaring regional real estate prices have minted even more millionaires. In 2016, researchers from the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis calculated that if you were college educated, middle-aged, and white or Asian, your odds of being a millionaire were greater than 1 in 5—though only about 1 in 15 if you were Black or Hispanic.

To make it into the wealthiest 10 percent, basde on the latest (2019) numbers from UC Berkeley economists Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, and Thomas Piketty, their mentor, your family needs at least $1.1 million in net assets, the combined value of everything you own minus your debts. You will be among 18.3 million U.S. households better off than most. But you’re small fry, because you don’t have enough net investible assets. That would be your net assets minus whatever money you’ve got tied up in your home. To get wealth advisors excited, you need net investible assets of $1 million or more: that’s the 5 percenters.

Why the cutoff? Well, that spare $1 million makes you an “accredited investor.” In 1933, Congress passed the legislation that created the modern stock market. The Securities Act set forth rules for companies that wanted to offer shares to the public. Among other things, they would have to register their stock offerings with the newly created Securities and Exchange Commission and disclose, in a prospectus, all the information a reasonable investor would need to evaluate the offering’s merits.

Say Vinod Khosla is launching a new venture capital fund and doesn’t want the government looking over his shoulder. He can raise that capital privately, in which case the law dictates that only accredited investors can take part. You and your spouse either need $1 million in the bank or a joint annual income of at least $300,000 for two years running. The government, in other words, protects the little guy by cutting him out of the action. “Reward and risk are absolutely balanced,” one financial professional told me. “You are not going to make a lot of money unless you risk losing a lot of money.” Conversely, if you can’t take the risks, the big money is off-limits. Without accredited investments, says Jerry Fiddler, a businessman we’ll meet in the pages to come, there’s no way he could reliably get such solid returns on his portfolio: “To take your entire asset base and grow it by 7 percent a year, very few people could do that. Whereas I probably could.” A close friend of mine who made a fortune trading stock options and investing in real estate told me he considers his accredited investments a less-risky bet than publicly traded stocks and bonds.

Ernst & Young predicted, pre-pandemic, that accredited investors in North America would hold nearly $29 trillion in combined assets by 2021—a 24 percent jump over 2016, with the lion’s share going to the wealthiest 1 percent. But let’s touch on the 5 percenters, because that’s where true privilege starts to kick in. With at least $1.9 million in net assets, 5 percenters are comfortable, though not flashy. One needn’t stress about the bills. As a 5 percenter, you can afford nice cars and cushy vacations, though you’ll probably fly coach. Perhaps the biggest perk is your ability to easily pay your kids’ way through college. And though you can’t actually buy them admission to Yale, you can afford the private schools and private tutors, SAT and essay coaches, and all of that. Your children will start on second base, and you’ll have a nice cushion for yourself.

Now let’s meet the legendary 1 percent. The 1.83 million American families who comprise this wealthiest sliver are unequivocally rich. But those at the category’s lower threshold—a tad over $5.6 million in 2019—aren’t that rich. They are basically 5 percenters with a nicer house and a bigger security blanket, and who can afford first class.

When we hear the term “rich people,” we tend to think more about the top 0.1 percent, families with assets of $29.4 million and up. This is the realm of elite private schools, private travel, stunning houses, extraordinary vacations (and vacation properties), luxury cars, and concierge doctors. At this tier, unless you enjoy mind-numbing financial arcana, you will need professional help managing your wealth. But if your advisors are worth their salt, you can supplement your substantial employment earnings with dividends and investment profits. By now, you are probably considering home security beyond your golden retriever. Estate planning is getting serious, too, because you and your spouse have assets of more than $23.4 million—the maximum, as of January 2021, that a married couple can pass to their heirs without paying any federal gift or estate taxes. To further avoid those taxes, you could put your excess assets into a tax-exempt charitable foundation or establish trusts for your children that will circumvent the tax and have the added benefit of shielding your financial legacy from lawsuits and creditors. You might even transfer some of that wealth to your grandkids through a generation-skipping trust. But will the money ruin them?

That question becomes more pressing as we move into the 0.01 percent, a cluster of 18,300 families with at least $157 million apiece—a level of wealth at which one’s affairs grow substantially more complicated. In most cases you will have businesses and complex investments to oversee, philanthropic strategies to think about, and properties and personal employees to manage. Hedging, diversifying, and insuring your assets are a greater concern now—as is navigating the minefield that this level of wealth can lay down in your family relationships. You are furthermore entering a realm of legal planning focused heavily on circumventing that $23.4 million estate tax exemption. Very doable, but you’ll have to keep a close eye on your accountants, lawyers, and money managers to make sure they aren’t bleeding you dry.

Further up the ladder, the top 0.001 percent families, all 1,830 of them, are worth $805 million and up. Now we’re talking about far-flung private and public investments and real estate holdings. Helicopters, private jets, yachts, rambling estates, fine art, Rolls-Royces, private islands—that whole fantasy is yours for the taking. Your kids will attend private school if only because your security consultants deem public too risky. Now you can afford to donate a building to Harvard—no guarantees, but your child’s chances of getting in will improve dramatically. There’s also a pretty good chance you have established a company whose sole purpose is to manage your own personal and financial affairs, where your minions will push the envelope of tax avoidance (if not evasion), because tax strategies at this level fall into lots of legal gray areas. If you’re worried about the IRS, don’t be. You can just call your senator and ask them to defund it further. They’ll call you back.

Billionaires? They’re just the 0.001 percenters with the biggest yachts.



The seed for this book was planted in the late 1980s. I was a biochemistry major fresh out of college, doing marketing for a company that sold antibodies for scientific research. The commute was long, the pay paltry, and the work unfulfilling. I wasn’t happy, so I started buying the occasional lottery ticket and planning my escape. I didn’t win.

Years later, having changed careers, I was hired as an editor and writer for The Industry Standard, a San Francisco–based magazine launched in the mid-1990s to cover the burgeoning new “internet economy.” During the dot-com boom, as during the gold rush, the Bay Area was mad with hubris and visions of instant wealth. I was making $62,000 and change, which was quite decent. But every other week you’d hear stories—mostly about young, college-educated white guys—abruptly coming into seven or eight figures. Perhaps that was what prompted me to start buying lottery tickets again, at a convenience store on my daily walk to the Standard’s offices. The odds for California’s SuperLotto Plus were 1 in 41 million. I once got three out of six, for a $10 jackpot. Yay. People call the lottery a tax on poverty or ignorance, but I disagree. Low-income people are actually the least likely to play, and I suspect even poorly educated players have a sense of the odds. People aren’t buying a chance to win but a chance to fantasize about that most American of dreams: to become fantastically, ridiculously, irreparably wealthy. No debts. No limits. No bosses. No deadlines. Freedom—right?

But as I further interrogated the fantasy, I began considering what coming into serious wealth would truly be like. Money is complicated. We dedicate our waking hours to accumulating it, and our culture is obsessed with it. (There are almost one hundred English expressions for “money.”) Yet talking openly about our personal finances is considered taboo. We harbor stereotypes around wealth or lack thereof, and use money as a yardstick to measure the social value of others—“net worth”—and even of ourselves. Our interactions and self-esteem are tangled up with our finances in strange and complex ways. Money creates rifts between friends and lovers, and tensions with relatives.

Rarely, too, have our collective wealth fantasy and public attitudes toward affluence been more worthy of examination than the present—a time of staggering economic inequality, political divisions, racial reckoning, and a global plague that has rendered undeniable the truth that America’s economic game is rigged. As we will discover in the pages to come, it is rigged so powerfully, and in so many ways, that if it were an actual game nobody would bother to play—a game in which the winner is preordained, and the more you have, the more you receive. In which capital is crucial but few can obtain it. In which white men receive favorable treatment, while other groups are forced to play by alternative rules that leave them at a disadvantage. It is a game in which nearly all of the spoils flow to the top one-fifth of players, and the four hundred biggest winners end up with more than the 150 million biggest losers. We have reached the point at which our republic, founded upon egalitarian ideals (if not behavior), is so starkly divided into haves and have-nots, winners and losers, that some 0.1 percenters feel compelled to bribe and cheat their children’s way into our nation’s top colleges. Such is the fear of our progeny winding up on the wrong side of the wealth equation.

We know there is something deeply wrong with all of this, and yet still we yearn to win the proverbial lottery. And so, to better understand the realities of wealth in America, it behooves us to follow the fantasy to its conclusion. In doing so, we’ll connect with people who have hit the jackpot in one way or another and were willing to talk about their attitudes, anxieties, and experiences, the ways wealth has affected their realities and behaviors, and how those behaviors, collectively, shape our society. It also behooves us to ask how and why our most fortunate citizens, often despite the best intentions, have contributed to the profound problems our nation now faces—and to explore how they can be part of the solution. This is what Jackpot is ultimately about.

We’ll start by speaking with some fortunate folks about their jackpot moments, the thrill of the windfall, and the trepidation that may follow. Next comes a high-end shopping spree. We’ll visit with “the queen of San Francisco real estate,” browse for Bentleys, and consider $300 cognac shots and $500 T-shirts. We’ll gaze upon watches that cost more than your car and cars that cost more than your house, check in with physicians who cater to the 1 percent, and connect with luxury concierges who can get you virtually anything your heart desires.

In Part II, we’ll explore the surprising complications that great wealth entails. We’ll powwow with wealth advisors and researchers who study materialism to see why money makes some people miserable, and how extreme wealth bears an odd resemblance to poverty in terms of the psychological malaise it inflicts. We will look into the ways our wealth differences separate us, and examine the dual obsessions of privacy and exclusivity that compel our most affluent to wall themselves off, build $500,000 safe rooms, and get their nannies trained in countersurveillance. We will witness the sometimes-tragic effects of grooming children for success and the massive advantages rich kids enjoy in higher education. We will play games with a psychology researcher to learn how our socioeconomic status affects our values and behaviors, and speak with a former senator and a sitting congressman about how money distorts our democracy.

Part III looks more deeply at how wealth is made in America, how dynasties perpetuate themselves, and why we tolerate them. We’ll pay special attention to the experiences of Black Americans and women, both of whose scarcity in the ranks of the ultra-affluent is no accident. We’ll also take a hard look at inheritance and philanthropy, and the extent to which charitable giving can sometimes exacerbate rather than improve our societal woes.

My goal is not to convince you that the superwealthy are villains—the villainous ones can accomplish that without my help—but to give a sense of the problems great wealth inflicts, the superpowers it imparts, and how the latter might be harnessed to make life better for all of us. Because if there’s going to be another American Revolution—and heaven knows we’re due—it’s best if we can get everyone on board.






PART I






CHAPTER 1 JACKPOT



Suddenly you’re not ugly. You’re unique.

—CALIFORNIA LOTTO BILLBOARD



James Everingham has never been in his swimming pool.

He has lived in this $10 million house in America’s fourth-priciest zip code—Ross, Marin County, California—for almost two years and never even a dip! To be fair, he grew up in a landlocked Pennsylvania town not known for water sports.

Everingham is among the most highly compensated coders in Silicon Valley. On a pleasant, pre-pandemic January afternoon, we settle into his den to get to know one another. His partner, Karina, is off somewhere, but we are joined by Banana, the couple’s friendly black Lab. It’s a long way from here to Menlo Park, where Everingham serves as VP of engineering for Novi, Facebook’s cryptocurrency division. But he’s got some fine vehicles in the driveway to choose from: a Porsche 911, a Tesla Model S, and a BMW touring bike. An avid cyclist and mountain biker, he also keeps a second, smaller house in the Santa Cruz Mountains.

Very few of us will ever see our fantasies of sudden wealth fulfilled, but we can ask those who have what it’s like. And whom better to ask than the Mozillionaires. That’s the nickname people gave Everingham and his former Netscape colleagues, because Netscape Navigator, the first commercial web browser, was the culmination of a top-secret effort known as the Mozilla project.

Everingham is a good guy to start out with because he experienced his jackpot as any of us might. He had no real wealth to speak of—then suddenly he did. He was one of three siblings raised in a middle-class family in rural DuBois, Pennsylvania, a town that voted overwhelmingly for Donald Trump in 2016 and again in 2020. (He’s the only liberal in the family.) As a teen hacker in the late 1970s, Everingham wasn’t out for money, but a community, free games and software, and the thrill of doing something quasi-illegal—like Matthew Broderick in WarGames. His mom thought he was headed for failure, and so did he, more or less. He never dreamed he would one day get paid to program computers, let alone strike it rich. But that’s exactly what happened to him and several hundred coworkers on August 9, 1995, the day Netscape went public. Even the receptionist became an overnight millionaire.

We’ve grown accustomed to nerds striking it rich, but Silicon Valley wasn’t awash in superwealth then. Netscape was, in fact, the IPO that launched the dot-com boom, the first start-up to have its stock hit the NASDAQ and go haywire, closing at more than double the $28 asking price on the first day of trading. Everingham had been recruited only three months earlier by a friend and fellow coder named Lloyd Tabb. His starting salary was in the high seventies, low eighties. He took whatever stock options the company offered—didn’t bother to negotiate. That was a mistake, but nobody knew! He and his coworkers figured these options, at best, might buy them a car. And then, all of a sudden, their sixteen-month-old company, yet to earn a dime, was worth almost $3 billion on paper. Everingham’s share, in today’s currency, was about $8.5 million—at the stock’s peak, it would have been well over $20 million. He was twenty-nine years old.

Everingham is fifty-five now, and still dresses like the hacker-skater kid he used to be, in blue jeans, plain black T-shirt, and black Chuck Taylors. He has receding strawberry blond hair and hip Buddy Holly glasses. He is six feet tall, but his skinny build, geek vibe, and “city kid” status made him a target for grade school bullies after his family moved from Pittsburgh to DuBois. His dad worked in advertising, making $36,000 or $37,000 tops, Everingham estimates. His mom was a homemaker, raising James and his brother and sister. The family didn’t have much discretionary cash, but his parents were adamant the kids should work hard and go to college.

James was a rebel, though. At thirteen, he wanted HBO and his parents wouldn’t get it for him, so he figured out how to steal it by climbing a telephone pole and removing a blocking filter on the line. To discourage the neighbors from snitching, he pilfered HBO for them, too. His mom ratted him out to the company, which promised not to press charges if the family subscribed. “So I got HBO—and I got yelled at!”

He discovered computers his junior year in high school when, one day at the mall, a friend showed him how to write a simple BASIC program on a Commodore VIC-20:


10 PRINT “Jim”

20 GOTO 10



When he hit Return, the screen filled up with his name, and James was smitten. He was soon so obsessed with writing code that he stopped going to class. He downloaded games and software from electronic bulletin boards over an ancient dial-up modem, racking up a huge telephone bill—“more than my mother’s mortgage.” She was distraught. So he researched how phone systems worked and wrote a program that generated access codes one could use to make free long-distance calls. He would trade these codes for software. Later, after obtaining a list of the tonal frequencies the long-distance operators used to control phone company networks, he created Wardial, a mischievous program that gave its users the awesome powers of a telephone operator.

Everingham sometimes fantasized about wealth when he was a kid. The irony, he says, is that it wasn’t until he stopped trying to get rich that he actually did. After flunking out of high school, and later Penn State, he began building a library of open-source tools for software developers. Hoping to cash in on his creation, he started a company called Logical Alternatives, approaching a dozen banks before finding one that would loan him money without collateral. He flailed as a first-time businessman, but was able to sell his company at a small profit to a Georgia software firm that paid him $45,000 a year to stay on and help rewrite their products. He was recruited two years later by Borland, a software company near Santa Cruz, which offered him $72,000 a year. He bought himself a Porsche, and was always getting pulled over. “I had long hair, goatee. I wore skater shorts, wallet with a chain, combat boots,” he recalls. “I looked like trouble.”

One day, a Borland pal said something that Everingham couldn’t stop thinking about: “He’s like, ‘You’ll find out that your ideal income is always going to be double what you make.’ That seems to be true, and that actually gave me a lot of anxiety.”

The Netscape jackpot only added to the anxiety. His stock options vested over four years, so the money didn’t come all at once. Morgan Stanley, the IPO manager, called him one day. “Hey, your cliff is up. What do you want us to do?” Everingham told the banker to go ahead and sell the first chunk of stock, and then promptly forgot all about the conversation. A week later, he went to an ATM to get some money out. His balance, in today’s dollars, was more than $2 million. “The highest balance I’d ever seen in there was probably $4,000, and this incredible stress hit me,” he recalls. “I almost passed out. Like, ‘I don’t know what to do with that.’ ”

People at work started going a little nuts. One colleague ordered enough Silly Putty to fill up his bathtub—literally. “Because he could,” Everingham says. “He still rented a garage in Palo Alto. This is the only thing that he had bought. He was worth probably $30 million right out of college.” Colleague Lou Montulli, whose office aquarium featured one of the web’s first live cams, bought a massive new 350-gallon tank and went snorkeling in it. Some Mozillionaires bought “decked-out campers” and began living in the parking lot.

Nobody knew what to do with their windfalls, and the company wasn’t helping, so they turned to one another: How are you managing it? How are you dealing with people? Because the people thing… well, the whole tech world was watching Netscape’s stock price, and some of Everingham’s old Borland buddies felt put out. “A couple of my closest friends completely stopped talking to me,” he says. New acquaintances came around, and pretty women—they’d never noticed him before that. It was just like in the old blues songs; suddenly everybody was his friend, which was kind of fun but also super disconcerting. Even things that seemed simple turned out not to be. For instance, Everingham got excited after the IPO, so he went out and bought a Nissan Maxima for his mother, who had never owned a new car. He later learned that his brother had gotten depressed about this and had gone to their mom and apologized because he hadn’t ever been able to do something so nice for her. “I’m like, ‘Oh, shit! I didn’t think about how that’s going to make him feel,’ ” Everingham says.

The NASDAQ roller coaster made matters worse. The stock would shoot up suddenly. “You’re doing the math, and you’re like, ‘That can’t be. That’s millions of dollars!’ ” He would get a number in his head—the number at which he would no longer need to work. “And then it goes right below that: ‘Damn. I have to work.’ And then it shoots back up, and I’m like, ‘Oh! Now I don’t have to work.’ Then, a week later, ‘Damn.’ ” But not needing to work begets a sort of existential crisis. The Mozillionaires—some of whom would never have been friends had they not bonded over their “shared trauma”—talked about this a lot.

One Mozillionaire decided he would go become a photographer. “He came to me after three or four years of being lost,” Everingham says, “and he’s like, ‘I figured out what I want to be when I grow up.’ And I’m like, ‘What?’ He goes, ‘That I don’t have to figure out what I want to be when I grow up.’ ”

That’s even truer now. Everingham and his colleague wound up cofounding another company, LiveOps, that made call-center software. Had Everingham sold his stake at the firm’s peak valuation, he’d be $80 million to $100 million richer. (It’s only worth about half a million now—so it goes.) But his pal took a software utility he’d developed and spun it off into another company, which Google snapped up not long ago for $2.6 billion.

Everingham’s first recruit at Netscape was a coder I’ll call Jake, fresh out of college. Jake was dead set on one day starting his own company, and eventually he did—a social media aggregator that Twitter eventually took off his hands for $134 million. Jake flailed around for a couple of years, trying to figure out what to do with himself. He invested in an online shopping platform, and then, when that company started struggling, came on as general manager. Here Everingham pulls out his phone and shows me a text exchange from one week earlier.…


Jake: hey man… we sold the company for $4B.

Everingham: Wow nice!… Hope you made out well!

Jake: yea… fuck ton of money… I was an early investor to boot. good times! pile on the continued existential crisis!



All of this reminded me of something Nick Hanauer had told me: Anyone who hits the jackpot will quickly discover that necessity is straightforward, but choices are complicated. “When all of a sudden the world is your oyster, what are you going to do?” he said. “For a lot of people that choice—well, you see what happens when people win the lottery.”



We should talk about the lottery, actually, if only because a lottery jackpot is so raw, so disconnected from anything real. Winning requires no smarts, education, social connections, or drive, other than a drive to the convenience store. Just dumb luck. With Powerball, you have to match five numbers from 1 to 69 and a bonus number from 1 to 26. The probability of hitting them all is 1 in 292 million. Winning Mega Millions is even less likely. These are incomprehensible odds—we’ll never win, and we know it. We’ve heard the horror stories, too. Attorney Richard Watts, whom we met in the introduction, tells me another: One early client, three decades ago, was a working-class guy with a lottery win of about $60 million after taxes. He came to Watts in deep trouble, but he came too late: “It was all gone in five years: bankrupt, wife gone, kids gone, kids on drugs, kids in jail—really, truly a life he could not recover from.”

The conventional wisdom is that winning the lottery will ruin your life, and yet we keep buying those tickets. The last time Gallup inquired, in 2016, 49 percent of American adult survey respondents said they’d purchased at least one lottery ticket in the previous twelve months. Contrary to the lottery’s reputation as a poor person’s vice, those with household incomes of less than $36,000 a year were less likely to have bought a ticket (40 percent) than “middle-income” folks (56 percent) or people whose families earned $90,000 or more (53 percent). People with college degrees were more likely to play than people with high school diplomas were—and even 45 percent of respondents with postgraduate degrees had participated.

Jason Kurland, forty-seven, represented them all. In fall 2011, Kurland, then an attorney at the Long Island branch of the firm Rivkin Radler specializing in commercial real estate law, received a phone call that would determine his future. The caller, seeking legal advice, had gotten Kurland’s name from another client. Payment would not be an issue because he and two coworkers had just won a $254 million Powerball jackpot. After taxes on their lump-sum payout, they would have $104 million to share. We stereotype lottery winners as financially unsophisticated. Not these guys. They were a founding partner, senior portfolio manager, and chief investment officer for Belpointe Asset Management, a financial firm in Greenwich, Connecticut, where mansions sprout from spacious lots and single-family homes list for quintuple the national median price.

Kurland was no lottery expert, but he quickly made it his business to become one. He researched how different states tax lottery winnings, whether and how big jackpot winners need to be identified (at least eight states let them remain anonymous), and the legal tricks one might use, depending on location, to claim a monster windfall. Claiming in the name of a trust or a limited liability corporation, for instance, won’t reduce the initial tax hit, but it may limit a winner’s public exposure. Some states let you claim using a legal entity and others don’t. Some require press conferences. Some allow an attorney to claim the prize as a trustee. “In that case, the attorney signs the back of the ticket—and you have to make sure you trust that attorney,” Kurland said. (We will come to see the irony in that advice.)

Four days after Thanksgiving, Kurland accompanied the Greenwich trio to their mandatory press conference at Connecticut lottery headquarters, where they were presented with a giant, ceremonial check for $254.2 million, payable to the Putnam Avenue Family Trust. The counterintuitive spectacle of a clutch of 1 percenters hitting the numbers attracted a lot of media coverage, including a piece by New York Times finance reporter Kevin Roose. There were even rumors the trio was a front for the actual winner, but Kurland denied it.

The second call, a few months later, was from a lawyer for Louise White, an eighty-one-year-old Rhode Islander who’d hit a $336 million Powerball jackpot, then the third-largest ever. White had sequestered her winning ticket within the pages of her Bible and slept with it until she could get to the bank and stash it in a safe-deposit box. She hired Kurland to set up “the Rainbow Sherbert Trust,” so named because it was a relative’s craving for sherbet that had brought White to the Newport Stop & Shop, where she’d bought her winning ticket. After paying roughly $52 million to Uncle Sam and $15 million to the state of Rhode Island, White took home about $143 million. At this point, Kurland realized he could make the lottery his niche. He built a website and began promoting himself to media outlets. Soon reporters were calling “the Lottery Lawyer” for quotes, and TV news producers were booking him whenever a huge jackpot had everybody abuzz. “Long story short,” he told me, “now I get calls on almost a daily basis.”

When we first spoke, in early 2019, Kurland said he’d represented about three dozen winners with $2 billion in total payouts, and individual jackpots ranging from $5 million to $330 million. He was being coy, because the winner of a $1.5 billion Mega Millions jackpot, the biggest individual prize in lottery history, stepped forward a few weeks later—or rather, Kurland did. The woman had purchased her golden ticket at a gas station in rural South Carolina, one of the states that allow winners to conceal their identity.

Kurland’s clients have run the gamut. “The reality is that it’s everybody. When the prize was over $1 billion, the whole country was buying tickets. Rich, poor, single, married, young, old. Every ethnicity,” he said. His winners broke down about evenly into two categories. One consisted of the cautionary tales, those who succumb to temptation and go on reckless spending binges, putting themselves on a road to ruin. The second group was the kind of winners we rarely hear about, the ones who live so boringly within their means that Kurland felt compelled to remind them they could afford to cut loose. (If he were to hit the jackpot, “I’d probably live large,” he admitted.) But every client has had one thing in common: “They’re freaked out.”

“The joyful part, the jumping around and screaming. That’s the first day. I never see that. All of my clients come to me worried,” Kurland said. They are nervous about their names being made public, and wondering what to do next: “Yesterday, you were living a normal life and today you’re somewhat different, but you still have your old life. Do you quit your job? Do you go to work? Do you not tell anybody?”

Anonymity is precious because lottery winners are besieged. Long-lost friends and relations come out of the woodwork seeking handouts. Charities troll for donations. Sketchy financial professionals will come at you, dangling the prospect of unrealistic investment returns. Money managers see “a really easy fish to catch, and so they’re getting into the high-risk stuff because the fees are big,” Watts says, and the unsophisticated winner often goes with the first person who comes along. But winners who claim their prizes without first seeking professional guidance, according to Kurland, “are in real danger.”

The $1.5 billion South Carolina winner called him in December 2018, about six weeks after the drawing. She wouldn’t say her name and she was “very nervous, very hesitant.” She sounded legit, but Kurland knew not to get too excited. Big lottery jackpots are weirdo magnets. He would field calls pretty regularly from people falsely claiming they had the winning ticket. “The first time it happened, I thought it was really crazy,” he said. “Maybe they’re fantasizing and want to feel what it’s like to go through the steps a winner has to go through. Or they have mental problems.”

Given all the emotions involved, it can be hard to tell the winners from the wingnuts, which is why Kurland asked callers to send him a picture of their winning ticket. The South Carolina woman did so, and he flew down to meet with her. Only after they spoke for several hours did she agree to retain him. She was wise to be sparing with her identity. In California, where winners have to reveal their name, the lottery handbook suggests renting a PO box, changing one’s contact information, filtering calls, and channeling requests through an intermediary. The handbook doesn’t mention social media: “Shut it down completely,” Kurland advises. (It’s not just lottery winners. Gilded Age Standard Oil tycoon John D. Rockefeller used to get hundreds of letters every day asking for money. And some contemporary billionaires have begged Forbes to keep them off the Forbes 400 because of the unwanted attention it generates.)

Kurland would advise his clients, before stepping forward, to have in place a team of legal and financial professionals for which he might function as “quarterback,” and to be ready to spread their winnings over a range of financial institutions, since regular bank accounts are insured for only $250,000 and investment accounts for $500,000. The South Carolina woman wanted everything done right. Each week of delay in claiming her lump-sum payout (almost $500 million after taxes) was costing her $250,000 in interest, Kurland calculated, but she didn’t seem too concerned.

A winner’s typical first instinct is to bury their debts. That’s understandable. Just prior to the pandemic, Americans owed more than $14 trillion on home mortgages, auto and student loans, and credit cards, and that debt is a huge source of family stress. What else? Lots of new cars, Kurland told me. People want to trick out friends and relatives—maybe not the best financial move, since buying someone a $30,000 vehicle, for instance, might cost you thousands more in federal gift taxes. “But they’re emotional and they really want to do it. So I don’t dissuade, I just educate,” Kurland said.

The problem, especially with massive sums, is that it’s just hard to predict how the money will change your life, and even you. Take work. “A lot of times you’re a distraction for your coworkers,” Kurland said. “The bosses don’t want you there, ’cause you don’t have the same work ethic or whatever—responsibility. You don’t need the job.”

For someone who has worked their entire life in pursuit of a big payday—or simply to pay the bills—this can be a perplexing question. What happens when there is no longer a financial incentive to work? Will the job still feel meaningful? Will you persevere through challenges, or simply bail when things get tough? Massachusetts attorney Jeff Weissglass took a career hiatus during the 1990s after both of his wife’s parents passed away in the space of a year. His own father then died shortly after. Their little family was devastated—and suddenly rich, because the couple had inherited stock worth about $8.5 million in today’s dollars—far more than expected—and whose value proceeded to soar in that decade’s booming stock market. Weissglass, then still in his thirties, had a revelation. He no longer had “to work at jobs I didn’t like for money I didn’t need.” Instead, he has spent the last quarter century serving on the boards of progressive nonprofits—he also did a four-year stint as the unpaid chairman of More Than Money, a group of inheritors determined “to explore the impact of money in their lives.”

Was the liberation from employment a blessing or a curse? Up until a few years ago, Weissglass felt “absolutely” unmoored, he told me. Hailing from a family with a deep work ethic, in which doing business and earning money were a given, he struggled with his identity: “I didn’t know what I was doing every day when I woke up.” The worst were the social events, cocktail parties and such. “It’s the ‘What do you do?’ question,” he says. “I was uncomfortable. It was hard to talk about what I do without saying that I don’t have to work for money. There were certainly self-esteem issues wrapped up in that. What were people going to think of me? Maybe what do I think about myself?”

Almost all of Kurland’s lottery clients quit their jobs within a few months of winning. Oftentimes it was a practical matter: How prudent would it be to stay in a gig that pays you $40 an hour when your portfolio is seesawing $400,000 a week one way or the other? “You want to make it grow,” Kurland says. “You want to invest in things.”



Mike Depatie invested in hotels. His story is a fine example of the financial advantages that accompany business knowledge and ready access to capital in certain sectors of our economy. A fit sixty-three-year-old with an easy smile and a head of thick snow-white hair, Depatie was born and raised in Kalamazoo, Michigan, where his father ran a small company that distributed hydraulic and pneumatic products: valves, cylinders, O-rings, etc. Depatie knew he wanted to be a businessman—even as a preteen he would advise his aunts and uncles on financial matters, but he had no interest in taking over his dad’s operation. After attending Michigan State and later Harvard, where he earned his MBA, he gravitated to the hospitality industry and eventually made his way up to the helm of Kimpton Hotels, a chain of boutique lodgings. The compensation was fine. In 2013, he and his wife bought a new home, listed for eight figures, in one of San Francisco’s most exclusive neighborhoods. The acquisition became all the more affordable the following December, when Depatie, as CEO, orchestrated Kimpton’s sale for $430 million—jackpot!

With the ink barely dry on the paperwork, Depatie took off to Hawaii, where he remembers checking and rechecking his account balance. A few days later, boom, there it was! More than enough money to pursue a life of leisure. “Like whoa! It was kind of weird. It was very liberating at first,” he says. “It’s like, ‘Ah, euphoria!’ ” But the novelty wore off quickly as he began to ponder, “What’s the next mountain I need to climb?”

The next mountain turned out to be a private equity partnership Depatie spun off with two fellow Kimpton alums. KHP Capital Partners raises hundreds of millions of dollars in commitments, mainly from institutional investors, and then summons that cash to purchase underperforming boutique hotels, which KHP revitalizes, rebrands, and ultimately sells. The makeovers are hands-on. A worktable outside the KHP conference room is covered with samples: woods, fabrics, tiles, flooring. The refurbished hotels are stylish, with the average room renting for about $225 a night before the pandemic ground travel to a halt.

Private equity is incredibly lucrative, under normal circumstances. A successful fund at least doubles in value within five to ten years. This means KHP’s “small” $360 million fund—it had two funds incubating—would be expected to grow by at least that much. The investors would get their money back, plus a premium. The remaining profit would be split eighty/twenty between the investors and the fund managers, who also collect hefty annual fees. “I don’t know why it’s eighty/twenty. It’s outrageous compensation for what we do,” Depatie acknowledged. And the icing on the cake: Thanks to the “carried interest” rule, that 20 percent—and in some cases the management fees, too—is taxed not as wages but at the far lower prevailing rate for long-term capital gains. Depatie and his wife have a second home under construction in wine country at a cost of $11 million. “A vacation home?” I ask. He isn’t sure. Their designer and a local realtor each predicted it would fetch $16 million on the open market when finished. Depatie is tempted: “I’m a capitalist,” he says.

When the coronavirus hit Pause on the hotel industry, Depatie initially expressed fear for his livelihood, but it struck me that the crisis might be a big opportunity for him, with hotels selling at fire-sale prices. Indeed, he sounded much more upbeat when I checked in a few months later. He had taken a huge hit on paper, he said in an email, but his latest fund still had $320 million of untapped capital. “That will translate to roughly $900 million worth of hotels at today’s prices,” he said. So, assuming the industry eventually recovers, “as it will most likely do,” he should do nicely.

Depatie seems comfortable in his skin. He’s good at what he does, and what he does generates a ton of money. He doesn’t feel America’s economic system is unfair, really. In his view, if somebody is clever and motivated, they will find a path to financial success. “Over time, the top 10 percent of smart people figure out how to get all the power and all the money,” he says. “That’s kind of where we are today. Then there’s the redistribution; somebody comes in, kicks over the anthill: ‘Hey, cut that shit out!’ Then they go away and the ants start coming back.”

He has two sisters still in Kalamazoo. One is a schoolteacher, the other an artist who drives Uber to cover her bills. He hasn’t been helping them out financially, even amid the pandemic. He would if they needed it, absolutely, he says. Yet he fears his doing so might result in feelings of resentment. Family is complicated. “I’ve felt, not guilt, because I’m not a guilty person,” he says. But “for the first time I’ve really started to feel a separation from my family of birth. I didn’t realize they are actually starting to have a little anger toward me.”

What’s more, like a small but growing subset of his ultrawealthy peers—the likes of Nick Hanauer, Salesforce CEO Marc Benioff, and hedge fund titan Ray Dalio—Depatie has begun to feel unnerved by America’s economic divisions and where they seem to be headed. People are eyeing the anthill again. “I’m starting to think more about income and equality,” Depatie says. “I’m thinking they could come and burn my house down. They could come for us with pitchforks.”



When we fantasize about being rich, we often neglect to think about how we would get there, but the journey is critical. The way we experience a windfall depends a lot on our education, politics, and family culture. It depends on our race and gender. On the kind of work we do. On where we live and whom we spend our time with. On the amount of exposure we have to people less fortunate than ourselves. Perhaps most of all, it depends on how, and whether, our money is earned, and at what point in our lives.

Martha’s jackpot came in the form of an unexpectedly massive inheritance. This experience has defined the parameters of her life. It is her freedom and her albatross. She could afford a private jet and cooks and butlers, but what she really wants is to be rid of this burden. Even the small perks, like hiring gardeners to tend her yard, give her pause. She fears she’s becoming one of those people—rich people. She doesn’t think very highly of them, doesn’t want to be associated with them, and yet here she is. Why, one might ask, doesn’t Martha give her money away? That’s what everyone says, but it’s easier said than done. Handing out large sums is a big responsibility. As Andrew Carnegie, one of the wealthiest men who ever lived, wrote in his widely read 1889 essay, “The Gospel of Wealth”: “It is well to remember that it requires the exercise of not less ability than that which acquired the wealth to use it so as to be really beneficial to the community.”

We are sitting, on a pleasant winter day in 2019, in Martha’s large and somewhat cluttered study on the second floor of one of the nicer homes in a pricey Northern California neighborhood. Martha is in her mid-fifties. She writes books, though not exactly for a living. Her readers would assume her royalties paid for this house, but they would be mistaken. Her family bought it for her when she got divorced. If people had a clue how much money she has inherited, and still stands to inherit, she fears they would no longer take her or her work seriously, which is just one of the reasons she has asked me to use a pseudonym. Does her publisher know? “Oh Christ almighty! Jesus Christ, no, no, no!” she says. “My kids don’t know!”

Even she didn’t know the full extent of her situation until well into middle age. Her parents divorced when she was a baby and she rarely saw her biological father. Her mother and stepfather were intellectuals—he held an academic position. The family lived in a funky three-bedroom house in a suburb one now associates with Silicon Valley wealth, but in the 1960s and ’70s it was doctors and professors living there, not tech zillionaires. They didn’t live extravagantly, and if it seemed odd their mother didn’t work—which was common then anyway—Martha and her brother never dwelled on it. They knew their granddad was affluent, but the family culture was such that they also knew not to be overly inquisitive.

Toward the end of high school, Martha was set up with an account to cover her college expenses. Her mother said she would be getting some “small cap” shares. Martha didn’t know what that meant, but she came to understand that the money that appeared in her account, as if by magic, was something called dividends, from funds administered by her grandfather’s financial company. She attended an elite East Coast college, paying her way from the account. After graduating, she worked in publishing and then briefly as a teacher before earning a master’s degree in creative writing. The money kept flowing all the while. It accumulated in her account throughout her twenties as she honed her writerly skills, and into her thirties. By that time, the balance was substantial, though not insane—definitely less than $1 million. It was enough to buy a very nice house one day, Martha figured.

She and her brother sometimes compared notes and scratched their heads about all this money they were getting. The quarterly statements would arrive in the mail and Martha would glance at them and shove them in a drawer. “The number would seem unrelated to me,” she recalls. But the number kept getting bigger. By the late 1990s, it was growing by perhaps $200,000 a year. And then, quite abruptly, something changed with the distribution of dividends. In 2001 or 2002, without warning or explanation, the figures exploded. Martha’s annual income was no longer a couple hundred grand. It was millions.

This windfall brought her, not joy, but bewilderment and confusion. Her uncle had been introduced to the family business and eventually took it over. Her mother and aunt, however, had been left out of the loop almost entirely. As a result, Martha and her brother and their aunt’s children lacked knowledge and adult guidance related to the scope of the family wealth and how that wealth might affect their lives. It was don’t ask, don’t tell. This was deliberate, Martha would later surmise, because her mother and aunt hadn’t wanted their children to be distracted. Ignorance was bliss, they probably figured, and for a long time they were right. But Martha was woefully unprepared when, in her late thirties, she learned the whole truth. About a month before we met, at a meeting with her mother’s estate lawyer, she was handed a document that made her relive that moment of revelation. The document included all the details about the trusts her mother had set up for Martha and her brother. It also showed the value of another trust they stood to inherit from their octogenarian mother, in addition to the tens of millions of dollars they’d already received.

The number was shockingly large. Martha is reluctant to reveal it, and when she does, she declares that it is never to leave this room. She seems upset. I ask her what it’s like to say the number out loud. “Shameful. It’s shameful,” she says, her blue eyes welling with tears. “And it makes me want to cry, because this is the fantasy. I’ve got the fantasy in my fucking drawer. You’re going to be showered with gold. How can that be anything but the best news?”

Her fortune hangs over her like a cartoon anvil. “It’s practically a daily battle to put it down so that I can actually write my books,” she says. “I feel like I have a train coming at me. That’s how I feel about it.”

Martha was engaged to be married when her dividends hit the stratosphere. The money, perhaps inevitably, created tensions in her marriage. She’s divorced now, with two teenagers. She would like to meet someone new, but her wealth anxiety has made intimacy challenging. What’s more, ever since becoming pregnant with her first child, she has frequently pondered what her death would mean for her offspring. She is terrified of what will happen if, for whatever reason, she meets her maker before her mother does. “If I were to die tomorrow, the train’s going to come at them and I can’t do anything about that,” she says. “Whereas if my mother dies first, the train hits me first.”






CHAPTER 2 RETAIL THERAPY



I love money. I love everything about it. I bought some pretty good stuff. Got me a $300 pair of socks. Got a fur sink. An electric dog polisher. A gasoline powered turtleneck sweater. And, of course, I bought some dumb stuff, too.

—STEVE MARTIN



Martha is an outlier in that she never had much use for the wealth fantasy. She was raised comfortably upper-middle class. Healthy. Education covered. No debt. After college, unlike her peers, she could afford to buy her own flat, so there were no landlords or roommates to squabble with. She never required a nine-to-five job to make ends meet, and she had the means to pursue a creative path she knew might never cover the bills. That’s a very privileged upbringing. She had enough money to feel liberated, but not so much as to leave her questioning her role in the world. So when the jackpot landed in the form of several additional zeros on her bank account balance, her instinct was to hide, not celebrate.

For someone who has never felt the same kind of security, however, a big windfall is more likely to awaken a desire to sample the so-called good life. Having vast sums of money opens hidden doors to sparkly things and exhilarating experiences and famous people and exotic places. Most of all, it enables the twin obsessions of the superwealthy: privacy and exclusivity. It gets one away from the crowds and beyond the velvet rope. And for most of us, it’s only natural to want to see what’s on the other side.

One thing you will find on the other side is a host of opportunities to bask in your eliteness and display it to others. Consider, why might one buy a Rolls-Royce? Granted, it’s a work of art—beautifully made, limited in number, elegant, powerful, safe, quiet, and comfortable. But if we’re going to be honest, the main reason one buys a $500,000 car or a thirty-thousand-square-foot house or a $1,000 meal is to signal to our peers how special we are. Social scientists would characterize this as an “extrinsic” pursuit, a category that includes our desire for attractiveness, popularity, material things, and financial success. At the other end of the psychological spectrum are “intrinsic” goals such as self-acceptance, community-mindedness, and meaningful relationships. Researchers have long studied how the balance between extrinsic and intrinsic affects a person’s well-being. Short answer: Being highly extrinsic doesn’t presage good outcomes. Therefore, for the sake of authorial sanity (and the integrity of my bank account), that shopping spree I promised in the introduction will have to be a window-shopping spree.

Food and drinks are a good place to start. Prime 112 steak house in Miami Beach offers a 16-ounce Japanese A5 Kobe rib eye for $230—and who wouldn’t be tempted to Instagram such an entrée? Masa in New York City and Urasawa in Beverly Hills offer memorable sushi experiences starting at $1,200 to $2,200 per couple. “A fundamental respect of the distinctiveness, which is naturally occurring, is observed with each act of slicing, shaving, and sprinkling,” Masa’s website boasts, and the food is prepared rapidly and plated immediately “to preserve the idea that each dish is still in a living, being state.”

Serving the right vintages at the right temperatures is more or less a social obligation at rarified levels of wealth. Things can get ugly, though. In 2013, billionaire collector Bill Koch (one of the lesser-known Koch brothers) sued former billionaire tech consultant Eric Greenberg, claiming Greenberg knowingly sold him an auction lot with twenty-four bottles, including an 1811 Chateau Lafite and a nineteenth-century Chateau Latour, that were inauthentic. Koch, who ultimately secured a $12 million settlement, viewed such wines as “links to history,” his lawyer insisted. At a certain price point, one is paying not so much for the actual quality of the wine as “the scarcity, the story behind it, the critical scores,” Mark Oldman, author of How to Drink Like a Billionaire, explained to Forbes. “Or, it could simply be priced higher so we value it more—the luxury good effect.”

Speaking of which, if you want to impress your billionaire pals, the High Limit Lounge at the ARIA Resort & Casino in Las Vegas offers a $1,500 cocktail called the ARIA Sazerac. I did not order one, but it was just the sort of thing that might appeal to the man I was in town to see. That was Phil Hellmuth, who won the World Series of Poker’s main event at the tender age of twenty-four, and is prone to reminding a visitor that he’s “the greatest poker player of all time.” I won’t argue with that. With a record fifteen World Series bracelets, he has lifetime tournament winnings of more than $23 million, plus substantial revenue from his non-tournament play, endorsements—the ARIA sponsors him, for instance, paying for his meals and drinks and high-rise hotel suite—book and TV deals, speaking fees, and equity stakes in companies that want him on their advisory boards.

The extrinsic life features prominently in Hellmuth’s public persona. His social media followers see him schmoozing with rock stars and famous athletes and former presidents, flying on private jets, relaxing with actor Rob Lowe on a billionaire friend’s yacht in the Galápagos, and sitting courtside with the owners of the Golden State Warriors, whose charity poker tournaments Hellmuth hosts. (Draymond, Steph, and Klay—“a big fan,” he assures me—are on his speed dial.) He’s a regular at the High Limit. During winning streaks, he says, he used to splurge on Louis XIII cognac: “I’d go out and have six shots of Louis Treize at $300 a pop—$1,800 down the tubes. You wouldn’t think twice, though, because your money’s flying in so fast.” For a while, he made a show of drinking exclusively Dom Pérignon, champagne that retails for $150 to $400 a bottle, never mind that he doesn’t even like the stuff.



For goods and services, the gold standard in luxury marketing circles is “bespoke.” The word is often misused to imply exclusivity in general, but a truly bespoke item is one designed and manufactured for a specific client. Keeping up with the Joneses is about conformity. Keeping up with the Rockefellers means setting oneself apart. Anyone with $80,000 to $100,000 to spare can obtain a Vacheron Constantin Overseas Perpetual Calendar Ultra-Thin wristwatch, but a more discerning person of wealth might turn to the Swiss watchmaker’s Les Cabinotiers division, established in 2006 to extend the company’s centuries-old tradition of creating one-of-a-kind timepieces. During the 1860s, Russian tsar Alexander II and his tsarina ordered a bespoke Vacheron Constantin as a gift for their son. Other customers have included the Maharajah of Patiala and carmaker James Packard. The sometimes yearslong process starts “with a narrative: the client’s private story. A history fan might ask for the reproduction of a painting by one of the great masters in grand feu enamel on the dial; an aspiring Romeo might want his piece to chime once a year on his Juliet’s birthday; or a grand complications enthusiast might dream of owning a groundbreaking mechanical masterpiece.” If you cannot afford such a thing, don’t bother asking what it costs. “I wish I could give you something concrete,” a journalist who wrote about Les Cabinotiers for Robb Report, a luxury industry magazine, informed me, “but this is where brands who do this kind of thing go all Chamber of Secrets.”

Smartphones have rendered wristwatches a mere fashion accessory, but the phones themselves pose an opportunity to set oneself apart. For the well-heeled who spend time in Europe and Asia, Mobiado’s PRO3 VG Fleur, limited to eighteen phones and priced at $3,442, is “a celebration of life” featuring a battery cover inlaid with a sapphire daisy “gracefully encircled by five ruby butterflies.” Gresso’s Hamilton line, starting at $7,000, reconfigures Apple’s iPhone 11 Pro into a handcrafted “masterpiece” with titanium cladding, 18 karat gold, and crocodile leather. If you must, for about $16,000, Goldstriker International offers an iPhone 12 Pro Max featuring a diamond-studded 24-karat-gold dragon (“the oldest symbol of cosmic and supernatural power”) embedded on a back panel crafted from “the highest quality leather of the Nile crocodile.”

When Elizabeth, a veteran Silicon Valley product executive, came into wealth, she told me, what struck her most is that she felt like a mark. Elizabeth (a pseudonym) and her husband, a former Apple guy, are techies in their fifties whose stock options and real estate flips ripened all at once to create a jackpot moment—not ultrawealth as we’re defining it, but $12 million or so, enough to retire early and comfortably. When we first spoke, in fact, the couple was in existential mode, taking time off to ponder what truly mattered to them. Elizabeth, who has a grown daughter from her first marriage, knows what it’s like to scrape by as a single working mom in Silicon Valley. She is unusually disciplined with money, too—a trait inherited from her frugal father, an executive who would record all the family expenditures, big and small, on little index cards. Her husband is from modest means, she says. So for them, the sudden relief of no longer needing to worry about money felt intoxicating, and that was unsettling. “You are a mark because you want to just not think about a $100 dinner,” she says. “And you want to say, ‘Oh, I can buy that coat!’ The context shift makes it unbelievably easy to blow money, and about a year into it, my husband and I looked at each other and we’re like, ‘Fuck no!’ ”

That “Oh, why not!” mindset, combined with the peddling of a superficial kind of exclusivity, makes it easy for the nouveau riche to get snookered. At Nordstrom, where I went looking for an outfit to wear to the Concours d’Elegance classic auto show at Pebble Beach, a women’s sneaker display caught my eye, perhaps because the shoes looked dirty. They were intentionally scuffed. The brand was Golden Goose, and its all-white “Rainbow Superstar” shoe looked very much like my daughter’s Nikes, except for the multicolored laces and the price: $565. And T-shirts, God help us. A minor scandal erupted two summers ago at Brooklyn’s Pratt Institute, where my son attends art school. A student had left his shirt in a dorm laundry room and another kid tried to “adopt” it. That was my introduction to the Parisian designer brand Vetements. The pilfered item was a plain white cotton tee designed to be worn inside out. A large white tag on the back read: “This is the outside of the garment. Prohibited to wear on the inside.” Below, in larger print, it said, “VETEMENTS.” That’s all. I found this same shirt online, in black, for $492. Vetements also sells a replica of the shirt Kurt Cobain wore on the cover of Rolling Stone, a plain white tee on which Cobain had scrawled in Magic Marker: “Corporate Magazines Still Suck.” Vetements added the words “… a lot” and made the “a” an upside-down anarchy logo. This brand of anarchy will cost you $550 plus tax. Another tee, priced at $570, read: “It’s my birthday and all I got is this overpriced T-shirt from Vetements.”

Luxury retailers have perfected the art of making wealthy people feel special. At Galeries Lafayette Paris Haussmann, a modest fee gets you access to “Le Concierge” lounge, where “our Anglo-Saxon clients” will find “a guaranteed moment of escape in the heart of the temple of fashion… a hassle-free shopping getaway, a peaceful interlude in which to enjoy some well-being time.” Concierge Loungers are catered to “all day long” by “a team of professionals” and treated to a gourmet lunch or afternoon tea, including wine or champagne. Los Angeles fashion consultant Bree Jacoby takes privacy and exclusivity further. Prior to the pandemic, for a flat fee and your agreement to spend at least $1,000 on clothing, she sent a stylist right to your hotel or home in L.A., San Francisco, or New York City, armed with a curated wardrobe selection from partner brands (including Golden Goose). Another $1,000 bought a “closet edit” in which the stylist helped you decide which of last season’s clothing to get rid of.

But designer brands are so new money. In preindustrial times, all fine garments were made to order. The word “bespoke” actually comes from old tailoring jargon for a quantity of fabric a customer has reserved for their exclusive use. “Bespoke is about the experience of working directly with a skilled artisan, who will make something special for you using time-honored techniques that have all but disappeared from factories,” notes the Armoury, a Hong Kong haberdasher. The process takes months and requires four in-person appointments. First the clothier collects your measurements and preferences for cut and fabric. Next, you are fitted with a “basted” garment, which resembles a wearable pattern. The rough suit is taken to near-completion at the “forward fitting.” And then comes the final fitting, at which the final product is presented and tweaked to perfection. In the United States, a bespoke suit typically costs $3,000 to $5,000.

If it’s bragging rights you’re after, a shopping excursion at the House of Bijan is by appointment only. Bijan caters to a global elite that includes billionaires, kings, celebrities, and every former president from George H. W. Bush through Barack Obama. The boutique, opened in 1976 by the late Iranian-American designer Bijan Pakzad, is located in a Mediterranean-style palazzo on Beverly Hills’ Rodeo Drive, where a bright yellow Rolls-Royce and/or a black-and-yellow Bugatti (both Bijan design collaborations) are often parked out front. Suits start at around $10,000 and ties can be had for $1,000 each. Former Trump campaign manager Paul Manafort—who pleaded guilty in 2018 to conspiracy charges related to money laundering, tax fraud, obstruction of justice, and failure to disclose a foreign bank account—reportedly spent more than $520,000 on Bijan clothing, which the store calls “wearable art.”

The Manafort affair revealed another clothier so exclusive that few knew of its existence: Alan Couture relied solely on word-of-mouth advertising until proprietor Alan Katzman’s son, Maximillian, was called to testify at Manafort’s trial. In all, Trump’s sidekick had spent nearly $1.4 million on his wardrobe from 2008 to 2014. Highlights included a $9,500 vest, a $15,000 coat made of ostrich leather, and an $18,000 python jacket. “Really, it’s normal,” Max Katzman told GQ. “The heart of our business is $12,000 per suit,” his father revealed in a rare interview. “And we go up to $45,000 for pure vicuña; we made eight of those for a client in Chicago.” Vicuñas, lest you have forgotten, are wild camelids from high in the Andes.

Luxury travel similarly banks on the desire of the ultrawealthy to separate oneself from the rabble. In the tiny, zero-stoplight town of Barnard, Vermont, I wrangle a pre-COVID tour of Twin Farms, a five-star getaway where rooms start at around $2,000 per night. The rustic three-hundred-acre resort, where various household names and billionaires have reportedly stayed, boasts a helipad and a private pond for boating and fishing and swimming far from the madding crowd. Chef-prepared meals and exquisite snacks with wine pairings, all-inclusive, are available when and where guests desire them. Twin Farms has a fancy spa, of course, a gift shop full of handmade Vermont crafts, and rooms adorned with notable works, such as the painting and the limited-edition print I spotted in the main lodge—of young apes dressed in period clothing—by the contemporary artist Donald Roller Wilson. The property, originally purchased by the novelist Sinclair Lewis for his betrothed, boasts miles of private hiking trails, a croquet court, and a ski mountain with six runs. Fly-fishing gear and lessons are available—the pond is “fully stocked.” Vermont-y excursions are expertly curated. A bee tour is hosted by Dave, the resort’s resident apiarist. A morel-hunting expedition is led by the resort’s chef and two “foremost” mushroom experts; an afternoon canoe outing at nearby Silver Lake features a picnic on the water—a good Riesling would pair nicely with poached lobster. Should a guest desire a scenic drive in the countryside, a $100,000 BMW is reportedly available. It’s a version of Vermont, but one that few Vermonters could ever afford. Perhaps the most telling detail? My tour guide carefully steered me away from any common area where a Twin Farms guest happened to be present.



The clientele of Twin Farms is more or less David Christiansen’s target audience. On a hazy May afternoon, I sit down with Christiansen in a glass-walled sales office at Walnut Creek Luxury Cars, a Northern California dealership where he is not a salesman but a “brand manager.” Our conversation is interrupted every few minutes by the guttural roar of a staffer firing up a Maserati Ghibli or Quattroporte to move it out of the showroom. He hardly notices, but I startle each time. I’m unused to such sounds, having arrived here in a Toyota minivan.

The Ghibli, the first-ever Maserati priced under $100,000, was intended as a gateway drug to hook BMW and Mercedes owners on high-end Italian driving machines. Christiansen also sells Alfa Romeos and Bentleys, and inventory is being reshuffled today to make room for additional luxury brands: Aston Martin, Lamborghini, McLaren, etc. Also on order are a few Paganis and Koenigseggs, insane supercars retailing for $2 million–plus.

The number of Americans who can afford a Pagani is higher than ever. The United States, with about 4 percent of the planet’s population, boasts more than 32 percent of its ultra-high-net-worth individuals—people with assets of $30 million or more. From 2016 to 2019, according to Wealth-X, their numbers increased by 29 percent, to 93,790, with combined assets totaling nearly $11.3 trillion. Roughly 44 percent of this treasure is in cash and liquid assets, properties, and luxury items such as yachts, private jets, fine wines, jewelry, art, and high-end cars. Plenty of super-affluent folks couldn’t give a fig about a Rolls-Royce, Christiansen says. They’re fine with their Prius. But if it’s flash they covet, he can offer them a wide variety of proxies for wealth, class, and conventional masculinity.

Out on the lot, with a few painful contortions, I slide behind the wheel of a low-slung 2019 Lamborghini Aventador. This charcoal Batmobile, priced at $520,000, boasts a carbon fiber monocoque, scissor doors, and massive air intakes on either flank. A rear-mounted V12 engine is partially visible through smoked glass panels. Christiansen points out the independent racing suspension, with horizontal shocks like a Formula One racer, and the single-clutch transmission with paddle shifters—another F1 innovation. A console in the small cockpit contains an ignition switch and buttons marked Strada, Sport, Corsa, and Ego. Each offers a unique driving experience. Ego makes shifting more aggressive and limits the traction control so you can drift, Fast & Furious style.

The ignition switch has a red protective cover, like in a missile silo. I flip it up and push the button. A tiger awakens. “Hear that loud noise? Those are the fans sucking the air in to cool the engine,” my host enthuses. He invites me to punch the gas. Woah! Is this thing street legal? Its top velocity exceeds 220 mph. To clear speed bumps, you have to push a button that raises and lowers the chassis. I’m not certain I have sufficient testosterone to pilot this beast through a residential neighborhood. It’s “a little intimidating,” Christiansen concurs—a first-timer might opt for the Huracán in the adjacent space. “I mean, this is a violent car,” he says. “If you’re driving this car hard, it’s giving you whiplash every time you shift.”

I’m definitely not man enough. As if to prove it, I ask about the fuel economy. Driving conservatively, Christiansen says, you might eke out 15 mpg on the highway, 5 to 7 in the city. He loves how these cars drive, he says, but he doesn’t like the attention they attract. Lamborghini and McLaren owners are “A-type personalities, definitely image conscious,” he says. They are typically men in their fifties and sixties, but he has sold a number of Lambos to the Chinese students who attend nearby Diablo Valley College as a stepping-stone to Berkeley or Stanford. “Their parents will say, ‘Oh, here’s $200,000, just go get a car,’ ” he says. “Sometimes they’re in the more-money-than-brains club. They don’t know how to drive the cars.” Some just want to be able to say, “Look what I have and what you don’t have.”

We enter another showroom to visit the Bentleys. They drip wealth: elegant, imposing. In the center of the room is a Mulsanne, base price $360,000, but this customized Mulliner edition is $404,000. Its 6.25-liter twin-turbo engine bears a plaque—“Hand Built in Crewe, England”—with the engine number and the name of the person (Steve Brown) who oversaw the fabrication. The supple dashboard leather is sourced from cows raised in barbwire-free environments to avoid scratches. The floor mats are made from lamb’s wool. “The ultimate luxury!” Christiansen says, noting the polished wooden consoles, hand-stitched seats, and door panels fitted with heavy chrome ashtrays “for cigars or whatever.” The car has massaging front and rear seats. Another backseat option is an illuminated, handcrafted wooden cocktail cabinet, complete with a pair of handblown crystal decanters “designed for Mulliner by the exquisite glassmaker David Redman of London,” Bentley’s website notes. Rolls-Royce’s equivalent, the Phantom, starts at $450,000. Another $12,000 gets you the Starlight Headliner—thousands of tiny LEDs embedded in the ceiling leather to approximate the night sky. The option is customizable: Rolls will configure the stars as they appeared on the day you were born. Christiansen considers it a gimmick, “but I will tell you, it’s really tough to sell a Rolls-Royce now without the Starlight Headliner.”

His clients rarely haggle over price. They are comfortable with the notion of fair profit, and profit margins on some of these ultra-luxury brands are surprisingly low, but personal touches help make up the difference. Christiansen has seen customers request alligator skin on the center consoles. “A lot of these brands, Maserati, McLaren, Ferrari, Lamborghini—say your wife has a Hermès bag that is a certain color that no one offers. You can actually send a sample. They’ll replicate it and paint the car that color.” General Manager Ketan Bhatia, who used to oversee West Coast sales for Rolls-Royce, stops over to say hello. He shows me photos of a Ghost whose buyers had an image of their Yorkshire terrier embroidered on the headrests, with paw prints on the tread plates and an interior color to match the beloved animal’s bed—all for $625,000. Another customer ordered his wife a Rolls painted the color of her favorite lipstick. The lipstick sample remains on display at the factory in England, Bhatia says. Any buyer who wants “Elena’s Red” has to get the family’s permission.

One thing I don’t see here today is customers. Luxury-car sales are “more lifestyle than automotive,” Christiansen explains. The vehicles follow the money. His team will cosponsor events with private jet manufacturers and fractional ownership services such as NetJets and XOJET, or with San Francisco’s St. Francis Yacht Club, to expose affluent people to vehicles “they don’t even know they want yet.” Customers wander in from time to time, of course. Rocker Sammy Hagar, a Ferrari collector who sold his Cabo Wabo tequila brand to Campari for $91 million, has been known to stop by the sister dealership in San Francisco “in flip-flops, torn shorts, ratted hair, and a T-shirt. You wouldn’t think the guy has two dimes to rub together if you didn’t know who he was,” Christiansen says. Another guy showed up at the Walnut Creek lot dressed like a plumber and configured a $260,000 Bentley. He was, in fact, a plumber—one who owned a thriving plumbing business. He’d arrived in another Bentley, now on consignment.

The typical auto-sales game of passing hapless customers between sales associates, managers, and finance staffers would never fly here. “It’s funny. I hate car salespeople. I really do,” Christiansen says. His job is about building long-term relationships and providing personalized service. His clients don’t have time to hang around a car dealership for five hours. Some repeat customers have even become friends. They invite Christiansen to weekend golf excursions on their private jets or to parties on their yachts. Once they decide on a car, “they just say, ‘You know what I like. Put this together and send it to my accountant.’ ” The vast majority lease. Up until 2019, thanks to a quirk in the tax code, leasing these super-high-end cars for business use resulted in a much larger tax deduction than buying one would. Should you make your living as a wealth advisor, hedge fund manager, luxury realtor, or corporate lawyer catering to high-end clients, “you can’t show up in a Toyota Corolla,” my host points out. So you’d lease the Bentley.

Back at home, I joke with my daughter that maybe I, too, should lease a Bentley, since I’m hobnobbing with all these fancy folks for my book. “Noooo!” she exclaims with a vehemence only an aggrieved fourteen-year-old can muster. “If you get a Bentley, I’ll disown you! I literally won’t be your daughter anymore.” Fair enough. Besides, where would I park it? I would literally need to move to a neighborhood where having a $400,000 car in the driveway wouldn’t make me look like a schmuck. I wouldn’t need to travel far, though. As of 2020, there were forty-eight U.S. zip codes, from Miami Beach to Bridgehampton, New York, where the median single-family home sold for at least $2 million. Thirty-four of those zip codes were right here in California. Thirteen zip codes in three states broke the $4 million barrier. And then there was 94027.

Let’s go and have a look around.






CHAPTER 3 THE ONE



Let there arise next to the little house a palace, and the little house shrinks to a hut.

—KARL MARX, WAGE, LABOR AND CAPITAL



The “glamorous” residence at 202 Atherton Avenue sits on two acres with two gated entrances, a rose garden, and a large pool. Built circa 1949, it boasts four bedrooms and four and a half baths, private guest quarters, “grand formal rooms,” a library, a breakfast room, an elevator, and a caretaker’s apartment. The seller wants $17.8 million, but the realtors didn’t bother staging the house. They figure the buyer will tear it down. “Ideal for new construction,” the listing notes.

Around the corner, on Selby Lane, a one-acre lot is for sale—no house, no pool: $8.5 million. Just down the road is a cul-de-sac with several gated driveways; almost every property around here has a security gate with a call box. A seller wants $12.75 million for one of the properties, featuring an 8,880-square-foot house on just over an acre, with a “deep park-like backyard,” pool and pool house, basketball court, and “lush screening.” That’s code for: You’ll never see your neighbors.

Back on Atherton Avenue, number 74 can be had for $12.9 million. From the back corner of its 1.5-acre lot, you could heave a stone into the backyard pool of 69 Tuscaloosa Avenue, where, for $26 million, you get an 11,155-square-foot contemporary home on 1.7 acres with five bedrooms, eight full baths, heated white oak and limestone floors, “disappearing glass walls for indoor/outdoor living,” and a kitchen with “rare labradorite countertops.” A children’s bedroom, painted purple, includes a two-story climbing wall with glass catwalk and play loft. The property is located, the listing boasts, in the “#1 Zip code in the United States.”

Atherton, California, is indeed first in one respect. It reliably tops annual lists of the nation’s most expensive real estate, outdoing even classic wealth havens such as Aspen, Beverly Hills, Greenwich, Palm Beach, Park City, and Sagaponack—the priciest Hampton. Viewed by satellite, Atherton is distinguishable by its large, lush lots. It’s median home listing price exceeded $7 million in 2019. Lacking commercial properties and multifamily housing, Atherton abounds in the privacy and security many ultrawealthy folks covet. Roughly half of its homes have alarms connected directly to the police department, which functions a bit like a private security force. The town’s old-school exclusivity, along with close proximity to Stanford and neighboring downtowns, are part of what make the land so valuable, even though much of the action in tech has migrated north. The first wave of Silicon Valley founders liked to purchase big compounds out along Highway 84 in the Woodside Hills, Elizabeth told me. Their wives would then divorce them because they didn’t like raising the kids out there by themselves—this phenomenon became known as “the 84 Divorce.” Now, she says, all the rich young techies want to live in San Francisco.

James Everingham skipped over the city entirely. He and Karina had planned on building a big modern house in Santa Cruz, where he’d lived for twenty-six years, but construction was going to take forever. Then Karina stumbled upon the Ross listing, which had everything they wanted. Banana tags along as Everingham takes me for a tour. At five thousand square feet, the house is spacious, open, and ultramodern, with seventeen-foot ceilings and high-end details: copper, Venetian plaster, reclaimed redwood. An enormous eat-in kitchen has a built-in Miele coffee machine—very Jetsons; push a button and it produces the perfect cup. Did he ever imagine owning such a kitchen? “One kitchen?” he teases. “I have two!” Indeed, there’s a smaller one for caterers.

He shows off a closet packed with programmable Lutron switches and terabytes of data storage. All of the home’s features are controlled with a smartphone app, including a high-tech bathroom window that my host turns instantly opaque with a tap. Another bathroom features the most beautiful tub I have ever seen, exquisitely handcrafted from koa wood to match the kitchen cabinetry. It came with the house. (The tub’s Swiss manufacturer quoted me $21,400, including shipping.) The house also boasts tall, modern fireplaces and high-design furnishings inside and out. Floor-to-ceiling glass walls in the main living area slide out of sight to make the room one with the outdoors. In addition to the pool, the bucolic backyard features large decks, a tiled fountain and hot tub (yes, he’s been in it), and stands of towering redwoods for shade. Even though he has no children to leave messes, Everingham told me he has four house cleaners, a pool guy, and a gardener—there’s even a garden on the roof! The house, of course, has the obligatory wine room, though Everingham knows little about the beverage. (He likes the red kind.) But a jackpot winner goes with the flow.



Back down in the city, in an elegant, blindingly white apartment, I pop a whole egg into my mouth and regret it immediately. A fleeting, bemused look from my hostess, Malin Giddings, indicates that I have revealed my class. To be fair, it was really half an egg, topped with an anchovy. I devoured it all at once because I wasn’t sure how to navigate the anchovy. After that, I studiously avoid the prosciutto-wrapped asparagus pairs Giddings has also made available for snacking, accompanied by flutes of a green vegetal concoction. It’s not bad. “Skål!” she says, raising a glass.

We are sitting at a polished wooden backgammon table, a family heirloom, in Giddings’s glamorous flat in San Francisco’s Nob Hill. Having never stepped directly from a wood-paneled elevator into someone’s place of residence, I’m already feeling out of my league. Giddings, who speaks with flair in her native Swedish accent, is in her mid-seventies. Her outfit perfectly matches the apartment, which is entirely white, floor to ceiling, with blue accents and gorgeous views.

In 2018, the personal finance site GOBankingRates named San Francisco America’s most expensive big city to live in comfortably, requiring a pretax income of at least $123,268. This was based not on owning a designer apartment in Nob Hill, but renting an ordinary one-bedroom flat at going rates. New York City, at $99,667, was a distant second, roughly tied with San Jose. My own city, Oakland, ranked fourth, at $95,611. (DC was fifth.) That three of the nation’s five priciest cities are right here in the Bay Area is a result of all the tech wealth that has flooded the region. Should you hit the digital jackpot and be in need of an abode, Giddings is your go-to. A fellow realtor described her as “the queen of San Francisco real estate,” and I quickly discovered why. Not only was she raised on the grounds of the Swedish king’s royal palace, but in a career spanning more than four decades, Giddings estimates she has sold $4.5 billion worth of homes, condos, and apartments in San Francisco, mostly at the very top of the market. The year prior to my visit, she told me, she was responsible for 83 percent of home sales $12 million and up north of California Street. That would include the swanky neighborhoods of Nob Hill, Pacific Heights, Presidio Heights, Russian Hill, Sea Cliff, and Telegraph Hill, where old-money socialites and celebrities rub noses with tech founders, venture capitalists, finance titans, and captains of industry. She won’t sell anywhere else—can’t relate.

In my (upper) middle-class neighborhood, a house for sale goes up on the multiple listing service (MLS), accessible through any realtor’s website. The seller’s agent hosts a few open houses. Potential buyers wander through, bids are collected, and a deal is negotiated. In a hot market, deals can be closed within weeks. But luxury properties often take years to sell. “In the Bay Area everyone is used to this idea that if a house doesn’t sell in two weeks it gets a stink on it,” says Austin Forbord, a San Francisco businessman whose family company, DZINE, is the local pioneer of what one might call “bespoke staging”—outfitting hyper-luxury spec homes with hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of art and high-design furniture manufactured specifically to match that particular project. Once the listing price exceeds $5 million, Forbord points out, the number of potential buyers drops off dramatically: “North of $10 million, it becomes very thin.”

At that price point, open houses evaporate and the MLS listings often go away, too. Wealthy sellers don’t want commoners sniffing around their properties, and well-heeled buyers demand a realtor’s full attention. Showings are by appointment only, “otherwise it’s a petting zoo,” says Frank Nolan, co-owner of San Francisco’s Vanguard Properties, who does $150 million to $170 million in annual sales. Would-be buyers are often asked to show their money in advance, “because a lot of people would love to see a house like that just to see a house like that.”

With Giddings’s properties, buyer and seller are brought together via a network of elite realtors who, like brand manager David Christiansen, nurture close bonds with their clients. These are multiyear relationships in which Giddings serves as matchmaker, advisor, friend, and de facto therapist. “I may even go home for Sunday dinners and put their children to bed and all of that,” she says. Some clients like her to be involved long after the purchase: “We’re thinking about this in this color. Can you just come by?”

Money is almost never an issue. Giddings’s mission is to find the right fit and manage people’s expectations. Given San Francisco’s tight building restrictions, its luxury stock tends to be older—mansion-esque—and limited in other ways. The uber-rich want “absolutely stunning bridge-to-bridge views, and there has to be terraces, an outside space and garden,” Giddings says. But the way the city’s neighborhoods are laid out, one can’t combine panoramic bay views with south-facing gardens, she says. “You have to convince this billionaire: ‘You have to choose! Do you want a view or do you want a garden?’ Then he says, ‘Malin, did you hear me? I want a view and a garden.’ ”

San Francisco recently leapfrogged over Moscow and London to third on the list of global cities with the most billionaires. The historical turf of the local old-money elite—the bold-name families one reads about in the Chronicle’s society column, regulars at cotillions and debutante balls and opening galas—has been invaded by people who, to borrow from Mark Zuckerberg, prefer to move fast and break things. Indeed, walking around Pacific Heights on a pre-pandemic spring afternoon, one senses a neighborhood under siege. Every fourth or fifth house is under construction and visitors compete for parking with contractors’ vehicles. The streets are empty of humanity but thrumming with the clanking of hammers, the shriek of power tools, and the distant chatter of Latino workers who commute from far-flung locales where wage earners can still afford the rent.

One might think a person with humble roots would be hesitant to buy into such extravagance, but Giddings assures me it’s the opposite. It’s the inheritors who are timid. But the new money doesn’t want what the old money wanted: a grand house with a grand entrance and old-fashioned details. “That is not in vogue,” Giddings says. The house has to be large, with the mandatory views and terraces, but it must be “more horizontal than vertical,” and very plain-looking from the outside.

A growing public resentment, heightened by the pandemic, of economic unfairness, has made the wealthiest among us, if not fearful, then at least wary of drawing attention. High-end home sales are shrouded in secrecy. Realtors sign confidentiality agreements and transactions take place between shell companies. This may sound like a nifty ploy to conceal one’s assets from the taxman, but the realtors I interviewed insist it’s more about privacy. You could be dealing with Jeff Bezos, a Russian mobster, your second cousin—you’d never know. “Almost everybody does it like that in New York City,” Nolan says. The same ethos applies to new construction. At a panel discussion I attended, local architect Matthew Mosey talked about how his affluent clients would like to keep up with the “fancy Joneses,” but don’t want to do anything that pushes the envelope too far.

That ethos is suitable for the progressive Bay Area, where a million bucks these days barely buys a fixer-upper and the tech-wealthy are blamed for making housing unaffordable for the rest; my daughter’s ninth-grade English teacher, a Stanford alum, supplemented his public school salary with weekend shifts at Starbucks. And protestors famously targeted the buses that tech companies chartered to shuttle employees to and from their motherships in the South Bay, where housing prices were even more out of reach. “My doctor in Palo Alto, my gynecologist, she’s like, ‘This is our last appointment. My husband and I are moving to Portland,’ ” Elizabeth told me. “And I’m like, ‘Why?’ And she says, ‘We can’t afford a house.’ Two Stanford-educated doctors with no student debt can’t afford a house in Silicon Valley!” So much for technology making the world a better place.
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