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  On October 7, 2003, a Boston-based blogging entity called Genius Labs announced it had been acquired by Google. The press release was
  picked up by various news outlets, and soon Genius Labs was added to Wikipedias List of Mergers and Acquisitions by Google. Once something makes it into Wikipedia, it is often
  repeated as fact. And in a way, it was fact. Genius Labs was an entity. It was me. The tale of how I got acquiredthat is, hiredby Google says a lot about how Ive made my way in
  the world.


  A year earlier, the future wasnt looking bright for the entity of me. My first startup, a site called Xanga that began with me and a group of my friends having the not-quite-refined idea
  that we wanted to make a web company, wasnt what Id hoped it would be. Tired of being broke in New York Cityof all the cities to be broke in, its really
  one of the worstI quit. My girlfriend, Livia, and I retreated to my hometown of Wellesley, Massachusetts, with tens of thousands of dollars of credit card debt in tow. We moved into the
  basement of my moms house. I had no job. I tried to sell an old copy of Photoshop on eBay (which is probably illegal), but no one bought it. At one point, I even asked for my job back at the
  startupand my former colleagues said no.


  The only bright spot in my so-called professional life was blogging. At the startup, we had used a piece of software from a company called Pyra, and I took an interest in the work of
  Pyras co-founder, a guy named Evan Williams. I started writing my own blog and following Evans, and in 1999, I was among the first to test-drive a new product Pyra had released: a
  web-logging tool called Blogger. To me, like lots of people, blogging was a revelation, even a revolutiona democratization of information on a whole new scale.


  Xanga was a blogging community, but having left it, I was peripheral to that revolution, broke and directionless in my moms basement. But my blog was another story. My blog was my alter
  ego. Full of total, almost hallucinogenic confidence, my blog was a fictional creation. It all began with the title, inspired by an old Bugs Bunny cartoon guest-starring Wile E. Coyote. In
  one scene, the ultrarefined coyote says, Permit me to introduce myself, then presents a business card to Bugs with a flourish. It reads WILE E. COYOTE, GENIUS. By announcing himself as a genius on his business card, Wile E. Coyote epitomizes the spirit of the Silicon Valley entrepreneur. When youre
  starting a company, you sometimes have nothing more than an idea. And sometimes you dont even have the ideajust the supreme confidence that one day you will have an idea. You have to
  begin somewhere, so you declare yourself an entrepreneur just like Wile E. declares himself a genius. Then you make a business card and give yourself the title FOUNDER AND
  CEO.


  I didnt have a company . . . yet. But in the spirit of Wile E., I christened my blog Biz Stone, Genius. I made up business cards that said the same. And in my posts, I made sure to
  play the part. Genius Biz claimed to be building inventions with infinite resources and a world-class team of scientists at his headquartersnaturally titled Genius Labs.


  One of my posts in July 2002 read, The scale-model of a Japanese superjet that is supposed to be able to fly twice as fast as the Concorde crashed during the test flight . . . I may have
  to sign various paperworks that will flow millions into further development of hybrid air transit.


  Real-Life Biz was not investing in hybrid air transit. I did, however, manage to land a job as a web specialist at Wellesley College; Livia found a job, too. We rented a place near
  campus so I could walk to work. It wasnt so much an apartment as the attic of a house, but at least it wasnt my mothers basement.


  My alter ego, Genius Biz, meanwhile, continued to exude confidence, gaining more and more of a following. He was Buddy Love to my Professor Kelp. But as I sustained this charade, something
  started to happen. My posts werent just wacky anymore. Some of the thoughts werent in the character of a mad scientist; they were my own. As I continued to write about the web and
  think about how it might evolve, I started hitting on ideas that I would one day incorporate into my work. In September of 2003 I posted:


  
    
      My RSS reader [a syndicated news feed] is set to 255 characters. Maybe 255 is a new blog standard? . . . Seems limiting but if people are going to read many blogs a day on
      iPods and cell phones, maybe its a good standard.

    

  


  Little did I know how ideas like this, which seemed incidental at the time, would one day change the world. And I say this with all the humble understatement of a self-described genius.
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  Google acquired Evan Williamss company, Blogger, in early 2003. In the four years it had taken for blogging to evolve from a pastime of a few geeks into a household word,
  Ev and I had never met or even talked on the phone. But in the interim, I had interviewed him for an online magazine called Web Review, and I still had his email address. Now I worked up the
  confidence to contact him. I sent him an email congratulating him on the acquisition and saying, Ive always thought of myself as the missing seventh member of your team. If you ever
  think of hiring more people, let me know.


  It turned out that, unbeknownst to me, Ev had been following my blog, too. In the tech world, that made us practically blood brothers. Though he was surrounded by some of the best engineers in
  the world, he needed someone who really understood social mediasomeone who saw that it was about people, not just technologyand he thought I was the guy.


  He wrote back right away, saying, Do you want to work here?


  I said, Sure, and I thought it was a done deal. I had a new job on the West Coast. Easy peasy.


  I didnt know it at the time, but behind the scenes Evan had to pull strings in order to hire me. Actually, they were more like ropes. Or cablesthe kind that hold up suspension
  bridges. Google had a reputation for hiring only people with computer science degrees, preferably PhDs; they certainly didnt court college dropouts like me. Finally, the powers that be at
  Google begrudgingly agreed that Wayne Rosing, then Googles senior VP of engineering, would talk to me on the phone.


  The day of the call, I sat in my attic apartment staring at the angular white Radio Shack phone Id had since I was a kid. It had a cord. It was practically a collectors item.
  Id never interviewed for a job before, and nobody had prepped me for this. Although I naively assumed that I already had the job, I at least understood that talking to Wayne Rosing was a big
  deal for someone in my position. I was nervous that Id mess it up, and with good cause. A few days earlier, a woman from the human resources department had called me, and Id joked
  around with her. When she asked me if I had a college degree, I told her I didnt but that Id seen an ad on TV for where to get one. She didnt laugh. Clearly my instincts in
  this department werent reliable. Real-Life Biz was consumed by self-doubt.


  The phone rang, and as I reached for it, something came over me. In that instant I decided to abandon all the failure and hopelessness Id been carrying around. Instead, I would fully
  embody my alter ego: the guy who ran Genius Labs. Genius Biz was on the job.


  Wayne began by asking me about my experience. I guess hed talked to the HR woman, because his first question was why I hadnt finished college. With utter confidence, I explained
  that Id been offered a job as a book jacket designer, with the opportunity to work directly with an art director. I considered it an apprenticeship. As the interview went on, I acknowledged
  that my startup had been a failurefor me, at leastbut explained that Id left because the culture didnt fit my personality. In Silicon Valley, the experience of having
  crashed and burned at a startup had value. I told him about a book Id written on blogging.


  Then, in the middle of his questions, I said, Hey, Wayne, where do you live? That took him aback. I guess it sounded a little creepy.


  Why do you want to know where I live? he asked.


  If I decide to take this job, Ill need to pick a good location, I said.


  Decide to take this job. I didnt even know I was being audacious. But somehow it worked. I had the job. I was going to join Google. Evan invited me out to California to meet the
  team. With its seemingly limitless resources, scientists, and secret projects, Google was the place on earth most resembling my imagined Genius Labs.
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  A couple of years later, Ev and I would quit Google to start a company together. I had joined Google before the IPO, so I would be leaving lots of valuable shares behind. But my
  move to Silicon Valley wasnt about a cozy jobit was about taking a risk, imagining a future, and reinventing myself. My first startup had failed. But my next startup was Twitter.
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  This book is more than a rags-to-riches tale. Its a story about making something out of nothing, about merging your abilities with your ambitions, and about what you
  learn when you look at the world through a lens of infinite possibility. Plain hard work is good and important, but it is ideas that drive us, as individuals, companies, nations, and a global
  community. Creativity is what makes us unique, inspired, and fulfilled. This book is about how to tap into and harness the creativity in and around us all.


  Im not a genius, but Ive always had faith in myself and, more important, in humanity. The greatest skill I possessed and developed over the years was the ability to listen to
  people: the nerds of Google, the disgruntled users of Twitter, my respected colleagues, and, always, my lovely wife. What that taught me, in the course of helping to found and lead Twitter for over
  five years, and during my time at startups before then, was that the technology that appears to change our lives is, at its core, not a miracle of invention or engineering. No matter how many
  machines we added to the network or how sophisticated the algorithms got, what I worked on and witnessed at Twitter was and continues to be a triumph not of technology but of humanity. I saw that
  there are good people everywhere. I realized that a company can build a business, do good in society, and have fun. These three goals can run alongside one another, without being dominated by the
  bottom line. People, given the right tools, can accomplish amazing things. We can change our lives. We can change the world.


  The personal stories in this bookwhich come from my childhood, my career, and my lifeare about opportunity, creativity, failure, empathy, altruism, vulnerability, ambition,
  ignorance, knowledge, relationships, respect, what Ive learned along the way, and how Ive come to see humanity. The insights gained from these experiences have given me a unique
  perspective on business and how to define success in the twenty-first century, on happiness and the human condition. That may sound pretty ambitious, but when were taking a break from
  developing hybrid air transit, we aim high here at Genius Labs. I dont pretend to know all the answers. Actually, strike that: I just might pretend to know all the answers. What better way
  to get a closer look at the questions?
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  So, in a single phone call, Genius Biz had landed a job at Google pre-IPO. Or so he thought.


  After my conversation with Wayne Rosing, I thought I would just drive to California and start my new life. In anticipation of that, my would-be employers had asked me to fly out to the Google
  offices in Mountain View to meet them in person and finalize the details.


  At this point Evan Williams was my champion. Having never laid eyes on me, he had pushed Google to hire me, and now he was meeting me at the airport to take me to my new workplace. I had no idea
  what a big part of my life Evan would become, and that one day he and I would start Twitter together. At that point I was just grateful for the ride.


  I arrived at the San Francisco airport on an early flight, and when Evan picked me up in his yellow Subaru, Jason Goldman, his right-hand man at Blogger, was in the passenger seat. I jumped in
  the backseat, and as we drove to Google, I was immediately jokey about my plane ride. As is my wont, I probably made some inappropriate remarks, because I remember Evan and Jason laughing and
  saying, We just met this guy five seconds ago and this is where hes going with his banter? I tend to come on a little strong, but I could see that they were pleasant and
  casual and had a nice rapport. I wasnt surprised. Id been reading Evans blog for so many years that I knew there was a thoughtful person in there. He was wearing jeans, a
  T-shirt, and sunglasses. He had a slight build, a big smile, and he drove like a maniac. Goldman has a memorable laugh. He usually hits a high note at the end.


  Because Google hadnt gone public yet, it was still a startup, but it was already several years in and considered very successful. There was no Googleplex yet, just a bunch of people
  working in leased stucco buildings.


  Evan showed me the place and introduced me to the Blogger team. After making the rounds at the office, he and I went to a party in Mountain View for a bit; then we drove up to San Francisco to
  have dinner at an Italian restaurant in the Marina District with his mother, who was in town, and his girlfriend. After dinner and plenty of wine, I was ready to go to my hotelI had more
  meetings at Google the next day and I was still on East Coast timebut Evan had other plans for us.


  Lets go to the Mission! Ill show you some of my favorite bars.


  Evan, his girlfriend, and I kept the party going at a bar called Docs Clock. I ordered a whiskey neat, and the bartender poured me a full juice glass.


  Wow, I said, marveling at the quantity.


  They have a good pour here, Ev said.


  By last call, at 1:40, wed all had plenty to drink. Ev, who was blitzed, leaned back in his chair, opened his arms wide, and said, Biz, all this could be yours. We had a
  table in the rear, and I was sitting with my back to the wall. From my vantage point, I could see the whole bar, a dimly lit, hipster-friendly dive bar, not much more.


  Really? I said sarcastically. This?


  Evan put his head down on the table. We were done.
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  The next day, I had twelve meetings with various Google executives. It became immediately clear to me that these meetings were in fact interviews. Turned out this
  job I thought I already had wasnt yet mine. I was smack in the middle of Googles famously rigorous application process.


  But I swear what got me through was the certainty that the job was mine. Channeling my Genius Labs persona wasnt the only strategy I had up my sleeve.


  Before I got on the phone with Wayne Rosing, Id never applied for a real job before. I had no idea how an interview, phone or live, was supposed to go. But as Ive said, I did have
  one thing going for me: the well-established confidence and chutzpah of Biz Stone, Genius.


  Still, you can print that on a business card or type it on a website, but you cant just summon that attitude out of thin air. So there was something I did before the phone interview that
  helped me summon Genius Biz. Heres how it worked: In the days leading up to that phone call, I took the idea of working on the Blogger team at Google and let it bounce around in my head.
  Back then I liked to take a slow jog from my apartment, which was practically on the Wellesley campus, down to Lake Waban and around the two-plus-mile dirt path. As I ran, I pictured myself in a
  strange office somewhere near San Francisco, with a bunch of guys Id never met, doing the work I wanted to do.


  Most of Google was entirely made up of computer science PhDs. They were very talented at building software. The role I envisioned for myself was to humanize Blogger. I would take over its home
  pagethe companys official blogand make the Help area into a product called Blogger Knowledge, where I would highlight features of the service. I would give a
  voice and brand to Blogger. (Though I didnt know it at the time, this is what I would find myself doing at every company I joined: embodying and communicating the spirit of the thing we were
  creating.)


  This is a useful exercise with any problem or idea. Visualize what you want to see happen for yourself in the next two years. What is it? I want to have my own design studio. I want to join a
  startup. I want to make a cat video that goes viral on YouTube. (Cant hurt to aim high.) As youre working out or going for a walk, let that concept bump around in there.
  Dont come up with anything specific. The goal isnt to solve anything. If you take an idea and just hold it in your head, you unconsciously start to do things that advance you toward
  that goal. It kinda works. It did for me.
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  Now I was at those offices I had imagined. They were a little different from my fantasy; Id expected . . . I dont know, a Googleplex maybe, and instead there was a
  bunch of nondescript buildings; Blogger was in building number but Id already been working for Blogger in my head for at least a week. Besides, it was hard to be intimidated when
  nobody seemed to understand what job they were interviewing me for. It all made sense to me and Evan, but the human resources department at Google was a little bafled by my job description. My
  explanation that I was going to add humanity to the product only seemed to confuse them further. In interviews, the Google staff was known to make engineers solve difficult coding problems on a
  whiteboard. They had no idea what to ask me. My hobbies? Adding to the general fuzziness of the interviews, Evan and I had been out til 3:00 or 4:00 a.m.


  In the first meeting, when a woman said, Thanks for coming in. Can I get you anything? I said, Yes. Do you have an aspirin? Im pretty sure on the list of job
  interviewee donts, immediately exposing your hangover ranks high.


  One of the guys who interviewed me asked, Do you know why Google acquired Blogger? He was genuinely curious. At that point Google had acquired Deja.coms Usenet discussions,
  but this was its first real acquisition of a company with employees. My answer was simple, if not necessarily correct. I said, Well, its the other half of Search. Google searches web
  pages. Blogger makes web pages. It gives you more to search.


  By the fifth interview, I asked a guy, Do you know why youre interviewing me? He said, No. I only started here two days ago. Im pretty sure on the list
  of job interviewer donts, thats also pretty high up there. Maybe that meant we were well matched.


  Regardless, when all was said and done, the job that had never been mine finally was.


  With no small help from Evan, Id manufactured this opportunity without a college education, much less a higher degree; without working my way up a ladder; and with a failure or two under
  my belt for good measure. I wasnt a shoo-in; I wasnt anything. But I did have experience in one particular area: creating my own opportunities.
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  I discovered early on that it was better to make my own destiny. As a kid, I spent a bunch of time playing in the yard alone, but one of my favorite things was to go down into
  our basement and invent things. My grandfather built telephones for American Telephone and Telegraph in Boston from 1925 to 1965. He passed before I was born, but my mother never
  cleared out her fathers work stuff. In our basement were his workbench, all his tools, and a giant apothecary-type arrangement of various springs, sprockets, wires, and the
  likeeverything my grandfather had used to build and repair rotary telephones. Id go down there and pretend to be inventing wondrous contraptions in my secret, underground
  laboratory.


  My moms best friend, Kathy, had a husband, Bob, who was an electrician. His basement, as far as I was concerned, was another laboratory. The real deal. Whenever we visited their home, I
  would walk straight in and say, Bob, lets go invent some stuff in the lab. I have a few ideas. I distinctly remember having a revelatory thought that with two empty soda
  bottles and some hoses, I could rig a contraption that would allow me to breathe underwater.


  When I told Bob the idea, he said, You mean SCUBA?


  I told him the name needed more thought and insisted we get to work. He diplomatically said wed need an air compressor and some other things he didnt have and suggested we build a
  battery-powered light mounted on an upside-down coffee can instead. It wouldnt allow me to breathe underwater, but if it had batteries and wires, I was all for it. Another time, I wanted to
  invent a flying contraption. Instead, we hooked a speaker up to a battery. We slipped flat copper strips into a plastic mat and connected them to the speaker so that when you stepped on the mat, it
  activated the speaker and made a horrible buzzing noise. I brought it home and slipped it under the area rug next to my bed. That night I crawled into bed and yelled, Mom, you forgot to kiss
  me good night!


  Aw, so sweet! she said. She came into the room, stepped on the rug, activated the alarm, and nearly had a heart attack.


  My invention worked! I crowed.


  Perhaps to channel this energy, my mom enrolled me in a program called Boy Rangers. Not the Boy Scouts. Not the Cub Scouts. Some obscure other program called Boy Rangers. It was like the Betamax
  of scouting programs. Not only did I not want to be in the Boy Rangers, but every week I had to bring wampum to the programI had to pay. Also, my parents had divorced
  when I was a toddler, and my dad lived a few towns over, but he might as well have lived in Istanbul. My parents were oil and water, so we barely ever saw my father. As it happened, the Boy Rangers
  was a father-son thing. Every week, all the other boys had their dads with them, and I attended solo. If there was a merit badge for rubbing it in, they all would have earned it
  without trying.


  Anyway, the Boy Rangers was modeled after Native American tribes. In order to advance from Paleface through Papoose, Brave, Warrior, and eventually to Hi-Pa-Nac (which sounds like an
  anti-cholesterol drug but is actually some sort of chieftain) we had to create our own feathered headdresses, learn how to tie knots, and memorize various tribal slogans. You know, cool-kid stuff.
  I was stuck in Boy Rangers from age six to ten, all those critical years when most boys were playing Little League baseball, Pee Wee football, and all the other sports. I wasnt very driven
  to master the Boy Rangers skills, but the leaders always gave everyone the patches anyway. The other kids had their patches sewn onto their khaki shirts, but my mom attached mine with safety
  pins.


  As a struggling single mom, the most important thing my mom did for me, my sister Mandy, and my two half-sisters, Sofia and Samantha, was to keep us in Wellesley, where shed grown up. The
  town had become very affluent, and the public school system was one of the best in the country. My mom had gone through the Wellesley school system and loved it. She was determined that we have
  similarly good experiences.


  To me, all my friends were rich. It seemed that they assumed I came from a wealthy family, too, but at various times, we were on welfare. I remember the gigantic slabs of government-issued
  cheese. I was on a school lunch program for low-income families, which was good because it meant I didnt need lunch money, but it was bad because of the way it worked. To buy lunch, most
  students bought lunch tickets. Those tickets were green. To get my lunch tickets, I had to go to a special office once a week to be issued five gray lunch tickets. When other kids asked why my
  lunch tickets were gray, I made jokes about their green tickets. I suppose I started developing a sense of humor and a certain attitude to deal with the obvious differences in our lifestyles. I
  would even raid the Lost and Found box so I could find a Ralph Lauren Polo shirtsomething other than the same jeans and T-shirt that I pretty much exclusively wore otherwise. Most of my
  socks and underwear were marked Irregular. My mom did her best, and she managed to keep us in Wellesley, in a school system that happened to be receptive to my particular brand of
  creativity.


  When I got to high school, all my friends were nerds. But I knew from TV and the movies that a good way to expand my social crowd would be to play on a sports team. I was naturally athletic, and
  from all my years in the Boy Rangers, I was really good at tying half-hitches and sheepshanks, but Id never tried a team sport. The basketball court had all these crazy lines on the ground.
  All the other kids seemed to know where you were allowed to stand and for how long. I just stood there. Then, in the football tryouts, there were all these rules. How did it work? How many chances
  did we get? And how was I supposed to know when I was on the wrong side of the field? I was confused and nervous, which made me even more confused. Before I went to the baseball tryouts, I wised up
  and did a little research. But there was no way to make up for all the lost time. In this situation, the visualization technique I used to land the job at Blogger wouldnt have worked. Even
  if Id been aware of the strategy at the time, I would have visualized myself making a thousand home runs and then stood by and watched while all the other kids scored them. Unsurprisingly, I
  didnt make any of the sports teams. Thats when I decided to take matters into my own hands.


  A little investigating told me that there was one sport my high school did not offer at the time: lacrosse. If none of the other kids had any experience playing lacrosse, then everyone would
  feel as confused as I did. It would be a level playing field. So I asked the school administration whether, if I found a coach and enough boys, we could start a lacrosse team. The answer was yes.
  So thats what I did. After all that apparent ineptitude, I emerged as a decent lacrosse player, I was elected captain, and we were a pretty good team (though I still preferred the company of
  the nerds to the athletes).


  The determination that led me to create a new sports team taught me an important lesson: opportunity is manufactured.


  My dictionary defines opportunity as a set of circumstances that makes it possible to do something. The world has conditioned us to wait for opportunity, have the good sense to spot it,
  and hope to strike at the appropriate time. But if opportunity is just a set of circumstances, why are we waiting around for the stars to align? Rather than waiting and pouncing with a high degree
  of failure, you might as well go ahead and create the set of circumstances on your own. If you make the opportunity, youll be first in position to take advantage of it.


  It wasnt until later that I realized that this is the core of entrepreneurshipbeing the person who makes something happen for yourself. But its also true for all forms of
  success, in all parts of life. People say success is a combination of work and luck, and in that equation, luck is the piece that is out of your hands. But as you create opportunities for yourself,
  your odds at the lottery go way up.
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  In high school Id learned how fulfilling it was to make my own opportunities, and I assumed Id be able to do the same in college. I graduated high school in 1992
  and cobbled together a bunch of local scholarships to cover my first year of college at Northeastern University. Knowing the funding would run out, I landed a scholarship for excellence in the
  arts, which gave me a free ride at the University of Massachusetts, Boston.


  But college didnt turn out to be all Id envisioned. Every day, I commuted an hour from my mothers house to the UMass campus, a maze of concrete that was rumored to have been
  designed by builders who specialized in prisons. One of the first things I wanted to do there was produce The White Rose, a play based on an early anti-Nazi movement in Germany. But the
  woman who ran the theater department told me my only option was to attend her class and be a part of whatever play she had picked. Hmm. That wasnt what I had in mind.


  On the side, I got a job moving heavy boxes in an old mansion on Beacon Hill for the publisher Little, Brown and Company. I carried boxes of books from the attic of the mansion down to the
  lobby. It was the mid-nineties, and the publishers art department was transitioning from spray glue to Photoshop. They even had an old Photostat machine in its own little darkrooma
  huge and expensive machine that did the same job as a ninety-nine-dollar scanner. I knew my way around a Mac, and designing book jackets looked like fun. So one day, when the entire art department
  went out to lunch, I snooped around until I found a transmittal sheet for a book that listed the title, subtitle, author, and a brief summary of what the editorial department wanted for the jacket.
  The book was Midnight Riders: The Story of the Allman Brothers Band, by Scott Freeman. I sat down at one of the workstations and created a book cover for it. On a dark background, I put
  Midnight Riders in tall, green type. Then I found a picture of the band, also very dark, that looked good below the title. When I was done, I printed it out, matted it, and slipped it
  in with the other cover designs headed to the sales and editorial departments in the New York office for approval. Then I went back to moving boxes.


  Two days later, when the art director came back from presenting designs in New York, he asked, Who designed this cover? I told him I had. He said, You? The box kid? I
  explained that I knew computers, and that I was attending college on a scholarship for the arts. He offered me a full-time job as a designer on the spot. The New York office had picked my jacket to
  use on the book. Looking back, it wasnt very good, but they chose it.


  I was being offered an honest-to-goodness full-time job. Should I take it? College so far had been a disappointment. (My experience there reminds me of a Dutch phrase that an entrepreneur I
  visited in Amsterdam once told me: He who stands up gets his head chopped off.) And here I was being handed an opportunity to work directly
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